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  Chapter 1


  Jonas


  


  She giggles. “Jonas.”


  “What? I’ve got to partake of your crumpets as much as possible before they’re off limits to me in a couple months.”


  “They’re extra sensitive these days. Be gentle.”


  “I can’t control myself, baby—they’re too delicious to resist.” I take her nipple into my mouth and give it a good, strong suck.


  Sarah shrieks. “Gah! Go easy, Jonas. They’re sensitive.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  “Yeah...” But she can’t suppress the bloom rising in her cheeks.


  “You mean you want me to take it easy doing... this?” I give her other nipple an even harder suck.


  Sarah shrieks again. “Oh my god. Take it easy, for Pete’s sake.” She laughs. “Holy crap, I can’t decide if I love it or hate it.”


  “You know you love it.” I sit up and assess her naked body on the bed. “Damn, woman, just looking at you these days gives me an epic boner.”


  “These days?”


  “Ssh. Play along.”


  “Sorry.”


  “My dick grew three inches just looking at you right now.” My cock twitches. “Your boobs used to be a handful plus a little extra, and now look at them.” I cup her breasts in my hands and marvel at how they overflow from my palms.


  She looks down at her breasts in my hands. “I’m the Latina Anna Nicole Smith.”


  “You’re a fucking Botticelli, baby—The Birth of Venus. Are you looking at yourself?”


  “Yep, I’m looking. That’s some serious boobage down there.”


  “My dick just grew another two inches again. You’re Demeter, baby.” I look down at my straining cock. “Jesus, have you ever seen a boner this big before?”


  “Every single day since I met you.”


  “No, baby, look more closely. This time it’s different.”


  Sarah makes a big show of staring at my cock with mocking, wide eyes.


  “This is no ordinary boner. It’s a behemoth—a revelation. The divine original form of boner-ness.”


  She laughs. “I thought you weren’t a boob-man.”


  “Whatever gave you that idea?”


  “Gosh, I dunno. The bite marks on my ass?”


  “Mmm. That reminds me. I’m hungry for some albóndigas right now.” I reach around and grab a fistful of her right ass cheek, greedily sinking my fingertips into the sexy tattoo she got for me in Thailand, and she squeals. But when I tilt her body toward me, intending to chomp on her ass tattoo like I always do before I get down to business, she gasps and winces sharply.


  I release my grip and pull back from her, my heart instantly racing. “Sarah?”


  Her eyes are closed. Her brow is furrowed. She brings her hand to her bulging belly and winces again.


  “Did I hurt you?” I sit upright, my heart suddenly pounding in my ears. “Sarah?”


  “I’m fine.” But she winces a third time and curls into a ball on the bed.


  I leap up from the bed, my breathing shallow. “Sarah, talk to me. Tell me what’s happening.”


  For the longest five seconds of my life, she doesn’t say a word. I’m just about to scoop her naked body into my arms and race her to the hospital when she opens her eyes and exhales with relief. “Whew. I’m okay,” she says, her body visibly relaxing. “Oh, man, that was rough.” She looks at me sympathetically. “Aw, you look like you’re gonna pass out. I’m sorry.”


  “What happened?”


  “Crazy Monkey was just doing Zumba right on a nerve, that’s all.” She shoots me a crooked smile. “The pain took my breath away for a minute. But everything’s fine now—he shifted position.” She pats the bed. “Sit back down, love. Tell me more about your transcendent boner to end all boners.”


  I sit down on the bed next to her, exhaling loudly. Jesus. I’m not built for this. My heart is still racing. I run my hands over my face. “Get dressed. I’m taking you to the hospital.”


  She laughs. “No, Jonas. I’ll be seeing the doctor for my usual appointment on Tuesday. No worries.”


  “Better safe than sorry—”


  “I’m fine. It’s just getting jam-packed in there, that’s all. Four arms and legs and elbows and feet and two heads crammed into one belly gets a wee bit crowded.” She grabs my hand and squeezes it. “Nothing to worry about.”


  I exhale. “I’m never gonna make it eight more weeks.”


  “Hey, maybe only six if the doctor takes ’em out early like she said.”


  “Either way, I’m never gonna make it.”


  “Put on some music, baby,” she coos. “Calm yourself down.”


  I exhale. My baby knows me so well. I reach for my laptop and scroll for a minute. I settle on “Only for the Night” by Rx Bandits. A guy can never go wrong with classic Rx Bandits.


  “Nice choice,” Sarah says.


  My heart is still palpitating. I sit and listen for a moment, letting the music work its calming magic on me.


  “Oh,” Sarah says suddenly, putting her hand on her belly again, and my impending serenity evaporates.


  “Sarah?” I choke out.


  She laughs. “Crazy Monkey just kicked the crap out of me. Wowza.”


  I exhale audibly. Jesus Christ.


  She grabs my hand and places it on her belly. “Can you feel that?”


  It takes only a couple seconds until I feel something karate chop my palm. “Whoa.”


  “We’re gonna have our hands full with that one.” She grins. “That one’s a chip off the ol’ block.”


  I move my hand to the other side of her bump, searching for signs of life over there, too. “What’s the other one doing?”


  “Chillin’ Like a Villain Monkey? Well, as usual, he’s just chillin’, drinking a beer, watching the game on TV, laughing at his brother. He’s like, ‘Dude, chill the fuck out.’” She contorts her features into an exact replica of Josh’s smug face. “‘You get so riled up sometimes, bro. Jesus.’” She bursts out laughing.


  “That was a pretty good impression,” I say, moving my hands around her belly. “Has Chillin’ Like a Villain Monkey been moving around? I don’t feel anything over here.”


  “Yes, love. He’s still there. Don’t worry.”


  I breathe a sigh of relief. “You gotta stop saying ‘he’ and ‘brother’ and ‘dude’ all the time, by the way. We’ve got to keep things gender-neutral so we don’t become attached to any one particular outcome. Happiness is borne from the absence of expectation.”


  “Plato?”


  “No, Jonas Faraday.”


  She flashes me her patented smart-ass grin. “I’m not gonna call either of my monkeys ‘it’ or ‘they.’ They’re monkeys, not goldfish.”


  “Well, at least call them ‘she’ half the time so the gods don’t smite us for displaying unbridled hubris.”


  She leans back and stretches her arms above her head, giving me a delightful view of her massive boobs. “I’m not displaying unbridled hubris—I’m displaying mother’s intuition. I know in my bones I’ve got two little Faraday boys in there.” She looks ruefully at the ceiling. “God help us all.”


  I run my hands over her curves again, trying to calm my racing heart.


  “If you’re worried you’re gonna get attached to the wrong gender,” she says, “then let’s ask Dr. Johnston—”


  “Nope.” I lean down and kiss her belly button.


  Sarah runs her hands through my hair. “But if we find out the genders I could finally paint the mural in the nursery and—”


  “Nope.” I start kissing my way from her belly button toward her “OAP” tattoo farther south.


  “Aw, come on, Jonas. Please.”


  I look up at her. “This is the first time I’ve exercised patience in my entire life, woman. You should be applauding me, not thwarting me.”


  “But I could paint the mural and get everything ready—”


  “No,” I say firmly. “No peeking. We’re gonna get a grand surprise, precisely when and how nature intended and not a second before. End of story.”


  She exhales. “End of story,” she whispers, rolling her eyes. “Another round of delicious anticipation brought to you by Jonas Faraday.”


  I don’t respond. She misunderstands me, and that’s a good thing. Actually, I’m not engineering another round of delicious anticipation for the two of us—not at all. I’m simply being a realist—or, maybe, more accurately, a self-preservationist. It’s true Sarah and I have had an incredible run these past three years—married life with my sexy little wife has exceeded my wildest dreams, in fact, and, on top of that, Climb and Conquer has already smashed our most ambitious three-year goals to smithereens—but no matter how great life has been lately, I’m still Jonas Faraday, after all, which means my happiness simply won’t last forever. It can’t. Something’s got to give, and I’m scared to death that ‘something’ is gonna be the monkeys growing inside Sarah’s belly. But since no husband should ever tell his pregnant wife he’s certain heartbreak, rather than two bundles of joy, awaits them at the end of her third trimester, I haven’t told Sarah about my rampant premonitions of disaster.


  I’ve only become plagued by this ever-increasing anxiety recently—probably within the last month or so. In fact, at the beginning of Sarah’s pregnancy, my demons didn’t whisper to me at all. When Sarah first said, “What do you think about trying for a baby, hunky-monkey husband?” I didn’t hesitate in my enthusiastic reply: “Fuck yeah!” And a couple months after that, when Sarah leaped into my arms, squealing that two pink lines had appeared on her pee-stick, I cried tears of joy right along with her.


  It was only when the doctor first declared Sarah was carrying twins that a vision of Sarah with our future children popped into my head and subsequently wouldn’t leave, making me suddenly and acutely aware of what I stood to lose if things went to shit. In my recurring daydream, or whatever the fuck it is, Sarah is snuggled up in our bed with two little girls—two dark-haired beauties with their mother’s olive skin and sparkling eyes—and she’s telling them a bedtime story in Spanish. The entire scene takes my breath away, but the thing that slays me the most is how the girls look at their mother with rapt attention, reveling in her every word like she’s casting a magic spell on them, while Sarah gazes back at their little faces with the purest look of love I’ve ever seen. Up until that vision barged into my head (and promptly took hold of my every quiet moment), I thought my life with Sarah was the culmination of human possibility. But now I know there’s an even higher peak—and the idea of losing what I’ve seen scares the living shit out of me.


  I’ve tried countless times to erase that vision from my head, hoping to save myself from unfathomable grief and certain insanity if things ultimately turn to shit (because, let’s face it, everything always eventually turns to shit when it comes to me), but it’s no use. I’ve seen the divine original form of my ultimate happiness, and I can’t un-fucking-see it. It’s as if I’m remembering those little girls snuggled up in bed with Sarah instead of imagining them. And with each passing day as I wait for the other shoe to drop and shatter me, my anxieties wrap ever more tightly around my neck, loosening only during those blessed times when Sarah and I are alone in our cocoon built for two.


  “So, husband,” Sarah says, running her hand through my hair again. “There’s something I’ve been wanting to talk to you about.”


  I stop kissing her tattoo and exhale. No pleasant conversation with a woman throughout the history of time has ever started with those words. I glance up at her. Please God, don’t let her launch into an in-depth probe of our feelings right now—I’ve got a gigantic boner and I just want to fuck my beautiful, pregnant wife to escape the near-constant ramblings in my head.


  She smiles down at me, her cheeks flushed and her nipples erect. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but my hormones have been going a bit wackadoo lately,” she says.


  Is this a trap? I’d have to be deaf, dumb and blind not to have noticed Sarah’s ultra-vigorous sex drive lately—a happy perk of her pregnancy I’ve been only too happy to accommodate.


  “Well, to put it bluntly,” she continues, “for the last month or so, I’ve been wanting my hunky-monkey husband to fuck me like I owe him twenty bucks—but he simply won’t do it.”


  I raise my eyebrows.


  She laughs. “Did I get your attention, my sweet Jonas?”


  “Definitely. I don’t part with twenty bucks easily.”


  “So, here’s the deal, hubsters. For months, you’ve been extremely careful with me—and that’s totally understandable and sweet—and, yes, I’m well aware Dr. Johnston told us not to get too freaky-crazy during my third trimester, whatever that means—and I certainly agree we don’t want you denting our poor babies’ heads with your gargantuan hard-on—but I think you’ve been taking the ‘careful’ and ‘gentle’ thing a wee bit too seriously. I say this with love—well, no, that’s a lie; I’m just horny as hell—I think it’s time for you to just screw the crap out of your pregnant wife like she’s your sorry-ass bitch.” She pats her belly. “I’m a beach ball, baby. Go ahead and bounce me.”


  I’m speechless for a moment, trying to process everything she’s just said.


  “I’ve been really jonezing for The Arch lately. Wasn’t that yummy? We haven’t done that one in a while. Or the folding deck chair? Or maybe the pile-driver?”


  I motion to her belly. “Kind of impossible right now. What do you say we revisit these grand ideas in about eight weeks or so?”


  She bites her lip. “Aw, I know. But I’m starting to feel a little penned in. I think if we put our heads together, we could find something that simulates crazy-freaky. What if we role-play? We could pretend we’re in Thailand and I’m a train wreck and you’re pissed as hell at me?”


  I open my mouth and then close it again. I cannot believe she’s invoking Thailand. I wasn’t pissed as hell in Thailand, I was fucking enraged at her. I couldn’t duplicate that inspiration if I tried.


  “I mean, I know we can’t do Thailand exactly,” she says, giggling. “Man, I couldn’t walk for a week after that. I was just mentioning Thailand to give you an idea of the general flavor of the fuckery I’m thinking of trying to simulate.” She bites her lip.


  I exhale. I know what Sarah’s really referring to here—and it’s not my anger. She wants me to tie her up again, though obviously she doesn’t want to say that explicitly, probably given what a touchy subject bondage of any kind has been for me in the past. I don’t say anything. I’m not sure how I feel about that bizarre night in Thailand—I’ve always thought that was a one-off, borne of unique circumstances. The only thing I’m certain about regarding that night in Bangkok is that Mr. “2Real” Motherfucking-Asswipe-Cocksucker can go fuck himself.


  When I don’t reply, she chews on the inside of her cheek.


  What exactly does she expect me to do? She’s almost eight months pregnant with twins, for fuck’s sake. “We’ve just got to play it safe for eight more weeks, baby,” I coo. “And then you’re ass is mine.”


  She bites her finger and pouts. “Well, obviously I wanna play it safe. Of course. I just mean, maybe we can do a safe version of you fucking the shit out of me? Like a safe version of Rio, maybe?”


  “Sarah, there is no safe version of Rio. I was drunk off my ass in Rio,” I say simply.


  She laughs. “Well, that doesn’t mean it wasn’t totes awesome.”


  “Let me handle it from here, okay, baby? I hear what you’re saying and I’ve got everything covered. Don’t you worry.”


  “It’s just so ironic to have all these outrageous hormones making me crazy-horny at the exact time we can’t capitalize on them to the fullest extent. It’s like the old adage, ‘Youth is wasted on the young.’”


  “Ssh.” I kiss her neck and she sighs with pleasure.


  She grabs my hair and yanks on it roughly. “You gonna figure out a loophole to doctor’s orders?”


  “Ah. My baby wants a loophole, huh?” My kisses trail from her neck down to her breasts. “Now I see.”


  “Oh, yes, please. Loophole me, baby,” She arches her back into my tongue as it swirls around one of her nipples. “Looooooophooooooole,” she says.


  We both laugh. For some time now, Sarah and I have been faux-turning each other on with words that sound dirty but aren’t. “Oh, baby. You know I love it when you talk dirty to me,” I whisper. I trail down from her breasts to her belly and continue swirling my tongue over her skin.


  She moans. “Loooooooophole.”


  God, I love this woman. I look up at her. “Ssh. No more talking. It’s time to bone.”


  Her eyes light up. “Bonin’ time.”


  I part her legs and position myself between them.


  “You gonna fuck me like I owe you twenty bucks?”


  “Ssh. I’m gonna fuck you like you owe me a hundred bucks. Never sell yourself short, baby.”


  She laughs.


  “Now, ssh.” I motion to my cock. “Because my boner’s grown another seven inches while we’ve been sitting here talking about fucking instead of doing it.”


  “My goodness. At this rate of unprecedented growth, your boner’s gonna whack some poor guy upside the head in New York City by nightfall.”


  “And London by morning.”


  She nods definitively. “Okay, baby. Let us now proceed with the semi-savage fuckery that comports with doctor’s orders while nonetheless giving me the illusion of naughty back-alley sex.”


  “Thank God, woman. Jesus.” I roll my eyes.


  Sarah giggles.


  I roll over to my computer on the nightstand and scroll through my music library for a minute, my cock throbbing like a motherfucker.


  “Play ‘You Owe Me,’” Sarah says.


  “What’s that?”


  “It’s hip-hop. I think it’s by NAS. If you’re gonna screw your beautiful wife like she owes you a hundred bucks, you gotta have the perfect theme song.”


  “You and your fucking hip-hop, OAP Cruz.” I keep scrolling, shaking my head. “Mark my words: I will never, ever fuck you to hip-hop.”


  She laughs.


  I settle on “R U Mine?” by the Arctic Monkeys, press play, and turn back to her. “God, you’re gorgeous. Just look at you. Oh my God.” I crawl over to her and nip at her ear. “Get ready, baby. I’m now going to bring new meaning to the term motherfucker.”


  She giggles happily.


  I kiss her neck. “I’m gonna make you feel so damned good, baby,” I whisper, dipping my fingers into her wetness, “you won’t even remember Rio or Thailand.”


  She makes a sound that tells me she likes that idea.


  “Or your own name, for that matter.”


  “Please and thank you,” she breathes.


  I crawl between her legs, yet again, and spread her thighs gently. She exhales, instantly settling in for what she knows is about to come (or should I say who is about to come).


  I kiss the insides of her thighs for a while, letting her anticipation build, and then slowly begin working my way up toward her bull’s-eye. Before I get there, though, I slip my fingers inside her and begin stroking that telltale rough patch deep inside her. After only a few moments of stroking her G-spot with the exact amount of pressure she likes, she ignites like I’ve turned up the flames on her gas grill.


  “Please,” she says, arching her back and clutching the sheets.


  “Please what?”


  She says something incoherent. I can feel her G-spot enlarging under my fingertips like a water balloon. Oh, how I love that sensation. And I know what my baby likes, even better than she knows it herself. “You want me to lick you?” I whisper, my warm breath teasing her pussy, my fingertips continuing to own her.


  She moans.


  I increase the pressure deep inside her with my fingertips and she gasps and squirms with her pleasure.


  “Beg me for it,” I whisper.


  She arches her back and whimpers.


  “Beg me for it,” I repeat, my fingers moving with precision.


  “Please,” she moans.


  “Please what?” I’ve got her in the palm of my hand—literally, actually—and there’s no greater feeling. The tip of my cock is getting wet—feeling her pleasure ramp up gets me every time.


  She moans loudly in reply.


  I increase pressure and speed with my fingers and she goes fucking berserk on me.


  Her body is beginning to clench around my fingers. I can feel her orgasm coming. I lean in and lap at the delicious flesh surrounding my fingers, careful to avoid her clit. She screams something incoherent and thrashes around. I nibble around her bull’s-eye and she shrieks.


  She’s already rippling around my fingers. Well, that was easy.


  “Beg me, dirty girl,” I say evenly.


  “Please,” she whimpers.


  “Okay, baby. But only ’cause you asked me so nice.”


  With that belly of hers getting in the way, it takes a little doing to find the right angle for my tongue and hand all at the same time—but I’m a very determined and hungry boy, so I make it happen—and it’s a good thing too, because the minute my tongue hits her sweet spot, she lurches with pleasure. I’ve only gotten a minute and a half in when the woman spirals into Christmas and my birthday all rolled into one: simultaneous clit and G-spot climaxes. Fucking delicious—and a fairly new accomplishment for my little Mount Everest.


  There’s not a moment to lose. I can’t let her regroup. This is too fucking good. I push her onto her side, cleave my body to hers from behind, and whisper in her ear, “Get ready to get fucked, dirty girl.” I quickly lean back and grab a bottle of lube from my nightstand, and then, without warning, I simultaneously slide my cock into her wetness and a lubed finger up her ass, all the while massaging her clit with my free hand.


  Well, shit. The woman instantly loses her fucking mind. Ha! She’s all talk. When will she learn to leave the flavor of fuckery to me?


  “You’re not allowed to come ’til I tell you to do it,” I whisper into her ear, my voice ragged. Jesus, I’m so turned on I feel like I’m gonna explode. Nothing gets me off like the sound of her getting off like this.


  She whimpers and convulses against me, but she’s holding on.


  “You’re gonna come when I give you permission,” I say, thrusting slowly while continuing to work every inch of her. She’s gasping for air. “Only when I give you permission. Because I own you, dirty girl.”


  She screams like I’ve pushed her off a cliff. The woman’s gonna wake half of Seattle, and I love it.


  “Now,” she shrieks, her entire body jolting.


  “Not yet.”


  She whimpers.


  I continue thrusting slowly, ever so slowly—because no matter what my dirty girl’s craving, there’s no way in hell I’m gonna do a damn thing that even borders on risky at this point—all the while continuing to work every inch of her with my fingers. “You’ll come when I tell you to, baby.”


  She moans and shudders violently.


  “Only when I say you can.”


  She makes the sound that comes right before The Sound. Holy fuck, she’s right on the cusp of oblivion. I wish I could make this last for hours, it’s so fucking good. Even in my current frenzy of excitement, I can’t help smiling at all her big talk before we got started. I own this woman. She’s at my fucking command. “Beg me,” I say, my voice low and fierce.


  “Please,” she gasps.


  I bite her ear. “You like this, pretty baby?”


  She’s losing control.


  “You gonna shut the fuck up now and let me do what I’m good at?”


  “Yes.”


  “You feel so good, baby,” I whisper into her ear, fucking her just a bit harder.


  She makes The Sound, and I know she’s on the ragged edge, hanging on by the barest of threads. And so am I.


  “You’re gonna come when I tell you to do it—even harder than last time.”


  “Mmm.”


  “You’re gonna come so hard, you’re gonna pass out.”


  She makes the sexiest sound I’ve ever heard her make. It sends me past the edge. I can’t hang on any longer. “Now, baby,” I whisper into her ear. “Right now.”


  She exhales audibly and instantly, her ass clenches around my finger, her pussy seizes around my cock, and her clit flutters under my fingertips, all at once. This kind of DEFCON one-level orgasm is so fucking hot—and so fucking elusive, to be honest, no matter how good I am—I lose it, too, right along with her, making my own set of fucked-up sounds.


  After a moment, when we’ve both quieted down and our bodies have stilled, I lean down, push her to the side, and kiss the tattoo stamped on her ass. “You’re mine,” I say. “I own you.”


  “Well, duh,” she says softly. “Otherwise, that tattoo on my ass is gonna be a real pain to remove.”


  I crawl over her limp body and lie on my side, facing her. Her face is sweaty. Her eyes are closed. She’s cradling her belly. She’s fucking road kill right now. Holy fuck, I’m good at this. I feel like high-fiving myself. I swear to God, there is no one better at this than me, even when the object of my godliness is almost eight months pregnant with twins.


  “Wow, wow, wow,” she says softly. “That was incredible. I think that might have been the best orgasm of my life. Seriously.”


  These are the moments when she’s most beautiful to me—when she’s in the afterglow of complete sexual satisfaction. I touch her beautiful face.


  “Wow,” she says again. She smiles broadly. “I’m sure you’re feeling mighty proud of yourself right about now, especially after all my babbling before we got started.”


  “Fuck yeah, I am. I killed it. The samurai is in perfect form, even when his options for combat are limited due to reasons outside his control.”


  “Well, not reasons outside your control—you’re the one who did this to me in the first place. This right here is entirely within your control.” She pats her belly and sighs happily. “The monkeys enjoyed that as much as I did. Maybe more. While you were ramping me up, they were leaping around, howling, going completely crazy, banging their fists against the cage, and then the minute that insane orgasm hit, they just stopped and went ‘Aah,’ like they’d just gotten into a Jacuzzi after a long, hard day of work.”


  “That’s an interesting mix of metaphors. Do monkeys work? And if so, do they really get into Jacuzzis after a long, hard day?”


  She laughs. “Well, okay, good point. I should have said the monkeys stopped and said, ‘Aah,’ like they’d sat down in a giant massage chair after a long, hard day of taking final exams.”


  I laugh.


  “Either way, you did a ‘bang-up’ job.” She snickers.


  “Clever girl. You funny,” I say.


  “I funny.”


  I touch her belly. “I can’t even begin to imagine what it feels like to have two humans growing inside you.”


  “Not gonna lie.” She sighs happily again. “It’s pretty damned cool.”


  I wasn’t intending to do this—not until I was one hundred percent sure I could deliver on the tacit promise of it—but, suddenly, I can’t resist. “Hang on,” I say. “I’ve got a little surprise for you, my metaphor-mixing sex goddess.” I leap out of bed and head toward my walk-in closet.


  “Hey, gimme a little shaky-shake,” she calls after me, as usual, and I grace her with a little ass-shake as I walk to my closet.


  She whoops behind me with glee. “Hawt!”


  I laugh. That woman is so damned easy to please.


  I grab a large box tucked away in the far corner of my closet and return to Sarah in the bed.


  “What’s this?” Sarah asks, eying the closed box.


  “Well, open it and find out.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 2


  Jonas


  


  She leans forward, opens the flap of the box, and peeks inside. Her mouth instantly drops. “Jonas P. Faraday,” she says. “How did you know—?”


  “I’m all-knowing.”


  “But how did you know about this specific thing?”


  “Remember when your laptop went in for repairs and you used the computer in the office for a week?”


  She nods.


  “You left quite an interesting search history.”


  She bursts out laughing and buries her face in her hands. “Oh my God.”


  “That was quite the trail of breadcrumbs you left for me, baby. I assumed you did it on purpose.”


  “No.” She laughs again. “Well, maybe subconsciously, who knows?” She begins pulling out the bulky contents of the box. When everything is laid out on the bed, she looks it over, her eyes ablaze. “Holy Bondage, Batman,” she says quietly. “I never thought I’d see the day.” She beams at me. “Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome.” I take a deep breath. Shit. What have I done? I thought I was ready to take this leap, but suddenly I’m not so sure.


  “You do understand I want you to cuff me—not the other way around?”


  “That’s the only possible combination.”


  “And you’re totally fine with this?”


  We both know I’ve been hardwired since the age of seven to recoil from the mere thought of bondage—and The Lunacy in my teens certainly didn’t help matters. Can I really do this for her? And enjoy it? I think I can—if what happened in Thailand was any indication. Or were the circumstances of that bizarre night so fucking weird, so fucking confusing, it created a once-in-a-lifetime wormhole for me—impossible to duplicate? “I’m better than fine with it,” I manage to say, and, actually, as the words tumble out of my mouth, I’m pretty sure they’re the truth.


  “I can’t believe it. Wow.” She picks up one of the four Velcro cuffs. “How does this thing work?”


  I grab one of the soft cuffs and open and close it. “The sheet gets strapped onto the bed, really tight, and then the cuffs attach to the sheet, in any configuration you want.”


  “Wow,” she says, her face aglow, “that’s really cool—and a whole lot more efficient than a web of neckties tied to the bedposts, huh?” She laughs.


  I roll my eyes.


  “I can’t believe you got this for me, baby.”


  “Of course.”


  Now it’s Sarah who’s rolling her eyes. “Not ‘of course.’ This is a one hundred-eighty-degree turnaround from where we started, Jonas. You were pretty damned clear on your application that any kind of bondage was a total nonstarter for you.” She bites her lip. “Understandably.”


  I pause, considering. “Well, I didn’t know I was writing those words to the future mother of my twins.”


  “Hold up,” Sarah says abruptly, shaking her head like she’s got whiplash. “I’m the future mother of your twins?” She looks down at her massive belly. “Oh, shit. When did that happen?”


  I chuckle.


  “But seriously, baby, this is a big shift. Are you sure?” Sarah says.


  I shrug. “With the right woman to tie up, a man can overcome just about any kind of bullshit-hang-up.”


  “There you go writing greeting cards again: ‘Darling, I think I’ve found the right woman to tie up. Please help me get over my bullshit-hang-ups. Happy Valentine’s Day.”


  I laugh.


  “Thank you so much, baby,” she gushes. “I’m so excited.”


  “Just a little motivation to get you through the next eight weeks—consider it a dangling carrot.”


  The look of sheer euphoria on her face makes me want to give her the second box, too. If I can’t get over all my childhood bullshit with the woman I love more than life itself—the woman who’s willing to bear my children, for Chrissakes, then when the fuck am I ever gonna get past it? And isn’t it my soul’s mandate to at least try to get past it? I look down at the inside of my left forearm. For a man to conquer himself is the first and noblest of all victories. Why did I get that inked onto my skin if I wasn’t gonna commit to it as my life’s mantra? I take a deep breath. Yeah, I’ve got to do this. It’s time. I can’t cower in that closet behind my mother’s dresses forever, for fuck’s sake. “But wait, there’s more,” I say, leaping back up. I’m suddenly feeling flushed with adrenaline. I can do this. I know I can. Fuck my past. Onward and upward, baby. Climb and conquer.


  “More?” she says behind my back. “Hey, gimme a shaky-shake, baby.”


  Once again, I shake my ass for her with gusto and she hoots at me.


  In my closet, I grab a second, smaller box—this one from the farthest corner of the highest shelf—and bring it back to her on the bed. “Happy Valentine’s Day, baby. In April.”


  She stares at the box with wide eyes. “What is it?”


  “Do I really need to explain how presents work again?”


  She grins from ear to ear and eagerly dives into the box. “Oh my God,” she says, pulling out a bag filled with assorted sex toys. She looks up at me, incredulous. “How did you...?”


  “Breadcrumbs,” I say. “You left me lots and lots of breadcrumbs, baby.”


  She blushes. “Wow. I never intended... I’ve just been...” She doesn’t finish the sentence.


  “You’ve just been what?”


  She shrugs, her cheeks turning bright red. “Curious.”


  I must admit I was initially taken aback when I found Sarah’s search history on my computer, but, almost immediately, it all made perfect sense. The woman didn’t take a job reading sex club applications out of nowhere, after all, whether she realizes it or not. And, yeah, I’m not blind—I saw the way her eyes blazed in Thailand when I impulsively tied her wrists, not knowing how else to handle her. I told myself it was a one-time thing for both of us, given the unique circumstances of the night—but clearly, it planted some kind of seed inside her. Or maybe it simply ignited a fuse that was already there.


  “Jonas, I wasn’t looking at all that stuff to use with you, necessarily—I’ve known from day one this kind of stuff is off-limits with you. I was just browsing for the sheer entertainment of it—just sort of... “ She trails off.


  “Has My Beautiful Intake Agent been missing her sex club applications?”


  She smiles and shrugs. “Maybe it’s just a simple case of being attracted to forbidden fruit. The doctor said we’re not allowed to get too crazy-freaky-kinky, so...” Her cheeks flush. “So, of course, all I can think about is getting crazy-freaky. But it’s okay, Jonas. Obviously, you have very good reasons not to want to do this kind of thing and I totally respect that—”


  “Fuck it, baby. Fuck my bullshit.” I practically spit out the words.


  Her face ignites.


  “You’re curious? You wanna explore some kink and see if it gets you off? Cool. Don’t let all my baggage and bullshit and weird-ass shit make you think this stuff is somehow weird or shameful. It’s not. I’m ready to fuck you however you wanna get fucked. Nothing’s off-limits anymore.”


  Her face is positively blazing with excitement. “Really?”


  “You bet.”


  She picks up an unidentifiable sex toy, a glass dildo that looks more like a bong than a sex toy, and scrutinizes it like it’s an alien carcass. “Honestly, I don’t know if I’m gonna like this stuff or not. I was just feeling a bit curious to find out.” She makes a face at the glass dildo. “I think.”


  “Let’s find out.”


  “Really?”


  “Yep.”


  She drops the bag of toys and scoots closer to me on the bed. “Jonas, you know I’m a thoroughly satisfied member of the Jonas Faraday Club, right? I don’t want anything or anyone else but you, and I never will.”


  “Sarah, I harbor no misunderstanding about how much you like getting fucked by me and my big ol’ cock,” I say. “And neither does anyone within a half-mile radius of our bedroom.”


  She laughs.


  “We’re good, love,” I say. “We’re always good.”


  “Good,” she says. She exhales. “Whew.”


  “So it’s a date,” I say. “I’ll shock and awe you with a whole new brand of fuckery the minute we get the all-clear from the doctor, whenever that is.”


  “Sounds like a plan.”


  I touch her belly. “It’ll be something to look forward to after our little monkeys arrive.” Oh shit. All of a sudden, as those last words leave my mouth, a tsunami of anxiety crashes down on me.


  “Jonas?” Her face flashes with acute concern.


  I clear my throat.


  She puts a steadying hand on my forearm. “What are you thinking, baby?”


  My heart is pounding in my ears.


  “Jonas?”


  “I’m thinking I can’t wait to tie you up and shove a glass dildo up your ass.”


  “Jonas, talk to me.”


  My stomach won’t stop twisting. I take a deep, steadying breath. “I just worry a bit sometimes, that’s all.” I try to smile at her again, though I’m sure I’m not successful.


  “Oh, Jonas.” She touches my cheek. “What’s going on with you?”


  “Absolutely nothing.”


  She squints at me. “Come on, Jonas. I can tell you’ve been struggling a bit lately. Talk to me.”


  I rub my eyes and glance over at the clock. “I haven’t been struggling.” I push her over and slap the tattoo on her delectable ass cheek. “No more talking about our fucking feelings, woman. It’s time for you to get your massive tits and juicy ass in gear. The dumber half of the Faraday clan will be here in thirty minutes.”


  “Josh and Kat are coming over?”


  “Yeah, I invited them for dinner.”


  “Well, yeehaw! Why didn’t you say so, hubsters?”


  “Because it was a surprise. Now get your delicious ass in gear, wife. It takes you five times longer to do anything these days, hauling those gigantic tits around. Chop chop.”


  


  


  Chapter 3


  Sarah


  


  Jonas opens the door and Kat’s mini-me tears into the room, giggling and squealing at the top of her lungs.


  “Hello, beautiful,” Jonas coos to his towheaded niece. He kneels down and she leaps into his muscled arms. “Gimme my kisses, Gracie.”


  Gracie quickly begins peppering her uncle’s face with kisses, exactly the way he’s trained her to do it since she could first form a pucker with her little lips.


  “Oh, thank you,” Jonas says. “Such sweet kisses. Oh, wait, I think you missed a spot.” He tilts his chin to her and she lays a wet one right on it. “Thank you, baby. Oh, whoops. Another spot.” He turns his chiseled cheek to her and she obliges him. “Oh, that was an extra good one. Thank you.”


  As usual, watching Jonas with Gracie makes me swoon—I can only imagine how I’m going to melt onto the floor on a daily basis when I get to witness him with our own babies. “My turn,” I say, hauling my big-ass belly off the couch. “Come over here and gimme some of those kisses.”


  Jonas puts Gracie down and she instantly barrels toward me like a rocket.


  “Careful of Auntie Sarah’s belly,” Jonas calls after her.


  “Oh, she’s fine, Jonas,” I say, just before Gracie slams into me like a linebacker. “My goodness, look who’s wearing her sparkly-pink cowgirl boots,” I say.


  “She wants to wear those pink sparkle-boots twenty-four-seven,” Kat says, taking off her coat to reveal her petite baby bump. “Hey, girl,” Kat says, kissing my cheek.


  “Hey, Kitty Kat.”


  Kat flops onto the couch with a big sigh. “The minute Gracie opens her eyes in the morning, it’s ‘Sparkie boots!’ And at night, when I make her take them off for bath time, she throws a fit. ‘Sparkie boots! Sparkie boots! Grassy sparkie boots!’” Kat lets out a dinosaur-like shriek in apparent mimicry of her strong-willed child. “I’m convinced the girl’s actually a pterodactyl in a toddler suit.”


  I sit down next to Kat on the couch. “I see no reason why my sweet and angelic niece can’t sleep in whatever sparkly footwear she desires.”


  “Ha! I’m gonna remind you of that ridiculous comment when your own ‘sweet and angelic’ children are barreling toward their terrible twos on a one-way bullet train.”


  “Aw, Gracie would never throw a fit,” I say, hugging Gracie to me like I’m shielding her from the cruel barbs of her mean mommy. “Don’t let your mommy defame you with such malicious lies.” I nibble Gracie’s neck. “Nom, nom, nom. I love me some Gracie.”


  Gracie squeals.


  “You like the pretty sparkle boots I got you, boo?”


  “Grassy luh da boots.”


  “Well, that’s good because I love you.” I pucker and Gracie instantly smashes her wet lips into mine. “Mmm,” I say. “Yummalicious.”


  “Yummaleesh,” Gracie repeats, and I laugh.


  “Amazeballs?” I prompt.


  “Mayzbilz.”


  I giggle with glee. “Holy crappola,” I say slowly.


  “Holuhcrup.”


  I laugh again and Gracie’s face lights up. I could play the “repeat after me” game with Gracie all day long. It never gets old.


  “You funny,” Gracie says to me, and I laugh. This is her recent catchphrase, and I absolutely love it.


  “I funny,” I agree.


  “Hey, Sarah Cruz,” Josh says, breaking away from his front-door conversation with Jonas and striding across the room toward me. “What the hell are you teaching my daughter?”


  I stand up from Gracie to give Josh a hug. “Only the most important words in the English language.”


  “Damn, girl, you’re fucking huge,” Josh says.


  “Josh,” Kat warns.


  “Sorry.” Josh glances at Gracie. “Darn, girl, you’re effing huge.”


  “That’s not what I’m censoring you about. Sarah’s not huge.”


  “It’s okay,” I say. “Yes, I am.” I pat my massive bump. “Pretty soon, the earth’s gonna start orbiting me.”


  Kat opens her mouth to refute me but then shrugs with resignation. “Well, I’m not too far behind you,” she finally says, obviously conceding the point. She pats her own belly, but it’s a ridiculous comparison.


  “Ha!” I say. “My belly could swallow yours like Pacman on a little white dot.”


  “So, how’s the double-incubation going for you?” Josh asks, rubbing my mammoth belly.


  “Pretty good. But Jonas-Monkey right here”—I put my fingertip on what’s gotta be Crazy Monkey’s elbow (or maybe his foot?)—“has been stomping on my sciatic nerve a lot lately. This little troublemaker’s been making it awfully hard to get a good night’s sleep.”


  “Like father like monkey,” Josh says, shooting his brother a smile. “Wait a second. You said he. Is it two boys?”


  “No, we didn’t find out,” Jonas says. “Sarah’s just convinced she knows.”


  Josh laughs. “Well, shit man, she’s Sarah Fucking Cruz. Of course, she knows.”


  “Language, babe,” Kat interjects.


  Josh smirks. “She’s Sarah Effing Cruz. You should never doubt mother’s intuition, bro—and that’s especially true when the mother is Sarah Effing Cruz—Sarah Effing OAP Cruz.” He winks at me.


  I roll my eyes. Josh has been calling me “OAP Cruz” ever since that video of me in Thailand went viral—but to this day I have no idea what he thinks OAP stands for, since I’ve certainly never told him. As far as I know, only three people in the world know what OAP stands for, and Josh isn’t one of them. “Yeah, I told Jonas to respect mother’s intuition,” I say, “but my dear husband never listens to me. He thinks he’s the smart one in the relationship.”


  “Ha!” Josh scoffs. “Hardly. Bro, listen to your wise and powerful wife.”


  “Yeah, Jonas, listen to your wise and powerful wife,” I say. “And listen to your wise and powerful brother, too—especially when he tells you to listen to your wise and powerful wife.”


  “Oh, I’m well aware Sarah’s the smart one in this relationship,” Jonas says. “Trust me.”


  Josh laughs and settles himself into an armchair. “So you’re thinking it’s boys, huh? That’d be hilarious. Hey, Jonas, let’s start a baby-pool at work. I’ll put a thousand bucks into the pot to make things interesting for everyone.” He rubs his hands together. “And if I happen to win the pot, then you can pay me personally in karaoke. I’m thinking Neil Diamond, ‘Coming to America.’”


  “Oh my God,” I say, laughing. “I’d pay a thousand bucks to see Jonas sing that.”


  “I know, right?” Josh laughs. “Okay, my official guess is two boys, exactly five weeks from today—”


  “Stop,” Jonas says, much more forcefully than necessary. “No predictions. No guessing.”


  Josh’s smile vanishes.


  “Just stop,” Jonas says, looking distressed.


  “Okaaaay,” Josh says, shooting me a look that plainly says, What the fuck is he freaking out about now? “Looks like someone isn’t a Neil Diamond fan.”


  Jonas looks anxious. “Sorry. I just don’t want to get too attached to one particular outcome, that’s all.” He shifts his weight. “Just... please don’t do a pool, Josh. Just... don’t.”


  The hair on my arms stands on end. What the hell is going on inside my sweet husband’s (anxiety-ridden) head?


  “No problem,” Josh says, sounding earnest. He stares at his brother’s intense face for a long beat, apparently trying to figure him out. “Come here, Little G,” he finally says, and Gracie crawls into her daddy’s lap. “Gracie, tell Uncle Jo Jo not to worry so much. Tell him, ‘It all works out in the end, Uncle Jo Jo.’”


  “Itsouadluda end, Unkie Jo Jo.”


  “You see, Jonas?” Josh says. “Listen to Gracie. She’s the wisest Faraday of us all. Right, Gracie?”


  Gracie nods and sticks her finger in her mouth.


  “Life happens whether you worry about it or not, bro—so you might as well not worry about it.”


  Kat’s been studying Jonas during this entire exchange. “Hey, Gracie,” she says. “Have you given Uncle Jo Jo his kisses yet? I think Uncle Jo Jo could use some extra kisses today.”


  “Yeah, she gave ’em to me,” Jonas says, obviously trying to smile (but failing). “And they were really good ones this time.”


  “Unkie Jo Jo want kisses.” Gracie waddles over to Jonas and plants a huge kiss on his cheek. “Unkie Jo Jo.” She leans her cheek against his tattooed forearm and pats his knee. “Unkie Jo Jo,” Gracie purrs.


  Jonas smiles down at Gracie and then shoots an annoyed look at Josh. “Why do you guys keep teaching her to call me Uncle Jo Jo? Can’t I please just be Uncle Jonas like a normal person?”


  Josh laughs. “Be grateful you’re ‘Uncle Jo Jo’—I’ve been trying to teach her to call you ‘Uncle Jo Jo the Dancing Clown’ for months, but it just won’t take.”


  “Oh, I gotta hear that,” I say. “Gracie, say ‘Uncle Jo Jo the Dancing Clown’ for me.”


  “Unkie Jo-Jo-Dah-Kehn,” Gracie says, and everyone except Jonas laughs.


  “So good, baby!” I say. “I’m gonna give you a cookie every time you say Uncle Jo Jo the Dancing Clown, okay? Sound like a plan?”


  Gracie nods.


  “Say it again for me: Uncle Jo Jo the Dancing Clown.”


  “Unkie Jo-Jo-Dah-Kehn.”


  “Kat, give this girl a cookie.”


  Kat reaches into her diaper bag and pulls out an animal cracker.


  Josh claps his hands together. “So what’s a guy got to do to get a drink around here?”


  “Well, for starters, he’s gotta stop teaching his daughter to call me Uncle Jo Jo the Dancing Clown,” Jonas says.


  “Then I guess I won’t be drinking tonight.”


  “What can I get you girls to drink?” Jonas asks. “Club soda?”


  Kat and I roll our eyes at each other in shared commiseration. “Club soda,” we both say at the same time.


  “Josh? You want a beer?”


  “I’ll come with you and figure it out,” Josh says. “I’m feeling particularly spontaneous tonight.” He grins at Kat and her cheeks flush. “How about you, Gracie-cakes? You want some juice?”


  “Joos!” Gracie says, leaping off the couch.


  “No, she doesn’t need the sugar,” Kat says, holding up a sippy cup. “I’ve got her water right here.”


  “No water,” Gracie says. “Joos.”


  We watch the men disappear into the kitchen.


  Kat reaches into her diaper bag. “You wanna read your farm-animal book?”


  Gracie nods and eagerly takes the book from her mother.


  “How about you drink a little water while you read?” Kat says. “Water’s good for you.”


  “No,” Gracie says firmly. She settles herself onto the couch and instantly becomes enraptured by her book.


  Kat shakes her head. “No. It’s her new favorite word.”


  “Well, she certainly didn’t learn it from her mommy.”


  Kat pats her belly. “Obviously not.”


  “So how’re you feeling?” I ask.


  “When I’m not barfing, you mean?”


  “Sure. We’ll start there.”


  “Oh, well, when I’m not barfing, I feel fan-frickin’-tastic—thanks for asking. Problem is, I’m hardly ever not barfing.”


  I wince. “Still? I was hoping the barfing would have tapered off for you by now.”


  “Oh, it has a little. Now it’s just mornings and evenings. Oh, and car rides.” She rolls her eyes. “Josh had to pull over for me on the way here. I’m officially the grossest person alive.”


  “I’m sorry, Kat. That sucks.”


  “It’s okay. I was the exact same way with Gracie.” She rustles Gracie’s platinum hair. “It’s all worth it in the end.”


  I pinch Gracie’s knee. “Gracie, say, ‘Uncle Jo Jo the Dancing Clown.’”


  “Unkie Jo-Jo-Dah-Kehn.”


  “Kat, give that girl a cookie.”


  Kat laughs and reaches into her diaper bag. “Paybacks are gonna be a bleep, my sister-friend. Just wait.”


  Jonas and Josh return from the kitchen with everyone’s drinks and Kat feigns indignation. “You boys aren’t drinking club soda in solidarity with your poor pregnant wives?”


  “Actually, Jonas suggested we do exactly that,” Josh says, taking a sip of whatever’s in his tumbler. “But I told him to stop trying to make me look like a total prick.”


  Kat laughs. “Go ahead and drink, babe. And you, too, Jonas. Seriously. There’s no reason for everyone to suffer.”


  “See?” Josh says to Jonas. “That’s exactly what I said.” He takes a big swig of his drink.


  “Gimme a little taste, Playboy,” Kat purrs to Josh, and he bounds over to her. He takes another huge sip of his drink and sticks his alcohol-laden tongue in her mouth.


  “Mmm, gin and tonic,” Kat coos. “Unexpected.”


  “I told you—I’m feeling spontaneous tonight,” Josh says, his tone laden with sexual innuendo. He takes another huge swig of his drink and immediately leans into Kat.


  I glance over at Jonas, wanting to share a look of extreme repulsion about Josh and Kat and their never-ending grossness—those two make Jonas and me look like we’re middle schoolers—but Jonas is lost in his thoughts, sipping on his beer.


  “Okay, guys, a toast,” Josh says, pulling away from Kat.


  We all raise our drinks and give Josh our undivided attention, even though we know what he’s about to say (since Josh gives the same toast every time).


  “Hang on a second,” Josh says. “Gracie-cakes, where’s your sippy cup, honey?”


  Gracie looks up from her animal book.


  “We’re gonna clink glasses, sweetie,” he says. “Get your sippy so you can clink with us.”


  Gracie’s face lights up. “Sippy, Mommy?” she asks. “Where my sippy?”


  Kat shakes her head. “Oh, sure, now she wants her water, now that her handsome daddy suggested it.” Kat pulls the cup from her diaper bag and hands it to Gracie. “You could sell ice to an Eskimo, Josh,” she says.


  Josh winks at Kat. “Watch this. Hey, Little G, before we clink glasses, I want you to take a big sip of water for me, okay?” Gracie dutifully complies, sucking down three massive gulps of water, and Josh flashes Kat a huge, smart-ass grin. “Well, gosh, Kat. You keep telling me our daughter is pig-headed like you, but I don’t know what you’re talking about. She’s just like me—easy-going and reasonable.” He flashes a grin that makes even me swoon a little bit. “Anything else you want me to get Gracie to do for you, while I’m at it, babe? Anything at all?” Kat blinks slowly at him, shooting daggers at him, and he laughs. “Okay, let’s have a toast, people.” He raises his glass. “Hold up your cup, Little G.”


  Gracie holds up her cup, her eyes gleaming.


  I glance at Jonas, hoping to share a wide smile about Gracie’s off-the-charts adorableness, or maybe about Josh’s cocky charm, or maybe simply about how happy and lucky we are to be sitting in this room with these incredible people right now, but the strained look on Jonas’ face makes my stomach drop. What the hell is going on inside that labyrinth otherwise known as Jonas’ brain?


  “Okay, so, a toast,” Josh says. He swoops Gracie off the couch with one fluid motion of his muscled arm and holds his drink out with the other. “To the Faradays,” he says.


  It’s the same toast he always gives, so the rest of us begin to chime in with our usual reply: “Here, here! To the Fara—”


  “Hang on a second, guys,” Josh interrupts. “I’m in a particularly verbose mood tonight. Indulge me for a minute.” He tilts his head toward his brother. “To Jo Jo the Dancing Clown—may your future babies teach you to relax once in a while, bro.” He grins. “Wow. You look like a serial killer right now, Uncle Jo Jo.”


  Jonas takes a defiant swig of his beer but doesn’t respond.


  Josh shifts his gaze to me. “To OAP Cruz, our fearless leader, our George Clooney, the fucking genius who—”


  “Language.” Kat says, glaring at him.


  Josh smirks. “Sorry.” He kisses Gracie on her rosy cheek. “Sorry, Gracie. To OAP Cruz, the effing genius who kicks butt and takes names and has thankfully made my brother moderately tolerable to be around, if only occasionally. We all thank you profusely for that, Sarah.”


  I nod my acknowledgment and glance at Jonas, yet again wanting to share some sort of humorous nonverbal exchange—maybe this time about Josh’s constant but clueless reference to me as ‘OAP Cruz’—but Jonas is too busy glaring at Josh to pay me any mind.


  “To my gorgeous Party Girl with a Hyphen,” Josh continues, unfazed by Jonas’ searing eyes on him. “Even when you’re barfing, which you do a lot, you’re still beautiful.” His face ignites exactly the way it did when he toasted her at their wedding two and a half years ago. His voice turns earnest. “You rock my effing world, Party Girl.”


  Kat smiles. “You rock mine, Playboy.”


  “And, finally, to little Miss Sparkle-Boots here.” He hugs Gracie into his chest. “You’re so much like your sassy mommy, you kinda freak me out, kid.” He kisses her cheek.


  Gracie holds up her cup. “Hee, hee!”


  Josh laughs. “Okay, okay, hang on. It’s almost time.” He holds up his drink. “And to the three mini-Faradays on the way—please, guys, or gals, or whatever combination thereof, give your beleaguered mommies a break so they can stop barfing and get some much-needed sleep, respectively.”


  “Amen,” Kat says.


  “Please and thank you,” I chime in.


  Josh turns to Gracie. “Okay, you ready to clink, Little G?”


  “Hee, hee!” Gracie shouts.


  “Hold on,” Kat says. “One more toast.” She holds up her glass. “To the Playboy with the Heart of Gold. You injected me with your super-sperm and turned me into a baby-incubating-barf-o-matic.” She grins. “And I’m so effing happy you did.”


  “Wow, that was beautiful, babe—pure poetry. Brought a tear to my eye.”


  Kat shrugs. “I’ve told you a thousand times. There are two things I do well in this life: men and PR.”


  “Well, I can most definitely attest to the first one.”


  Gracie squirms with impatience against her daddy’s chest. “Hee, hee?”


  “Okay, okay,” Josh says. “The natives are getting restless. Hold up your sippy, Little G. We’re gonna say it now.” We all hold up our drinks, including Gracie. “To the Faradays!” Josh booms. “Because this family effing rocks, people.”


  “Here, here! To the Faradays!” We all clink our drinks, each of us taking special care to lean over and bump Gracie’s plastic orange cup.


  “We’re getting her trained young,” Kat says to Josh, and they both laugh.


  “Hee, hee!” Gracie squeals, and we all laugh.


  And, right on cue, there it is—that wave of overwhelming joy I feel every time Josh makes his “To the Faradays” toast and actually means to include me. Everything about the way my life has turned out fills me with a sense of joy and love that takes my breath away. Or is it the sharp tightness in my belly that’s taking my breath away right now? Because, holy hell. Wow, that hurts. I bend over and gasp.


  “Sarah,” Jonas says, lurching toward me.


  I take a deep, long breath. “I’m fine, baby. It’s already gone.”


  “What’s gone? Crazy Monkey doing Zumba?”


  That sure didn’t feel like Crazy Monkey doing Zumba that time. But I’m not sure. I shrug, unable to answer the question with any degree of certainty.


  “Sarah, what did it feel like?” Kat asks. She looks alarmed.


  “Like, um, a sudden tightness across my belly. Right through here. Like a really sharp squeeze.”


  “Hmm. Sounds like Braxton Hicks,” Kat says. “That’s pretty normal. Probably just your body gearing up. Did it hurt or was it like an uncomfortable squeeze?”


  I shrug. “I dunno. Everything hurts lately.”


  “Let’s go to the hospital right now,” Jonas says, his voice tight.


  “Hang on,” Kat says, her voice brimming with authority. “Do you feel it right now?”


  I shake my head.


  “When’s your next appointment?”


  “Tuesday.”


  “And you don’t feel it now?”


  “No.”


  Jonas looks like he’s literally holding his breath. “I think we should go to the hospital now.”


  “Baby, if it were up to you, we’d live at the freaking hospital around the clock. We can’t keep rushing down there every time I feel a pang. They’re gonna start locking the windows and doors when they see us driving into the parking lot.”


  He sighs. “I don’t care if we embarrass ourselves. Better safe than sorry. I don’t want to wait for Tuesday.”


  “It’s two days away,” I say.


  “If you feel it again, will you promise to call the doctor?” Kat asks.


  “Yes.”


  “Well, either way, I’m taking you in tomorrow, just to be on the safe side.”


  “Jonas, I’ve got a million things to do at work tomorrow to get ready for the start of my maternity leave and—”


  “I’m not waiting ’til Tuesday. I’m taking you tomorrow. End of story.”


  “Aren’t you and Josh supposed to go to Denver tomorrow?” I ask. I look at Josh for backup, but he’s clearly not going to side with me this time.


  “Yeah, Denver was the plan,” Jonas says. “But I just changed the plan.”


  “I don’t need Jonas to come with me,” Josh says. “He’s just the pretty face of Climb and Conquer—the ‘something shiny.’ I’m the brains behind the whole operation.”


  Jonas doesn’t even acknowledge his brother’s comment. His eyes are searing holes into my face. “Tomorrow,” he commands.


  I sigh loudly. There’s no use in arguing with him. And, hell, he’s probably right. Living with Jonas and his paranoia about every little pang I feel, I can’t even gauge what’s a normal reaction anymore. “Okay,” I say. “You’re right—better safe than sorry, always.”


  Jonas exhales. “Good. Thank you.” He takes a deep breath. “Okay,” he repeats, seemingly to himself. He looks at Gracie and unsuccessfully attempts a smile. “Will you come out back and help me grill up the fish, Little G?”


  “No, Jonas, don’t take her out back,” Kat says. “I don’t want her going near the pool.”


  “Jonas had a fence installed around it last week,” I say. “I went out there to swim laps yesterday and couldn’t figure out how to open the latch on the gate for, like, ten minutes.” I shoot Jonas a wan smile, but he doesn’t return it. His face is tight. His eyes are dark. Oh, jeez. What the hell has gotten into him lately? He’s just not himself.


  “Okay, but make sure she wears her jacket,” Kat says. “It’s a little chilly outside.”


  “Come on, honey. You heard your mother,” Josh says. He bundles Gracie into her jacket. “Are you gonna be okay, babe? Do you need anything?”


  “I’m good. I’ve got my Saltines and club soda.” Kat lifts her club soda like she’s partying at Mardi Gras. “I’m living large, peeps.” She pats her belly. “Literally and figuratively.”


  “Well, I’ve got my phone in my pocket. Text me if you need anything so you don’t have to get up. And hey, for Chrissakes, don’t barf on my brother’s white couch. You know how freakish he is about keeping his surroundings pristine.”


  “I make no promises. The barf wants what the barf wants.”


  “Okay, cowgirl,” Josh says to Gracie, throwing her onto Jonas’ broad back. “Ride like the wind.”


  Jonas reaches behind him and grabs ahold of Gracie. “Say, ‘giddy-up,’” he says.


  “Giddy-up,” Josh replies, slapping Jonas’ ass.


  “Not you, dummy. I already know you can say it. Come on, Little G, say, ‘Giddy-up.’”


  “Gidd-ahp,” Gracie says.


  “Yeehaw! Hang on really tight, cowgirl,” Jonas says. “Because this horse is a wild, crazy stallion.” With that, he bucks, whinnies, and takes off galloping toward the sliding glass door on the far side of the room.


  I watch Jonas as he goes, my heart physically aching with my love for him.


  When he reaches the sliding glass door, he opens it, double-checks that Gracie’s securely holding onto him, and then gallops outside—taking my entire heart, soul, and every source of earthly happiness with him as he goes.


  


  


  


  Chapter 4


  Sarah


  


  The minute the guys are safely out of earshot, Kat instantly leans in like she’s planning a murder. “What the hell is up with Jonas?”


  “Oh my God. You see it, too?”


  “How could I not? The man is always intense, but, good lord.”


  “Yeah, I know. He’s freaking out.”


  “Ya think? Jeez.”


  “He won’t talk about it.”


  Kat frowns. “Maybe he’s scared? Having a baby is a huge adjustment—twins even more so.”


  “No, he’s not scared about becoming a father. He wants to be a daddy more than anything.” I rub my forehead. “I’m guessing he’s worried something might go wrong. But since he won’t talk about whatever the fuck is rolling around inside that complicated head of his, that’s just my best guess. It certainly doesn’t help that I keep buckling over with aches and pains every twenty minutes. Speaking of which. Ow.”


  Kat is instantly alarmed. “Another pain?”


  I nod.


  “The same kind as before?”


  I shake my head. “No, this time it’s just Crazy Monkey. He’s a little troublemaker, that one.”


  “I think you’d better call the doctor, Sarah.”


  The pain subsides. “Jonas? Is that you dressed in a Kat-suit?”


  Kat obviously doesn’t think I’m funny.


  “I’m fine now. That time it was just Crazy Monkey stomping on a nerve, I swear.”


  “Don’t discount Jonas too quickly, Sarah. Your hypersensitive husband’s been right before, you may recall—very, very right. You thought he was being paranoid and you wound up bleeding out on a bathroom floor.”


  “Oh, I’ve learned my lesson about respecting Jonas’ intuition, believe me. But if we went to the hospital every single time he thought we should, we’d literally be living there. I’m not even exaggerating. We’d literally never leave. He’s kind of gone off the deep end lately, Kat. Being around him and his special brand of crazy makes it hard for me to figure out when I’m not being crazy enough.”


  “Just err on the side of Jonas’ brand of crazy, okay? As paranoid as he is, you’re sometimes crazy in the other direction. Seriously, you can be in total denial sometimes.”


  She’s right. Denial’s been my coping mechanism of choice my whole life. “I’d never take a risk when it comes to my little monkeys,” I say, holding up three fingers. “Girl Scout’s honor.”


  “Were you a Girl Scout?”


  “No. Were you?”


  “Yeah, of course. Got all my badges and everything.” Kat suddenly turns a dark shade of green—a hue reminiscent of a Girl Scout’s uniform, actually, and pulls a package of Saltines from her bag. “Just be extra careful, Sarah, especially with twins.”


  “Are you feeling sick?”


  “Yeah. It just came over me like a thunderbolt.” She nibbles on a cracker. “Ugh. This sucks donkey balls so hard.”


  “Such a bummer, Kat.”


  “Eh, it’s okay. It’s totally worth it. But, yeah, it still sucks donkey balls.”


  “So, Kat, can I ask you a kind of personal question?”


  “Of course. Distract me from my barfitude.”


  “How careful are you and Josh when you’re pregnant?”


  “What do you mean? The best part about being pregnant is you can’t get pregnant.”


  “Not that kind of careful. I mean is Josh extra careful with you—like is he über worried about denting a baby-head?”


  “Ha! Josh? No. Josh pretty much goes to town on me however he likes, whenever he likes, whether I’m pregnant or not, any which way. My man’s huge, don’t get me wrong, but he’s not in any danger of denting a baby-head way up in my frickin’ uterus.”


  I can feel my cheeks burning with embarrassment. “Okay, we just hurtled into TMI-territory on a bullet train.”


  “Oh, please. There’s no such thing as TMI between sisters.” She laughs. “So, Jonas has been insisting on ultra-careful sex lately? Is that what you’re saying?”


  I bite my lip. “Well, to be fair, Jonas is just following doctor’s orders. And, trust me, even ultra-careful sex with Jonas is pretty freaking awesome, I must say.”


  Kat giggles. “Lovely.”


  “But, oh my god, Kat, it’s just that I’m so horny these days and I’m chomping at the bit all the time. I’ve never felt anything like it.”


  “Welcome to pregnancy hormones.”


  “Oh, man.” I sigh. “The doctor told us not to get too freaky-crazy, especially in the third trimester, and I guess I’m just wondering where the line for ‘too freaky-crazy’ begins.”


  “Your doctor didn’t spell it out for you?”


  “Well, no. Should I have asked?”


  “Why not?”


  “Huh.”


  “Just ask her tomorrow.”


  I twist my mouth. Talking to my doctor tomorrow isn’t gonna enlighten me about whether Jonas and I are allowed to use that box of goodies tonight. “Is there anything at all you consider an absolute no-no during pregnancy?” I ask.


  “Well, hmm.” She purses her lips, considering. “There are some things that are logistically harder to pull off, for sure—just because my belly gets in the way or because certain things make me barf—and, oddly enough, Josh isn’t too keen on getting barfed on during sex. But, nope, nothing’s off limits, as far as I’m concerned. Except, now that I think about it, I read somewhere that reverse-cowgirl’s not a good idea, but I hate that position, anyway, so no big loss there. Totally overrated. But, hey, other than that, nope.”


  “Good lord. I feel like I’ve unleashed the kraken,” I say.


  “What exactly is your freakin’ question, girl? Why are you dancing around it? It’s me, remember? You can tell me anything.” She squints at me. “You’re talking about anal, aren’t you?”


  I roll my eyes. “No. I’m not talking about anal.”


  “Oh, Sarah Cruz. You little freak. Just tell me. What exactly do you want to do that you think you can’t do while you’re pregnant? Now you’ve got me really curious.”


  I glance to the sliding glass door to make sure Jonas and Josh aren’t heading back into the house. “Well.”


  “Yes?”


  “Jonas gave me a little box of goodies—some assorted toys to try after the babies are born—and I’m dying to try them out tonight.”


  She puts down her package of Saltines with sudden emphasis. “Well, Miss Freak, you have officially distracted me from my queasy stomach. Tell me more, dear sister, about your box of goodies. I want specifics.”


  I suddenly feel too embarrassed to elaborate. “Just, you know... a whole bunch of different stuff. I’ve never tried any of it.”


  “You’ve never tried toys before?”


  I shake my head. I can feel my cheeks growing hot.


  “Oh, my sweet little Sarah.” She chuckles to herself. “Well, hate to break it to you, but I’m guessing if toys are a brand new thing for you, then maybe third trimester of a high-risk pregnancy isn’t the time to try them out. Just ask your doctor tomorrow.”


  I pout. “You’re probably right.”


  “And, just in case you’re wondering, I’d think anal wouldn’t be such a good idea, either, if you’re not really used to it.”


  I throw my hands over my face to hide my blush. I can’t believe how comfortable Kat is talking about sex.


  Kat laughs. “You should see your face right now.” She looks toward the sliding glass door. “You know, talking about all this stuff is making me wanna pull Josh aside and surprise him with a little quickie.”


  “Hey, go for it. I’ll watch Gracie for you. Use Josh’s old room in the back.”


  “Really?”


  “Of course. And no quickie required. I’ll hang out with Little G as long as you want.”


  “Thanks, girl. You have no idea how much I appreciate this. It gets harder and harder to be spontaneous when you’ve got a toddler—and Josh really, really, really likes spontaneity.”


  “Enough with the TMI. Please.”


  Kat laughs. “Well, thanks for being my wing-woman, girl. You’ll see, once your babies are screaming in your ear, you’ll appreciate any chance to spontaneously unleash your freak, too.”


  “Are you sure you’re up for this, Kat? You look kinda green.”


  “Oh, pfft,” Kat scoffs. “With what I’ve got in mind to do to Josh, he won’t mind one bit if I barf all over him.” She winks.


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 5


  Jonas


  


  “Bro, what the fuck is going on with you?”


  I flip the swordfish over on the grill.


  “Are you gonna talk to me or just keep acting like a fucking serial killer all night?”


  I place the veggie kabobs on the grill, one by one, making sure to keep their spacing equidistant.


  “Hello? Earth to Jonas.”


  “I’m gonna act like a fucking serial killer all night.”


  Josh sighs loudly.


  “Have you talked to Henn recently?” I ask.


  “Yeah. I talk to him all the time.”


  “Is he still monitoring the situation carefully?” I ask.


  “Yeah. He’s on it. There’s still no indication of any problem.”


  “When was the last time you talked to him about that, specifically?”


  Josh looks up, thinking. “Maybe a month ago? He’s on it.”


  “Well, a lot can happen in a month. I’d better call him.” I pull out my cell phone.


  “He’s monitoring it, Jonas. At the first inkling of a problem, he’ll let us know. He cares as much about keeping things contained as we do.”


  “I’d like to hear him say that.”


  Josh throws up his hands. “Call him then, fine. Jesus. But not right now.” He looks over at Gracie. “Let’s just have ourselves a chill Sunday afternoon barbeque, okay? We’ll call him together from the office, first thing tomorrow.”


  I take a deep breath.


  “Jonas, if there’s ever any indication whatsoever those fuckers are rising again or that they’ve figured out it was us who took them down, Henn will be on it like white on rice. And the minute Henn says something’s up, we’ll take immediate action, whatever’s necessary.” He looks at me pointedly. “Whatever needs to be done, I’m in. You know that, right?”


  I nod. “Thanks.” I rotate the veggie kabobs on the grill. “We’re sure Oksana’s still wearing her fashionable orange jumpsuit?” I ask.


  “Of course. All day, every day. It’s gonna be orange is the new black ’til the end of fucking time for good ol’ Oksana.”


  “Fuck. I can’t stop thinking I should have taken her out with the others.”


  Josh shakes his head. “What you did was perfect, bro. Don’t second-guess yourself. You were the God of the New Testament rather than the Old. Perfect measure of force. You showed class and restraint.”


  “Fuck class and restraint. I shouldn’t have left a single loose end. That was stupid of me.” I shift the fish steaks on the grill, my stomach twisting. I’m silent for a long beat.


  “You handled it exactly right, bro. Total precision—like a fucking sniper. So you.”


  “I worry about loose ends. I worry we didn’t cut the head off the snake. The anxiety is eating me alive.”


  “Dude. Max was the head, no doubt about it. We got ’em. Don’t worry.”


  “You’re sure Henn’s on it?”


  “He’s on it. If there’s ever even the suggestion of a shit storm coming our way, Henn will let us know immediately. And then we’ll take action. I promise.”


  “Bubba, Daddy!” Gracie squeals.


  “I’ll blow bubbles for you in just a second, sweetie. Can you twirl for Daddy?”


  “Grassy twuhl.”


  “Good girl. Twirl and make your dress go poof.”


  Gracie twirls around and topples over and then repeats the exercise again. And then again. And again.


  “So is that it? Is The Club all you’ve been worried about?”


  I shrug.


  Josh exhales. “What else, bro? Come on. I can read you like a fucking book. What’s going on?”


  “I’m struggling,” I finally say, blowing out a loud puff of air. I press my lips into a tight line and look back down at the grill.


  “About what?”


  “Daddy!” Gracie shouts. “Bunny? Where da bunny, Daddy?”


  “Yeah, I think the bunny lives over by those rocks, Gracie,” Josh says. “Can you find him?”


  Gracie traipses off toward the rocks on the other side of the lawn.


  “Jonas, talk to me. Is it Oksana? Is that what you’re struggling with?”


  I shake my head, emotion swirling inside me.


  “Jonas—”


  “Daddy!” Gracie yells.


  “Yes, sweetie?”


  “Daddy, bubba?”


  “Sure, sweetie. I’ll blow bubbles for you in just a minute. Practice throwing the ball, honey.” He grabs a beach ball from the other side of the lawn, brings it to Gracie, throws it with her a few times, and walks back over to me. “Bro, tell me what you’re struggling with.”


  I take a deep breath. “I’ve bitten off more than I can chew,” I confess quietly.


  Josh’s face goes ashen. “With... what?”


  I don’t reply.


  “Jonas, talk to me. With what? The gyms?” He looks like he’s holding his breath.


  “No. Not the gyms. I was born to do Climb and Conquer.”


  Josh looks relieved. “I know you were.”


  “Fuck yeah, I was.”


  “Fuck yeah.” Josh glances at Gracie on the lawn. “Kat’s gonna kill us for dropping f-bombs around Little G.”


  “Well, I’d rather not talk at all than say ‘effing’ all the time. You sound like you have a fucking vagina.”


  “Screw you. Wait ’til you have babies and see what you’re willing to say and do. Wiping shit off another person’s tiny little ass ten times a day, walking around with spit up on your Gucci jacket—”


  “I don’t own a fucking Gucci jacket, Kanye.”


  “It’s an example. I’m not being literal here. The point is wait ’til you have a kid and see what you do.”


  “Well, I won’t say ‘effing,’ that’s for sure.


  “So you think. Mark my words, you’ll find yourself doing a million things you never imagined. Wearing a tiara to a tea party with teddy bears. Letting her sleep in your bed right between you and your wife—which means after the baby falls asleep you’ve got to sneak out of your own bed to have sex with your wife on the floor of the fucking nursery.”


  I grimace.


  “Don’t knock it, man. Sex in the baby’s nursery is hot in a twisted sort of way.”


  “That’s fucked up, man.”


  “Ha! A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do. The most comfortable carpets are always in the baby’s nursery.” He winks and I grimace again. “Get ready for grab-it-when-you-can sex, Jonas. It’s looming in your future.”


  “Yeesh.”


  “Oh, and so much more fun stuff, too. Missing a Seahawks game because your baby has the slightest fever.” He looks over at Gracie. “Watching Dora the Fucking Explorer so many times you can’t hear the word ‘map’ without involuntarily bursting into goddamned song.” He laughs. “Fucking your wife in the backseat of your car right next to your sleeping baby in her car seat because a late-night drive was the only way to get your colicky baby to sleep.”


  “Enough with the sex stories, Josh. Seriously.”


  “I’m just telling the truth. No one ever tells the truth about this kind of stuff. Everyone pretends everything’s perfect and easy—but I’m telling you, it’s hard.” He looks at Gracie. “And so worth it. But I’m just warning you so you know—in the beginning, you gotta get pretty creative to get it.”


  “I really don’t need these visuals of you, motherfucker.”


  He laughs. “I’m your fucking guardian angel right now and you don’t even know it. Anyway, the whole point is that, considering all the other shit that goes hand-in-hand with having a baby, saying ‘effing’ really doesn’t seem like that big an effing deal, motherfucker.”


  I have no idea how to respond, so I don’t say a damned thing.


  “But all of it is so worth it, bro. Oh my God. Best thing ever.” He laughs. “Best effing thing ever. Indescribably awesome.”


  “Daddy bubba?”


  “Yes, Little G. I’ll blow bubbles for you.”


  I add teriyaki sauce to the fish steaks, turn the veggie kabobs over, and lower the heat.


  “Trust me, you’ll be saying effing, too,” Josh calls over his shoulder. He’s blowing bubbles for Gracie on the lawn.


  “No chance.”


  “You will.”


  “I don’t have a vagina, so... nope.”


  “Hey, Jonas.” I look over at Josh on the lawn. He flips me off and mouths the words, “Fuck you.”


  “Bubba, Daddy!”


  “You want more bubbles, Little G?” He blows a long train of perfect bubbles, and Gracie screams with excitement. “Go get ’em, honey!”


  I take the swordfish off the grill and put them onto a platter.


  “Grassy bubba!”


  “Oh, you want to blow the bubbles?”


  “Grassy bubba!”


  “Okay, here’s the wand. You dip it in here and then—no, no, baby. Daddy has to hold the bottle or else you’ll spill it. Daddy holds the bottle and you put the wand in. No, Gracie. I’m holding the—okay, you want to hold the bottle? Just for a second. Wait, no, baby, careful. Aw, shoot. See what happened? Now the bubbles are all gone. That’s why Daddy has to hold the bottle.”


  Gracie wails.


  “Aw, honey, don’t cry. I’m sure Mommy’s got another bottle of bubbles for you.” He rubs his face. “Jonas, will you watch Gracie for a minute? I’ve got to go inside to get more bubbles from the diaper bag.”


  “Yeah. No problem. Lemme get the veggies off the grill real quick.” I remove the kabobs off the grill. “Okay, Gracie. You ready to ride Uncle Jonas like a horse again?”


  Josh puts Gracie on my back and I reach around to hold her.


  “Gidd-ap,” she says.


  “You heard the girl. Giddy-up, Uncle Jo Jo.” He slaps my ass.


  I trot around the lawn with Gracie on my back and she laughs and screams—but Josh doesn’t leave. He just keeps standing there, watching me, giving me that laughing-with-his eyes look.


  “I thought you were getting the queen some more bubbles?” I say.


  “She doesn’t even remember the bubbles anymore.”


  “Then why the hell am I doing this?”


  “Because you’re Uncle Jo Jo the Dancing Clown.”


  “Unkie Jo-Jo Dah-Clehn.”


  I roll my eyes.


  “So, bro, if it’s not the gyms that’s got you all worked up, then what is it?” Josh asks. “What have you bitten off that’s more than you can chew?”


  “Never mind, I’m fine. You want faster, Gracie?”


  “Faster!”


  I whinny like a horse and pretend to buck.


  Gracie shrieks with glee.


  “I’m fine.”


  “No, you’re not. I can see it in your face. Is everything okay with Sarah?”


  “Unkie Jo Jo! Faster!”


  “It’s always ‘faster’ with this one,” I say. “She’s definitely got her daddy’s need for speed.” I pick up my pace and Gracie squeals loudly. “This cowgirl’s got the need—the need for speed!”


  Gracie screams with delight.


  “Jonas,” Josh says. “Talk to me. What are you struggling with?”


  “Okay, Little G,” I say. “Uncle Jonas needs a break.” I kneel down and let Gracie off my back. “Gimme my kisses.” I pucker and she obliges me. “Thank you, pretty girl.”


  “You funny, Unkie Jo Jo,” Gracie says.


  “I funny,” I agree.


  She trots off to play in the dirt.


  When I divert my attention from Gracie, Josh’s eyes are fixed on me.


  “Talk to me,” he says, his voice tight.


  I return his steady gaze, but I don’t speak.


  “Talking lets the feelings out,” Josh says.


  I twist my mouth and Josh grins sympathetically.


  “I can’t stand the thought of losing them,” I choke out, my cheeks suddenly burning.


  Josh furrows his brow in confusion. “Losing what?”


  “Not what. Who.”


  “You mean the babies?”


  “Yeah. The babies. Sarah.” I swallow hard. “Everyone I love. Everything I live for. Everything that keeps me sane.”


  “Aw, Jonas.” Josh’s eyes are suddenly moist.


  I swallow hard. “I can’t stand it, Josh. The thought of everything going to shit is strangling me.”


  “Jonas.” He looks up at the sky, his face pained.


  “‘Death is not the worst that can happen to men,’” I say, my voice in danger of breaking.


  “Plato?”


  I nod.


  “Aw, bro.” Josh shakes his head. He’s quiet for a long beat. “You’re such a dumbshit.”


  I stare at Josh, not comprehending. “Why? What am I saying that’s so dumb this time? I’m trying to tell you—I’ve put myself at risk here. I’ve fucked up. I can’t do this. I’ve set myself up for a total and complete meltdown. Things are gonna get fucked up and I won’t be able to overcome it this time.”


  “Oh, Jonas.”


  “If anything goes wrong, anything at all, I’m fucking toast, man. I’m telling you. Every single bit of my sanity—every single morsel of my happiness—it’s all wrapped up in Sarah and what’s growing inside her right now. I’m on thin ice, every fucking day. The stakes are just so high. I’m walking a tightrope. I’ve got too much to lose.”


  “Jonas.” Josh rolls his eyes. “Calm the fuck down. Oh my God, Jonas. You’re going off the deep end here. Chill the fuck out.”


  “How can I chill the fuck out? Everything’s at stake now. Everything.”


  “Jonas, listen to me. Jesus. Jonas.”


  I stop and stare at him, my chest rising and falling violently.


  “What you’re describing is nothing special. It’s not just you, bro. It’s everyone.”


  I stare at him blankly, breathing hard.


  “Are you gonna listen to me?”


  I breathe deeply.


  “Jonas?”


  “What?”


  “Are you listening?”


  “Yeah.”


  “What you’re describing is simply what it means to love with all your heart and soul, you dumbshit.” He rolls his eyes again. “God, you’re so stupid sometimes, Jonas, I swear to God. I just don’t understand how someone can be so smart and so dumb all at once.” He rolls the entirety of his head at me, not just his eyes. “What you’re feeling is what it means to be a husband and a father, bro—for any man, not just you. It’s not just you.”


  I open my mouth to reply, but nothing comes out.


  “You think what you’re feeling is because of all you’ve been through? What we’ve been through? No. It’s called fatherhood, man. It’s what happens when a boy becomes a fucking man. Now, all of a sudden, your entire happiness—every last bit of it—depends on the health and wellbeing and happiness of your wife and kid.” He looks at Gracie. “And there’s nothing you can do about it. It’s the most helpless feeling in the world.”


  There’s a lump in my throat. “I’m normal to feel this way?” I finally ask. “It’s not just because I’m... me?”


  “No, it’s not just you, dumbshit. I feel the same way every minute of every fucking day. I’m so happy, just so fucking happy with Kat and Gracie, and another one on the way, oh my God, I literally pray every night, ‘Please, dear God, please don’t take all of this away from me. Please, please, please. I’ll do anything you ask. I’ll be a good father. I’ll be a good husband. I’ll donate money to cure cancer. I’ll donate money for a thousand water wells in Africa.” His voice quavers. “Just please, please, please don’t fucking destroy me.’”


  My chest tightens. I’m shaking like I’ve been rolling around in the snow without a jacket. “That’s exactly it,” I whisper.


  “We’re the same, Jonas. More than you know. The only difference between me and you is I’m not stupid enough to think I’m the first man on the planet to feel this way.” He rolls his eyes yet again.


  “Daddy bubba?” Gracie pulls on Josh’s pant leg.


  “Hey, honey, you know what? I think I saw the bunny that lives over there next to those rocks—he just poked his head up and looked for you. Can you find him? I think he wants you to pet him.” Gracie wanders in the direction of the rocks, yet again, and we both watch her waddle away for a moment. “Bro,” he finally says, putting his hand on my shoulder, “what you’re feeling is happiness. It doesn’t feel like it, I know—but, trust me, that’s what it is. You’re just focusing on the wrong side of the coin, that’s all. You’re focusing on what you could lose, instead of what you have. Just turn the coin over, man. That’s all you have to do to be happy—just turn the coin over. That’s all anyone can fucking do.”


  I’m quiet for a long time, thinking.


  “You understand?” Josh finally says.


  I nod.


  “You sure?”


  I nod.


  “Anything else bothering you?”


  I shake my head.


  “You sure?”


  I nod.


  “You ready to stop being a pussy-ass?”


  I nod again.


  “Good. It’s about time. Because I’m sick of you being such a goddamned pussy.”


  I laugh. “Sorry.”


  “It’s okay. I’m used to it. Ready?”


  “Yeah.”


  He slaps his face. Hard. “Okay, pussy-ass-motherfucker.”


  I slap my face in reply, even harder. “Thanks, asshole-cocksucker.”


  He hugs me.


  “Thanks, Josh.” I bury my face into his shoulder for a minute.


  “Just talk to me, Jonas,” he says into my cheek. “No matter what.” He kisses the side of my neck. “You big dummy.” He pulls away from our hug and looks me in the eyes like he’s going to say something particularly poignant. “Talking. Lets. The. Feelings. Out.”


  We both burst out laughing.


  “There’s this really cool book I can loan to you, if you want. It might really help you.”


  “I’m pretty sure I’ve read that book. Like, five hundred times.”


  Josh slaps me on the shoulder. “So, come on. Let’s wrap up this heartfelt and poignant conversation with some obscure Plato quote that’s gonna rock my world and make you sound like some kind of fucking deep thinker. That’s the only thing that could make this moment any better.”


  “Fuck you.”


  “Aw, come on. Plato me.”


  “I’ve got one, you know.”


  “I know you do. And I’m sure it’s super-duper profound.”


  I roll my eyes.


  “Hit me.”


  “No, because you’re just being a dick. And I don’t like you being a dick to my boy Plato.”


  “Aw, come on. I have full respect for your boy. If he’s your brother, then he’s my brother, too.”


  I glare at him.


  “Seriously. Plato me.”


  I exhale. “Fine.”


  “This is gonna be good. I can feel it.”


  “‘There are two things a person should never be angry at—what they can help, and what they cannot,’” I say.


  “Ah, see? Perfect. Exactly right. Good one, Plato. In other words, take a chill pill. Worrying never helped anybody.”


  “Never mock my boy.”


  “Never.”


  “If you force me to choose between Plato and you, I’ll choose Plato every time, fucker. Always remember that.”


  “Hey, I already knew that.”


  I grin at him.


  “But seriously. Whatever helps you figure your shit out is fine by me. Always. And Plato’s right. Don’t worry. There’s no point. Just focus on your happiness. Anything else is a waste of time. We can’t control any of it. So just enjoy the ride.”


  I take a long, deep breath. “You’re absolutely sure what I’m feeling is normal?”


  “Well, fuck. I don’t know if it’s normal—is there such a thing as normal? All I can say is I feel it, too. But I just choose to ignore it and enjoy the ride—unlike you, Mr. Look for Unhappiness Under Every Fucking Rock.”


  Before I can respond, music starts blaring from the outdoor speakers. The song is “Love Cats” by The Cure.


  Sarah ambles through the sliding glass door, a sweater wrapped around her sexy curves. “Hey, Josh Faraday.”


  “Hey, Sarah Cruz.”


  “I’ve got a message for you from your wife.” She points up to the sky, obviously telling Josh his message is encoded in the song.


  


  


  


  Chapter 6


  Jonas


  


  I rub my eyes, trying to erase any hint of my emotional conversation with Josh from my face.


  “Hey, baby,” I say.


  “Hi, love. So, Josh, have you figured out the super-secret message in the song yet?”


  Josh smiles. “I love this song.”


  At his obvious lack of understanding, Sarah scowls at him. “Aw, come on, Josh. I thought you were the smart twin. ‘Love Cats’? Love Kat?”


  “Ah.”


  “Duh, Josh.”


  “Duh,” he agrees.


  “Despite your wife’s face being the color of Kermit the Frog right now, the Party Girl with a Hyphen has requested the Playboy’s immediate presence inside the house—so that you may love Kat, if you know what I mean.” She winks and makes a clicking sound like she’s prompting a horse.


  Josh’s face ignites.


  Sarah holds up the brand new bottle of bubbles she’s brought with her. “Gracie, you wanna blow bubbles with Uncle Jo Jo and me while Daddy and Mommy love each other inside?”


  “I luh Mommee.”


  Josh kneels down to Gracie, his voice brimming with barely-contained glee. “Gracie, you stay out here with Uncle Jo Jo and Auntie Sarah, okay?”


  “Okay, Daddy.”


  “I love you, Gracie.”


  “I luh yoo, Dadda.”


  He kisses her on the cheek, rustles her hair, and sprints toward the sliding glass door without looking back.


  “Run along and be free, Josh Faraday,” Sarah calls to Josh’s back.


  “Make it quick,” I yell. “The food’s ready and I’m hungry.”


  Sarah scowls at me. “Bite your tongue, Jonas Faraday. I can’t believe you of all people just told any man, let alone your brother, to ‘make it quick’ with his woman. Blasphemy.”


  I shrug. “Fuck him. I’m hungry.”


  Josh opens the sliding glass door and turns around to face us. “Thank you, Sarah Cruz!” he yells. “You’re my favorite person, ever. And fuck you, Uncle Jo Jo! You suck!” With that, he disappears into the house.


  “Fahk yoo, Unkie Jo Jo,” Gracie mutters, twirling around. “Fahk yooooo. Yoooo sahk.”


  Sarah clamps her hand over her mouth.


  “Oh shit,” I say. “Kat’s gonna kill us.”


  “Us? You. She’s gonna kill you,” Sarah replies.


  “Me? No way. It was Josh.”


  “Fahk yoooooo!” Gracie says, twirling.


  “Well, Kat shouldn’t be surprised. What did she expect when she had a kid with a freakin’ Faraday, after all?” Sarah says. “Kat’s only getting what she deserves.”


  I laugh. “Exactly.”


  “Yoo sahk!” Gracie sings out.


  “In fact, it serves them both right for teaching Gracie to call me Uncle Jo Jo. I should teach Gracie to say motherfucker and asshole, just to even the score.”


  “Ssh, Jonas,” Sarah says, glancing down at Gracie. “You show ’em, baby,” she whispers. “Karma’s a bleep.”


  “Damn straight.”


  “Bubba?” Gracie asks, tugging on Sarah’s dress. “Auntie Sah?”


  “You betcha. Uncle Jo Jo, you wanna blow bubbles with Little G and me?” She laughs. “Hey, we sound like a rap trio: Uncle Jo Jo, Little G, and OAP.” Sarah strikes a gangsta pose. “Yo.”


  “I sense another viral video in your future.”


  Sarah laughs and throws her arms around my neck. “God, I love you, Uncle Jo Jo.”


  I pull her to me. “No. Never call me that. Anyone but you.”


  She hugs me and kisses my neck. “I love you, my sweet Jonas.”


  “Did you call the doctor?”


  “Yup. She’s fitting us in first thing tomorrow—eight o’clock sharp. She said to call her tonight if I have any further pains or discomfort, but what I described didn’t sound worrisome. I feel okay. Kinda achy, but okay.”


  I take a deep breath. “Tell me if you have any more pain whatsoever.”


  “I will.”


  “Unkie Jo Jo, bubba?” Gracie asks, touching my knee.


  Sarah laughs. “Come on, Uncle Jo Jo. The girl’s been more than patient.” She breaks away from me to lead Gracie to the lawn. “Okay, Gracie. Let’s blow bubbles.” There’s a long beat as I watch Sarah open the bottle and get the bubble wand ready. “So you had a nice talk with your brother?”


  “Yeah.”


  Sarah blows a string of bubbles for Gracie, making Gracie squeal and chase them.


  “To tell you the truth, I was struggling a bit, baby,” I finally say. “Josh helped me.”


  Emotion washes over Sarah’s face. “Oh, yeah?”


  “Yeah.”


  Her entire body visibly relaxes. “Good.” She puckers her beautiful lips and blows another train of bubbles for Gracie, sending Gracie squealing and running through the grass, yet again. “What were you struggling with, my love?”


  “The usual Jonas bullshit.”


  She bites her lip. “You’re worried about the babies?”


  “Yeah,” I say.


  “I figured. What’d he say that helped you?”


  “He called me a dumbshit, basically.”


  She laughs. “He’s so damned wise, that man.”


  “This might come as a shock to you, but I sometimes drown in my thoughts to an unhealthy degree.”


  She grins at me sympathetically. But her silence tells me she already knows this little factoid about me.


  “I always think I’m experiencing some kind of unique torment known only to me—that there’s something particularly wrong with me in any given situation simply because, you know, I’m me.”


  She nods. She knows.


  “I guess when you’ve lived a life like mine, what’s normal to feel and what’s totally fucked up is sometimes hard to gauge.”


  “I can only imagine. It is for me, too, sometimes.”


  “I always just assume I’m feeling something totally abnormal—something only I can feel because I’ve got some sort of post-traumatic fuckeduppedness. And then I start feeling so alone and fucked up in my abnormality—and then things start messing with my head. And then I just spiral.”


  She’s listening intently. She blows another string of bubbles for Gracie, but her eyes are on me.


  “Josh made me realize I need to get over myself and stop being a gigantic pussy-ass.”


  “You’re not a pussy-ass.”


  “More bubba!” Gracie demands.


  “Oh, sorry, honey.” Sarah blows another string of bubbles and Gracie chases them, shrieking. Sarah turns back to me, her face aflame. “You’re not a pussy-ass, Jonas,” she whispers. “You’re a beast. I’m actually offended you’d even say that about yourself. Men aren’t allowed to have feelings? Or express fear or pain or doubt? Is that it?” She scoffs. “You’re real. You’re human. You have emotions because you’re not some one-dimensional hero in an action movie or a romance novel. You’re not some bullshit fantasy—you’re flesh and blood and bones.” She juts her chin at me. “And balls. Gigantic donkey balls.” Clearly, she’s on a roll. “You’re a freaking badass and a sex god and a stud. You’re big-hearted and generous and honest and raw. Oh my God, baby, you’re everything a man should be, and more, rolled into one ridiculously gorgeous package. You’re not a caricature of a man—you’re a real, flesh and blood man.” She’s panting. “A living, breathing, beautiful beast of a man, in every sense of the word—and anyone who says differently needs to answer to me. Even if that person is you.”


  Holy fuck, I think my heart just stopped. I love it when my baby gets on her soapbox—especially when it’s to say something as amazing as all that.


  “So don’t call yourself a pussy-ass ever again,” she says quietly. “Or, God help me, I’m gonna go all Latina on your ass—and that’s not something you want to experience.” She blows another string of bubbles for Gracie as if she hasn’t just given me the most epic tribute a woman could ever give a man.


  I bite my lip. “Please don’t go Latina on my ass.”


  “It’s up to you.”


  I’m rock hard right now. I lean down to Sarah on the grass and whisper into her ear. “Gracie is such a little cock blocker right now.”


  Sarah bursts out laughing. “Welcome to our future.”


  “Yeah, so Josh was just telling me.”


  Gracie grabs at the bubble wand and Sarah holds her little hand at bay.


  “Let me help you, honey,” Sarah says. She dips the wand into the bottle for her. “Okay, here you go. Pucker like this—no, like this, baby.” Sarah bursts out laughing at Gracie’s unsuccessful attempt at a pucker. “You are so darned cute, do you know that, love monkey?” She holds up the wand. “Okay, now blow.”


  “Grassy bottuhl.”


  “No, you can’t hold the bottle, Little G. Your mommy gave me this bottle because she figured your daddy already let you spill the other one all over the ground.”


  “Wow. Maybe there is something to this mother’s intuition thing,” I say.


  Gracie tries to grab the bottle out of Sarah’s hand, but Sarah holds it up high, out of her reach. “No, monita. You can’t hold the bottle. You can hold the wand.”


  Gracie starts to whine and stomp her feet.


  “Oh good lord,” Sarah says. “She’s so much like her mother, it’s frightening. No, bebe. No es para ti.”


  Gracie grabs for the bottle again.


  “No, no, no, pequañita. No.”


  “Grassy bottuhl.”


  “No.”


  Gracie grabs at the bottle again.


  “Jeupucha culo. That’s enough.”


  “Uh oh, Gracie,” I say. “Run for the hills. Auntie Sarah’s cursing in Spanish.”


  Sarah levels Gracie with unflinching eyes. “No tócala. Me entiendes, sobrina?”


  Gracie nods, every bit as mesmerized by Sarah as I am.


  “Muy bien, amor,” Sarah says to Gracie. “Ahorita, dame un besito.” Sarah leans her cheek into Gracie for a kiss and Gracie complies. “Buena chiquitita.” Sarah looks at me, her eyebrow raised. “And that, my dear, is how we do it, Latina-style.”


  “That poor girl never stood a chance.”


  “We don’t put up with crap from anybody, no matter how tiny and adorable they happen to be.” She looks at me sideways. “Or how big and gorgeous and full of muscles.”


  I exhale loudly. My cock is tingling. This woman slays me. “Put the bubbles down,” I say evenly.


  She puts the bottle of bubbles on a nearby table and returns to me.


  “Gracie, will you go look for the bunny that lives by those rocks again?” I ask. “I think I just saw him poke his head out and look for you.”


  Gracie traipses over to the rocks, just out of earshot of us.


  I put my hands on Sarah’s cheeks. “You’re the goddess and the muse, Sarah Cruz Faraday.” I pull her into me for a deep kiss and reach around to grab her ass. I have to reach a little farther around to get a good grip on her backside these days, but it’s worth the extra effort. “Damn, I love this ass,” I say, squeezing it with enthusiasm and grinding my hard-on into her.


  “My ass loves you, too.”


  “Thank you,” I whisper.


  “For my ass?”


  “For always kicking my ass when I need it.”


  She shrugs. “I love you truly, madly, deeply. That’s what love is—kicking someone’s ass when they need it.”


  “Don’t give up on me,” I whisper.


  “Never. You’re stuck with me.”


  “Good. Because if you ever do try to leave me, I’ll hunt you down and drag you back, kicking and screaming, and then lock you in our bedroom and put bars on the windows and doors.”


  Her face lights up. “Ooh.” She presses herself into my hard-on. “I love it when you get all creepy and intense on me.”


  I laugh. “My baby loves herself some crazy.”


  “Hellz yeah, I do.”


  I kiss her again.


  “I wish we were doing whatever Kat and Josh are doing right this very minute,” she breathes. “I can’t stop thinking about that box of goodies you gave me.”


  “It’s gonna be fun,” I say. “I’ve been thinking about it, too.”


  “So that’s what you were thinking about when you looked like a serial killer earlier?”


  “Well, it depends which time you’re referring to.”


  She laughs.


  “I’d say of the twenty or so times I looked like a serial killer today, probably four or five of those times I was thinking about putting those cuffs on you.”


  She glances at Gracie, her cheeks bursting with sudden color, and then back at me. “And here I thought you looked like that because you were stressed about the babies.”


  “Well, yeah, the other fifteen times, I was stressing about the babies.”


  “Please stop worrying, baby. Everything’s gonna be fine. I promise.”


  I nod, even though I’m not sure I believe it.


  “You’re really okay with the whole bondage thing?” she asks. Her eyes dart to Gracie again.


  “Are you trying to talk me out of it?”


  “Hellz no. I’m just surprised, given what you’ve said in the past.”


  I shrug. “At the touch of love, every man becomes a pervert.”


  She smiles broadly. “Hmm. Is that the quote? I could have sworn Plato said something about love making a man into a poet?” She crinkles her nose.


  “I believe the exact quote from Plato is, ‘At the touch of love, every man wants to cuff his wife to a bondage sheet and fuck her brains out.’”


  “Gosh, that Plato’s got a quote for everything.”


  “Do I detect a certain annoyance with my man Plato?”


  She touches my left forearm, grazing her fingertips over my tattooed declaration of love to her. “No, baby. Never. Plato’s my homey. I’m in favor of anyone or anything that helps you, Jonas. Always.”


  “That’s what Josh said, in so many words.”


  “Your brother’s a wise man.” She smiles. “And powerful.”


  “He has his moments. So you know what I’ve decided?”


  “What?”


  “I’m gonna stop thinking so much.”


  “Ha!”


  “No, really. I’m just gonna enjoy the ride—just like Josh said. I’m gonna focus on our happiness and nothing else. Fuck everything else.”


  She exhales like she’s been holding her breath underwater. Her eyes glisten.


  “A man can think himself into sorrow if he’s not careful.”


  She wipes her eyes. “Plato?”


  “No, Jonas Faraday.”


  “Damn, it’s getting harder and harder to tell you two apart.”


  I pull her close. “When you and the babies are in the clear, I’m gonna give you the most unbelievable sexual experience of your life. It’ll be Jonas and Sarah’s Fucktastic Adventure. Thailand 2.0. Bigger, better, and harder. A whole new peak.”


  She glances at Gracie again—and once she’s confirmed her niece is happily throwing a beach ball, her eyes return to me.


  “You wanna know what the rules to this Fuckstastic Adventure are gonna be?” I ask.


  “Of course.”


  “One, I get to do whatever the fuck I want to you.”


  “Sounds familiar.”


  “And, two, I get to do whatever the fuck I want to you.”


  She exhales, clearly turned on.


  I brush my lips against her jawline and then her ear. “Another round of delicious anticipation, baby.” She looks exactly the way she did when I kissed her outside the cave in Belize. Holy fuck, I want to take her right here and now on the lawn. “Your cocky-bastard-asshole-motherfucker is back, baby.” I whisper. “And with a fucking vengeance.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 7


  Sarah


  


  Jonas comes out of the bathroom, a towel around his waist, his body as chiseled and ripped and muscled as ever. Good lord, I will never get over the sight of him. He’s a work of art.


  He rips off his towel and chucks it across the room, giving me the view of him that never gets old, and then he growls like a polar bear and flexes every muscle in his arms and chest.


  “Wowza,” I say. “Hello, Incredible Hulk Jonas.”


  “Damn, I wanna fuck your brains out, woman. Holy fuck.”


  My heart lurches in my chest. “Do it.”


  He leaps onto the bed and hovers over me, his muscles taut. “Oh, the things I want to do to you.”


  “Do ’em.”


  “Nope.” He kisses my nose.


  “Just this once. I won’t tell.”


  “Nope.”


  “Yep.”


  “See, I’ve already explained this to you, woman. If I fuck you the way I want to do it and hurtle you into premature labor, I’ll never, ever forgive myself. Is that what you want?”


  “Well, jeez. No.”


  “I thought so.” He bites my neck and pretends to rip at me like a shark.


  “Jonas!” I shriek.


  He growls. “Just six more weeks, and then you’re all mine, woman.”


  “Well, you do realize I’m gonna have to, you know, heal after giving birth.”


  “Fuck that. Once those babies are out of you, I’m going in, any hole I can get. You’re just gonna have to fucking deal with it.”


  “Jonas!”


  He laughs and licks my face.


  I wipe my cheek, scowling at him. “Another Hallmark moment brought to you by Jonas Faraday: ‘My darling, once those babies are out of you, I’m going in any hole I please, no matter how bloodied or mangled you happen to be from birthing my children. Happy Valentine’s Day.’”


  He belly laughs and licks me again.


  “You really are a master of Valentine’s Day bullshit, you know that?”


  “I really am.” He sighs, completely enamored with himself. “A little music to set the mood, Mrs. Faraday?”


  “That would be lovely, sir.” My heart is racing. He’s a new man. Oh my God. I could pass out with relief.


  He leaps off the bed and over to his computer, cues up a song, and then turns to me with a devilish grin. I’m not sure what that naughty smile of his means. Is he going to play something fuckstastic for me, signaling he’s ready to throw caution to the wind and fuck the shit out of me? Doubtful. Or has my hunky-monkey husband selected a song suited to tenderly romancing his saintly, pregnant wife, per doctor’s orders, yet again?


  The song begins—it’s “The One Who Loves You the Most” by Brett Dennen, a beautiful, heartfelt love song—one of my all-time favorites, actually—and, instantly, I know what brand of fuckery we’re going to engage in tonight. Again.


  Jonas scoots into bed next to me, his hard-on raging.


  “Hi, husband,” I say. “And hello to your boner, as well. Good lord, baby. That boner deserves its own zip code tonight. Holy moly.”


  “Why, hello, wife, from the both of us.”


  “I think your dick grew again.”


  “At least another four inches. Thanks to your fucking hotness.”


  “At least.”


  “How are you this fine evening, wife?”


  “I’m good.”


  “You look exhausted.”


  “I am.”


  “Tell me all about it, My Magnificent Sarah. Don’t hold back.”


  “Well, let’s see. My feet are swollen. My back hurts. And I’m as big as a house.”


  “You’re not as big as a house.” He touches my swollen belly. “You’re as big as an exceptionally large condo.”


  “Wow, you sure know how to sweet-talk a girl.”


  “So I’ve been told many, many times.” He smirks. “Many, many, many times. Before you came along and kicked my ass, of course.” He winks.


  “You woman wizard, you.”


  “It’s true. I can’t deny it. I am, indeed, a wizard of women. It’s what they all say. And in my vast experience with many, many, many, many—”


  “I got it, Jonas.”


  He laughs. “Many women, you know what I’ve figured out?”


  “Oh, this ought to be good.”


  “The thing that makes women want to bone a guy the most?”


  “What?”


  “When he tells them they’re as big as an exceptionally large condo.”


  I laugh and groan at the same time.


  “But lucky for me—and you—I happen to like women who are as big as exceptionally large condos. As evidenced by my twenty-inch boner.” He runs his hands over my belly and nuzzles into me. “You know I’ve had a nonstop hard-on for you since our conversation in the backyard? Damn, that was hot. Have you ever seen a boner this big in your entire life?” He lifts up the sheet.


  I don’t mean to do it, but I yawn.


  “Wow.”


  I laugh through my yawn. “I’m sorry.”


  “My dick has elicited a myriad of different reactions in its time—from exclamations of awe and wonder to shrieks of mortified terror and shock—but that’s the first time it’s inspired a fucking yawn.”


  “I’m sorry, baby. I just feel so fatigued tonight,” I say.


  He touches my face. “Should I be worried?”


  “No. Gracie just wore me out today.”


  “That girl’s a bossy little thing—just like her auntie.”


  “Faster, Unkie Jo Jo!” I say, laughing. “Unkie Jo-Jo-Dah-Clehn!”


  “Stop.”


  I giggle. “But it’s so funny.”


  “It’s not funny.” He kisses my neck and pokes me with his erection.


  I exhale in total exhaustion. “Jeez, I can’t even imagine how tiring it’s going to be chasing two monkeys around every single day.”


  “Well, we’ll get a nanny. Obviously.”


  We’ve never talked about this. Up until now, Jonas has steadfastly avoided talking specifics about our future, much to my confusion and frustration. “Is that so?” I say. I squint at him, trying to decide if he’s joking—but he looks one hundred percent serious.


  “Of course. And a night-nurse, too. At least for the first year.”


  Huh. He’s definitely serious. “You’re an amusing fellow, you know that?” I say.


  “What? What’s amusing about that?”


  “We don’t need a night-nurse. Who are we? The Kennedys?”


  “What are you talking about? Any sane person who can afford to hire a nanny and a night-nurse for twins does it. Why suffer unnecessarily?”


  “Suffer? Taking care of my own children doesn’t count as suffering, Jonas.” I can’t keep indignation out of my voice.


  “That’s not what I meant.” He exhales, apparently trying to gather his thoughts. “Josh just gave me a few things to think about, that’s all.” He pauses, apparently trying to figure out how to articulate something. His face softens with earnestness. “Josh and I had Mariela,” he says quietly. “And we loved her. But that didn’t mean my mom was any less of a great mom.”


  My heart is in my throat.


  “There’s nothing wrong with having help—and more people to love. Nothing at all.”


  I bite my lip. I don’t know what to say. Occasionally, at times like these, I’m reminded that, in some important ways, Jonas and I had vastly different childhoods.


  He shifts gears. “You saw Little G today. She was a fucking hurricane—did you see how she spilled her crackers all over the floor? Jesus. Just imagine when we have two little hurricanes tearing through the house.”


  “It’s gonna be insanity.”


  “So why not have some help?”


  I sigh. I’m not certain how I feel about that, but I’m pretty sure I don’t have to figure it out right now.


  “We’re gonna need a live-in housekeeper, too,” Jonas continues matter-of-factly.


  “Oh, really?”


  “Yes. That one’s non-negotiable.”


  “Oh, the lord-god-master hath spoken?”


  “Yes. On this, yes. I need a well-ordered environment.”


  I laugh. “Well, good luck with that when the babies come.”


  Jonas looks earnest.


  “Okay, baby,” I concede. “No argument here. I don’t have any particular need to do housekeeping, especially according to your standards of excellence.”


  “Okay. Good.” His face lights up. “A housekeeper for sure; a nanny for sure; and a night-nurse to be negotiated.”


  “Oh, this is a negotiation, huh? I didn’t realize that. Well, the nanny’s not for sure. That’s to be determined. And, as long as we’re negotiating, then I demand a personal butler for me—because I’m gonna need someone on-call at all times to wipe my ass.”


  He rolls his eyes. “I just want to do whatever is necessary to keep you stress-free and happy and ready to fuck your husband night and day like the dirty girl you are.”


  “Ah, so that’s what this is all about.”


  “That’s what everything’s always about, baby. Always.”


  “Jonas, I’ve told you a million times—sex with you is like eating, breathing or peeing. A given.”


  “Well, I’ve just been warned by someone I trust that fitting in howling monkey sex gets a bit more challenging when babies enter the picture.”


  “Of course, it does. You give some stuff up, sure—but you get other stuff in return. Even better stuff. We’ll make it work. I promise.”


  “I’m gonna make sure of it.”


  “If the day ever arrives when I don’t want to jump your bones every single night, then, yes, hire me a nanny and a night-nurse and a housekeeper and a sex therapist, too—whatever’s needed to get my mojo back. Please. Because I love our sex life as much as you do, trust me. Probably more so.”


  He’s quiet for a minute. “I just don’t want to lose us when the babies enter the picture.”


  “I know.” I touch his cheek. “Neither do I. We won’t.”


  “I don’t want to become one of those couples that only has energy for their kids and play-dates and missionary sex on Saturday nights.”


  “We won’t. Josh and Kat aren’t like that. We won’t be like that, either.”


  “I was thinking maybe I could take you away, overnight, once a week?”


  “Kind of like a date night?”


  “Yeah, but overnight. That way, at least once I week, I’ll get to make you howl like a monkey without worrying about waking the kids.”


  “Or the nanny or night-nurse or butler.”


  “Or every neighbor within a half-mile radius.”


  I laugh. “We’ll figure it out, love. We don’t need to know all the details right now. It’ll all work out. We’re the greatest love story ever told, remember? And we always will be. We’ll figure it out.”


  He presses his hard-on into my hipbone. “We’d better figure it out. Because you turn me on, woman. So much.”


  “I do?”


  “So fucking much.”


  “Even like this?”


  “Especially like this. I told you I have a thing for women the size of exceptionally large condos.”


  “Well, that’s my good fortune, isn’t it?” I say.


  “It’s madness, I tell you.”


  “So tell me more about what you’ve got planned for us, hunky-monkey husband. Sounds like you’ve been thinking a lot about our future.”


  “I have.”


  “Who knew?”


  He shrugs.


  “You know, I strongly prefer it when you actually talk to me about what you’re thinking, rather than stalking around here like a frickin’ caveman.”


  “Trust me, you don’t want to know every thought in my head. You’d die of exhaustion if you were in my head for just one day.”


  “Well, I’d rather die of exhaustion than loneliness.”


  His face flickers with concern. “You’ve been lonely?”


  I shrug. “Well, yeah, sometimes. Living with you can be lonely at times, to be honest—when you’re in one of your moods. I try to give you space, wait for you to open up—but, yeah, sometimes you kind of disappear for a while. And it makes me lonely.”


  He looks genuinely pained. “Wow.” He bites his lip. “I’m so sorry.”


  “It’s okay, baby. I love you. This is who you are. This is who you’ve always been. I get it. I’ve just learned to wait you out. It’s always worth it.”


  He exhales and purses his lips, but he doesn’t say anything.


  “Yeesh, my feet are so cold,” I finally say. “They feel like ice blocks.”


  “Oh no,” he says. “Send those dogs up here. I’ll warm ’em up for you, baby.”


  I curl into a ball as best I can and he rubs my feet with his warm hands.


  “Better?”


  “Yeah,” I say. “Thank you, love.”


  “Any time. Although warming your feet is against my better interest.”


  “How’s that?”


  “Because I happen to like my women as large as exceptionally large condos and with icy-cold feet.”


  I press my cold feet onto his warm thigh, giggling, and he jerks back.


  “Gah! Sarah! Don’t do that! They’re freezing cold.” He leaps out of bed, rummages in a drawer, and returns with a pair of fuzzy wool socks—and then he reaches under the covers and slides the socks onto my icy feet.


  When he scoots back next to me in the bed, his skin is cold to the touch.


  “Aw, you sacrificed your own warmth for mine. Lemme warm you up, baby,” I say. “Scoot closer.”


  He does.


  I hug him to me and run my hands through his hair. “So tell me more about your big plans for Faraday, party of four?” I say. “Sounds like you’ve got a million of ’em.”


  He shrugs.


  “Aw, come on, love. I’m listening. Tell me anything and everything. Big or small. Serious or silly. I’ve been dying to hear every thought rolling around in that gorgeous head of yours.”


  “Well...”


  “Yes?”


  He scoots even closer to me and wraps his muscled arm around me. I can feel his body warming next to mine. “I was thinking that, when the kids are two or three years old, we should get a puppy.”


  I can’t keep myself from laughing. “A puppy? That’s not at all what I was expecting you to say.”


  “Every kid should have a puppy.”


  I smile broadly. “Really? I didn’t know that rule.”


  “Yes.”


  “Did you have a puppy?”


  “No.” There’s a beat. “Did you?” he asks.


  “No.”


  “Well, see? Case in point. Happy, normal kids have puppies. I’ve seen it in movies.”


  I laugh.


  “I only look like a serial killer, you know. I don’t actually feel even the slightest impulse to maim furry creatures. I’m really quite nice.”


  “But puppies track dirt into the house, baby—they’ll mess up your ‘pristine environment.’”


  “Hence, the live-in housekeeper.”


  “Ah. And just like that, it all makes perfect sense.”


  He smiles. “There’s always a method to my madness.”


  I run my hands through his hair again. “So what kind of puppy should we get to make our family movie-perfect, hubsters?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “A Maltese named Kiki?”


  “Fuck no.”


  “Aw, come on. You have to admit that’d be frickin’ hilarious.”


  “There’s not enough ‘frickin’ hilarious’ in the world to make me say yes to a Maltese named Kiki.”


  “A dalmatian?”


  “We’re not firemen.”


  “A yellow lab?”


  “Kinda obvious.”


  “Well, damn, you’d better get cracking on figuring this puppy-thing out, Jonas. We’ve only got two or three years to decide. Time’s a’ wastin’.”


  He flashes me a look of mock annoyance.


  I laugh. “What else you got planned for us, Super Dad?” I kiss his jawline. “Tell me every little thing. I love hearing this stuff.” I reach around and stroke his muscular back.


  He’s thoughtful for a moment. “Well... “


  “Yes?”


  “We’ll take the kids camping and hiking on the weekends. I’ll put one kid in a baby-backpack and the other one in a carrier on my chest, and off we’ll go. We’ll teach them to hike and climb as soon as they can walk. We’ll be a modern-day Swiss Family Robinson.”


  My heart leaps out of my chest. “Oh, Jonas.”


  “What?”


  “I just swooned.”


  “Why? You’ve always dreamed of being a modern-day Swiss Family Robinson?”


  “No, because you’re so frickin’ adorable. You’re just... adorable.”


  He rolls his eyes.


  “You really are. Adorable.”


  “No. Fuck that.” He leans over and bites my nipple, hard, making me shriek. “Adorable men don’t want to fuck their wives the way I want to fuck you right now.” He brushes his hand between my legs, finds his target, and slips his fingers into my wetness.


  I gasp at the sudden sensation.


  He massages me until I’m moaning and then, without further ado, he slides his erection into me, slowly, deeply, biting my neck as he does. “Adorable men don’t want to fuck their wives ’til they pass out,” he whispers in my ear, burrowing deeper and deeper inside me, making me gasp. “Would an adorable man dream every single night about eating his wife’s sweet pussy?” he says, his lips warm against my ear, his fingers massaging my clit.


  He’s rendered me speechless. I close my eyes and let the movement of his body and fingers and his confident whispers in my ear take me away. I’m having visions of us hiking with two infants strapped to Jonas’ muscled body, a Boston terrier named Buster in tow. I’m imagining Jonas in the pool with our baby boys, his muscular arms keeping both of our sons afloat as I take photos. His fingers are working their magic. He’s sliding in and out of me at just the right speed and depth. He’s whispering things to me that make my heart race and my clit flutter.


  And yet.


  Something’s off with my body. I can feel it. I’m aching all over—and not in a good way. I’m just so frickin’ tired—have I ever been this tired in all my life? I just don’t feel right. For the first time ever, literally, I don’t think I feel well enough to ‘surrender’ to my pleasure, no matter how much I want to do it. Not well enough at all.


  


  


  


  Chapter 8


  Sarah


  


  Jonas apparently senses things aren’t ramping up for me the way they usually do, because he pulls out of me and moves between my legs to lick me, apparently hell-bent on making sure I get mine.


  “Baby, no,” I whisper. I put my hand on his shoulder to halt him.


  He pauses, unsure.


  “It’s not gonna happen for me tonight.” I shake my head. “I’m sorry—I just don’t feel all that great.”


  He’s obviously alarmed. He climbs back up to my face and cups my cheeks in his hands. “You don’t feel well enough for me to lick you?” He’s astonished—this is a first.


  “I’m seven and a half months pregnant with twins,” I say. I try to smile, but my face feels heavy. “Don’t freak out. This isn’t a preview of our future, I promise.”


  He looks concerned. “You look pale, Sarah.”


  “I’m just tired.”


  “Are you feeling pain?”


  “No, not pain. I’m just achy. Kind of crampy. We’ll talk to the doctor about it in the morning. Come on, get back inside me.”


  He rolls his eyes. “I’m an asshole, but I’m not that big an asshole.” He stretches himself out next to me, nose to nose. “I don’t come if you don’t, remember?”


  I grin. He hasn’t had the need to say that particular phrase to me in a very long time.


  It occurs to me I should wrap my thigh around his muscled body and coax him back into me, but I don’t have the strength to do it. Or maybe I should bend down and take his hard-on into my mouth and finish him off? I’m sure he’d appreciate a little Fellatio-Christmas in April. But I don’t have the energy to do that, either. I feel like there are lead weights strapped to my limbs and eyelids.


  He pulls me close. “You’re sure you’re okay?”


  “I’m sure. I’m just sleepy.”


  There’s a long beat.


  “You’re sure?”


  “I’m sure.”


  He exhales. “So what would you name them?” he asks quietly, running his hand over my back.


  “Hmm?”


  “If we have boys. What would you name them?”


  My mind jolts to consciousness. After all these months of watching Jonas retreat into himself and pull away, I’m not gonna let a little sleepiness deprive me of finally having this magical conversation with my husband. “Jeremiah and Jack,” I whisper softly.


  He grins.


  Damn, he’s a ridiculously handsome man.


  “Which one is Crazy Monkey?” he asks.


  “Jeremiah.”


  His smile broadens. “That’s what I figured. Jeremiah sounds like he’d be the crazy one.”


  My heart is soaring. I didn’t realize just how much I’ve been aching to talk to Jonas like this. My heart feels like it’s going to burst. “Those names are just my ideas, though,” I say. “I’m open to whatever names you’re thinking about.”


  “No, no,” he says. “Those names are perfect.” He inhales sharply but doesn’t speak.


  “What?” I ask.


  “What if we have girls?”


  “I truly think we’re having boys.”


  “I know you do, little Miss Bossy-boots. But humor me. If you’re wrong about that—which I know is impossible since you’re Sarah Fucking Cruz, for Chrissakes—what are your girl names?”


  I feel the sudden urge to cry with joy and relief, but I stuff it down. I can’t believe Jonas is finally—finally—talking to me like this. Why he picked now to do it, when I’m about to pass out with fatigue, I’ll never know. But when it comes to Jonas, I’ll take whatever he can give me. Always.


  “Come on. I know you’ve thought about it,” Jonas prompts.


  He’s right—I have. But only in the beginning. Once I became convinced I was carrying boys, my brain quickly disallowed itself from fantasizing about girls. Why imagine babies I’ll never get to hold? “The thing is, I’ve only got two babies in there, right? I don’t like imagining an alternate set of twins. I don’t want to be bummed out when I don’t get to have all four of them.”


  He lets out a loud puff of air. “We are so much alike. Oh my God.”


  “What?” I say.


  He exhales. “I just... I’ve been doing the exact same thing.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He pauses. “I had a... vision. I don’t know what you’d call it. It was almost like a premonition.” He pauses again.


  I wait.


  “I saw you with two little girls. You were reading a bedtime story to them in Spanish. They had your hair and eyes and skin.” His voice is brimming with emotion.


  I grab his face in my hands. “Oh, Jonas. Whatever happens, it’s going to be perfect. You’re gonna be a great father, whether we have boys or girls or one of each. In the end, all that matters is that we’re together—that we’re a family. Nothing else matters, baby.”


  “You’re gonna be the best mother, baby.” He pulls me into him and kisses me softly.


  “Let’s find out the babies’ genders in the morning,” I say. “Whichever one of us is right, that’ll be it, once and for all, and the other will have a few weeks to wrap their head around it.”


  He nods. “Okay. Good.” He kisses my nose. “No more fucking around.”


  “You’re gonna be glad we found out, I promise. Hey, maybe it’s one of each.”


  He turns and looks at the clock on the nightstand. “What time’s your appointment?”


  “Eight.”


  “Nine hours.” He exhales. “Fuck me.”


  “Patience,” I say.


  Jonas scoffs. “Not my strong suit.”


  “I know.” I kiss his cheek. “Okay, my sweet Jonas. Now it’s your turn. What are your girl names?”


  “I don’t have any.”


  “You just said you envisioned two little girls.”


  “Yeah, but I don’t know their names.”


  “Come on. Tit for tat. I told you my boy names.”


  He exhales. “Well...” He pauses, biting his beautiful lip. “I would have wanted to name a daughter Grace.” He shrugs. “But Josh beat me to it, so, that’s off the table.”


  My heart suddenly aches. Of course Jonas would have wanted to name his daughter after his late mother. “Oh, Jonas,” I say.


  “No, it’s all good. Gracie’s the perfect person to carry my mother’s name.” He swallows hard and then noticeably switches gears. “So tell me your picks. I know you must have some—you’ve never been unprepared for a damned thing in your life.”


  “Well, I was totally unprepared for you.”


  “No woman could ever prepare herself for the one and only woman wizard.”


  “True.”


  “The woman wizard with the yawn-inspiring boner, apparently,” Jonas adds.


  “Aw, jeez, cut me some slack. I’m as big as a house.”


  “Exceptionally large condo. So tell me your names already,” he says. “No more stalling.”


  I take a deep breath. “Actually, I’ve known my girl-names since I was a kid.”


  “Since you were a kid? Well, that’s not weird or anything.”


  “It’s not weird. Lots of girls think about baby names.”


  “No, they don’t. No kid does that. Weirdo.”


  “Yes, they do. Girls do. While playing with Barbies or baby dolls or thinking about marrying Justin Timberlake or Harry Styles. I’m not the only one.”


  He shakes his head. “Women are such endlessly fascinating creatures.”


  “By ‘endlessly fascinating’ I’m assuming you mean ‘freaking awesome’?”


  “Of course.” He nips at my ear. “Always.” He runs his hands over my ass. “I love this ass.” He grunts in my ear. “So tell me the names. I’ll listen intently while groping your ass.”


  “Marisol and Luna,” I say. “But we’d call them Sol and Luna.”


  “The sun and the moon.”


  “Claro que sí. Because my baby girls would be todo mi mundo. My whole world.”


  “I love that.” He pulls me into him for a kiss. “Todo mi mundo,” he says softly, and I know he’s talking about me.


  “You like those names?” I ask.


  “Yeah. They’re perfect. Poetic.”


  I feel a lump in my throat. “I know it sounds crazy, but I feel like I love them all. Jeremiah and Jack. Sol and Luna. I feel like they’re all a part of me—which is impossible.”


  “That’s because you’ve already shared your soul with them in the ideal realm. Your soul doesn’t even need them to be in the physical world for you to love them.” He looks at me sympathetically. “That reminds me of something Aristotle says about love.” His eyes darken with sudden anxiety. “God, you look really tired, baby.”


  “That’s what Aristotle says about love? Gosh, no wonder Plato’s your main man—Aristotle’s a tool.”


  “I’m so glad we’re seeing the doctor first thing in the morning. I’m worried.”


  “I’m just tired.”


  “Have you felt the babies moving lately?”


  “They both moved a minute ago.”


  “Good.” He exhales loudly and rubs his face with his hands. “Fuck me,” he mutters softly. “I’m never going to survive this.”


  I put my head on his chest and wedge a pillow under my belly. “I can’t wait to get started on the mural in the nursery,” I say, but the word nursery comes out like a garbled mumble. I can already feel myself drifting into serene blackness.


  “Go to sleep, baby,” he whispers, rubbing my back.


  “Mmm.”


  “Todo mi mundo,” he says softly, his chest rising and falling under my cheek, his fingers skimming my spine.


  His bare chest against my cheek feels like it’s part of my own body. “Jonas?”


  “Hmm?” He strokes my hair.


  The sound of his heartbeat under my ear is lulling me to sleep. “What did he say about love?”


  “Hmm?”


  “Aristotle?” I whisper, the word barely audible. My heart has started beating in synchronicity with his.


  “‘Love is composed of a single soul inhabiting two bodies,’” he whispers.


  His heart is beating with mine. Darkness is descending upon me. “Hmm,” I say softly. “That’s... “


  


  


  


  Chapter 9


  Jonas


  


  I’m jolted awake. It’s the dark of night.


  “Oh my God,” Sarah says. Something in her tone sends a shiver down my spine.


  I sit up, my heart clanging fiercely, and reach for her. I feel warm wetness next to me in the bed. Did she knock over a glass of hot tea? “Sarah?”


  Sarah gasps. “Oh my God. Oh my God. Jonas!”


  I pat the bed next to me. What the fuck is so wet? I turn on the lamp on the nightstand and when I turn back around, I see Sarah’s heaving body twisted atop bloodied sheets. My heart explodes in my chest. Our white sheets are stained a deep, crimson red. “Oh my God, Sarah,” I sputter.


  Blood on the sheets.


  Sarah looks down, sees the blood pooling between her legs, and lets out a bloodcurdling scream.


  I fumble for the phone, my heart leaping wildly in my chest.


  Blood on the sheets.


  “Nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?”


  Sarah’s wailing in my ear.


  “We need an ambulance,” I blurt. I spit out the address.


  “What’s your emergency?”


  Sarah’s in a full-blown panic. “Please God, no,” she cries. “No, no, no!”


  I take a deep breath. Blood on the sheets. I can’t link my thoughts together. Blood on the sheets. “My wife—there’s blood,” I gasp. “Blood on the sheets. So much blood.” My voice is not my own. “She’s my wife.”


  Blood on the sheets.


  Sarah’s sobbing uncontrollably.


  “Hang on, baby,” I say, grabbing her hand.


  “Jonas,” Sarah cries. “Oh my God, no. The babies.” She’s wailing.


  Blood on the carpet.


  “I’m dispatching an ambulance right now, sir. What’s your name?”


  Blood on the white tiles. “Hang on, baby. They’re coming right now.”


  “What’s your name, sir?”


  “Jonas Faraday. Please hurry.”


  “What’s your wife’s name?”


  Blood on the sheets.


  “Hang on, Sarah. They’re coming.”


  “Your wife’s name is Sarah?”


  Sarah shrieks something incoherent.


  “They’re coming, Sarah. Right now.”


  “Your wife’s name is Sarah?”


  “Yes. Sarah Faraday. Please, please hurry. It’s an emergency. There’s so much blood. Oh my God, no.” A tidal wave of emotion is threatening to overwhelm me, but I stuff it down. Blood on the sheets. Blood on the carpet. Blood on the white tiles. Blood on the sheets. My life’s come full circle. This is how it started. And now this is how it ends.


  “The babies, Jonas. The babies. Please, God, no.”


  “What happened to your wife?” the operator asks. “Why is there blood on the sheets?”


  Because everything I touch turns to blood.


  “She’s pregnant.” I choke back a sob. “With twins.” I stifle another sob. “Please hurry.”


  “Jonas, is there blood because your wife’s in labor—or because she’s been injured somehow?”


  Sarah lets out another pained wail.


  “I’m right here, baby.” I squeeze Sarah’s hand. “I... I don’t know. Sarah, are you in labor?”


  “I don’t know,” she sobs, here eyes wide. “I don’t know!”


  “We don’t know what’s happening—there’s blood all over the bed—so much blood—we were sleeping, and then, oh my God, there’s so much blood, and it’s not stopping—”


  “Okay, I understand. Help is on the way. Tell your wife help is coming. Tell her she’s got to try to stay calm.”


  Blood on the sheets. Blood on the carpet. Blood on the tiles. Blood on the sheets.


  A sob is rising in my throat. I can’t contain it. It lurches out of me.


  “Jonas,” the operator says sharply. “Listen to my voice. You need to stay calm for Sarah. Do you understand?”


  I don’t reply. Sarah’s screaming. I can’t breathe. I can’t talk. I glance down at the bed. The puddle of blood pooling underneath Sarah hips is getting bigger. It’s literally gurgling out of her. Her thighs are covered in slick, red wetness. The sheet is soaked clean through.


  “Tell Sarah help is on the way,” the operator says. “Jonas, tell her that right now.”


  “Help is on the way,” I blurt to Sarah. I tighten my grip on her hand, but she doesn’t squeeze back. Her eyes are closed.


  “The babies,” Sarah whimpers. She’s becoming still and quiet.


  “I hear a siren,” I say into the phone, my heart suddenly leaping. “They’re close.” I grip Sarah’s hand again, but she doesn’t grip back. “They’re coming, baby.”


  “Save the babies,” Sarah says. Her eyes are still closed. She’s not thrashing around anymore. Her face is pale.


  “Sarah? Oh my God! Sarah?”


  She opens her eyes slowly and looks at me calmly. “Tell them to save the babies.”


  I open my mouth to reply to her, but nothing comes out. My chest tightens. My stomach convulses. I cup the phone to my mouth and turn my head away from her. “I can’t live without Sarah,” I whisper fiercely into the phone. “Make sure you tell them—save Sarah no matter what.”


  “Jonas, they’re gonna do everything they can for all of them,” the operator says.


  “No, no, you don’t understand. You need to tell them—I can’t live without my wife. Make sure they understand the situation. I can’t live without Sarah. Nothing matters without Sarah. She’s my everything.”


  The operator pauses. “Jonas, they’ll do everything they can—”


  “Listen to me,” I shout. “I can’t live without her!” I can’t keep a sob from lurching out of me. “Tell them to save her,” I scream. I grip the phone with white knuckles, tears streaming down my face. “Tell them to save my Sarah no matter what!”


  


  


  


  Chapter 10


  Jonas


  


  “Blood pressure ninety over fifty,” the EMT says. He’s holding an oxygen mask over Sarah’s face. Another EMT is bent over her, securing an IV to her arm. They’re crowded around her, monopolizing her, edging me out. I’m sitting down by her feet, clutching her ankle, bug-eyed, practically convulsing with anxiety and dread. This can’t be happening. Surely, I’m going to wake up any minute, warm and calm next to Sarah in our bed. I’ll grab her and hold her close and tell her I love her and she’ll run her hands through my hair.


  Sarah mumbles something that sounds like, “Jonas.”


  I lean past the EMT and shove my face into Sarah’s. Her eyes are wide with terror. She’s pale—holy fuck, she’s so pale. The last time she looked like this she was lying on a bathroom floor.


  A tear falls out the corner of her eye and down her temple. Her teeth are chattering.


  “I’m here, baby,” I say. I grab her hand.


  “The babies.” The words are muffled by the oxygen mask, but I know exactly what she’s saying. Her body lurches with a sob.


  “Sit back a little, sir.”


  I lean in, an inch from her face. “Everything’s gonna be okay.”


  “The babies,” she whimpers. Her face contorts into sheer agony. “The babies, Jonas.” She breaks down into a sob. “The babies.” She’s becoming agitated.


  “Sit back, sir. Right now.”


  “It’s gonna be okay, Sarah.” I contain a sob that’s threatening to overtake me.


  She pulls the oxygen mask down. Her eyes are bugging out. “Jonas, the babies. Tell them.”


  “No.” My entire body jolts. “No, Sarah.”


  “No matter what—”


  “No.” I choke back another sob.


  “Promise me.”


  I grip her hand and squeeze—but I don’t promise. I never make promises I don’t plan to keep. Her hand in mine goes limp.


  “Heart rate dropping,” the EMT next to me says. “Sit back now,” he barks at me.


  I sit back and stare at Sarah’s unconscious body in front of me. Blood is pooling onto the stretcher between her legs, oozing, spreading. Her legs are drenched in blood, all the way down to her feet. Even her socks—the fuzzy wool socks I put onto her icy feet to keep them warm—are soaked with crimson blood.


  “Sarah?” the EMT prompts her, but she doesn’t reply. “Sarah? Stay with me, Sarah,” the EMT says.


  He leans into her, right up to her mouth. I can’t tell if she’s talking to him or if he’s just listening for sounds.


  I’m shaking violently.


  The back doors swing open. The paramedics push Sarah’s stretcher out the back of the ambulance and a throng of people in scrubs immediately surrounds her.


  One of the paramedics is shouting a rapid-fire laundry list of information to someone at the front of the procession. There’s a back-and-forth exchange, but I don’t understand what they’re saying.


  “Hypovolemic shock,” someone says as they whisk her away.


  “Suspected abruption,” another one of them says.


  I leap out the back of the ambulance and jog behind the armada surrounding Sarah, my heart beating wildly, as they whisk her along the length of the entire hallway. My movement isn’t conscious. My legs aren’t my own. I’m vaguely aware I’m screaming Sarah’s name as I run, but I can’t stop myself.


  “Twins,” I hear someone say.


  “Transfusion,” someone else says. “Unconscious.”


  “Anesthesiologist.”


  “Abruption.”


  “Stat.”


  “... the husband out of here.”


  My heart is shattering. I’m having a hard time breathing.


  They shuttle her through swinging doors and I attempt to follow.


  “Sir, you’re gonna have to wait out here.” It’s a petite woman in scrubs. She’s got her hand on my chest.


  “I have to go with her.” I move toward the doors again, but she grabs my arm and moves in front of me.


  “Mr. Faraday, your wife has lost a tremendous amount of blood. She’s likely had a placental abruption. With the amount of blood she’s lost, there’s no question we need to deliver the babies immediately—”


  “What?”


  “Those babies have to come out right now. She’s being wheeled into the operating room for an emergency C-section. The lives of your wife and babies are at serious risk and we have to deliver the babies right now.”


  “But...” I shake my head in confusion. “Now?”


  “We’re very concerned about the amount of blood your wife has lost—there’s no other option.”


  A sob lurches out of my throat. “Tell them to save my wife.”


  “The doctors are doing everything they can. We’ll update you as soon as the situation has stabilized.” The woman in scrubs motions down the hall. “There’s a sitting area down there on the left. We’ll come give you an update as soon as we know anything.”


  I’m frantic. “But I have to be with her. She’s my wife. I’m supposed to protect her.”


  “They’re putting her under general anesthesia now. You can’t be in the operating room.”


  A shiver runs down my spine. A crystal-clear premonition is suddenly slamming into me: Sarah’s never going to wake up. Oh my God, I’ll never see Sarah alive again. Did I tell her I love her tonight? I can’t remember if I said those exact words to her. I don’t think I did.


  Sarah.


  My heart wrenches inside my chest.


  “The doctor will come out to give you an update as soon as we know more. I know this is really hard to process right now, Mr. Faraday. You just have to—please. Just please go sit down and we’ll give you an update as soon possible.”


  Another sob threatens, but I stuff it down. “We had an appointment with the doctor this morning,” I say lamely. “At eight. Because I was worried.”


  The woman in scrubs motions to a nearby nurse. “Shannon? Can you show Mr. Faraday to the sitting area? I think he needs someone to show him there.”


  A nurse comes over and puts her hand on my forearm.


  I look down at her hand. It’s slender. It looks tiny against my arm. This woman is half my size, if that. I could literally toss her down the hallway and burst through the swinging doors and find my Sarah and hold her warm hand one last time. I could tell her I love her—and maybe she’d still hear it. Maybe it’s not too late for her to hear it one last time. Oh my God. She’s my wife and I vowed to love her forever, ’til death do us part. And beyond. And now that’s exactly what I’m going to do.


  “Come on, Mr. Faraday. I’ll sit with you for a while,” the nurse says. She pulls on my arm and I let her lead me away from the swinging doors. “Do you have someone you can call?”


  My legs are rubber underneath me—I’m gliding on someone else’s legs. Maybe I’m having a nightmare? Yes, God, please. I must be having a nightmare. This isn’t really happening. It’s a vivid nightmare, that’s all it is. Any minute now, I’m going to wake up next to Sarah in a warm, dry bed. I’ll pull her close and inhale her scent and she’ll run her hands through my hair and listen to me talk about a fucking puppy.


  A sob escapes my throat and the nurse tightens her grip on my arm.


  When the doctor comes out to tell me Sarah’s dead, I know exactly what I’ll do. I’ll bolt out the front doors of the hospital and run onto the nearby freeway and hurl myself into oncoming traffic. Maybe I’ll get lucky and a big rig will be driving along at just the right moment. Or maybe I’ll hurl myself off the nearest bridge. Where’s the nearest fucking bridge? Oh, shit. It’s the same one I drove off to kick off The Lunacy. Fuck me. That won’t work. Fuck. It doesn’t matter how I do it, just as long as I do it. Death may be the greatest blessing that can happen to a man. Isn’t that what Plato said? I think that’s what he said. And he was right.


  The nurse pulls me to a chair and I sit. I’m shaking violently. My teeth are chattering. I didn’t tell Sarah I love her. I’m sure of it. Fuck. I put socks on her feet and babbled about a fucking puppy, but I didn’t say, “I love you.”


  I put my hands over my face and bend over in my chair. I didn’t say goodbye. I didn’t have a chance to say goodbye. And now she’s all alone in there. And she doesn’t know how I feel.


  “Do you need some water?” the nurse asks me. She puts her hand on my back and rubs up and down. I can’t stop shaking. My teeth are making an impossibly loud noise as they clatter together.


  As long as it’s quick and effective, that’s all that matters. I’ll wait ’til a bus is coming and then I’ll just step off the curb at the last second. Simple.


  “Is there someone you can call?” the nurse says. “A family member?”


  I nod and pull out my phone. I push the button that says “Josh.”


  “Jonas?” He sounds like I woke him up.


  I don’t say anything. My teeth are vibrating into the phone.


  “Jonas? What’s wrong?”


  I make a garbled sound.


  “Jonas? What happened?”


  “They won’t let me be with her, Josh. I have to sit out here and wait.”


  “Where are you?”


  “Blood on the sheets, Josh.” My voice cracks. “Again.”


  “Blood? What? You mean Sarah?” His voice spikes with sudden panic. He takes an audible breath. “Jonas, are you at the hospital?”


  “Blood on her socks.” I sob something incoherent. “All over her socks. She had cold feet.”


  “Which hospital, Jonas?”


  I cover my face. I can’t control my sobs. They rise up and gush out of me like a geyser.


  The nurse takes the phone from my hand and talks quietly to Josh for several minutes. I cover my face with my hands. Blood on the sheets. Blood on the tiles. Blood on the carpet. Blood on the sheets. Blood on her socks. Blood on the sheets. Blood on the sheets. Blood on the sheets. I’ll never escape it. I tried, but I was foolish. It’s my destiny.


  I feel the phone being pressed against my ear again. I bring my hand up and hold the phone tightly against my head.


  “I’m coming right now, Jonas, okay?” Josh says into my ear.


  I groan.


  “Do you hear me?” Josh asks. “I’m coming.”


  I don’t reply.


  “Jonas?”


  “I hear you.”


  “I’m coming. Sit tight.”


  “I don’t know if I told her I love her, Josh—I don’t think I did. And now she’s all alone in there.”


  “Pull out your music right now, Jonas. Do you hear me? Listen to music ’til I get there. Do it right now.”


  “Her socks were soaked in blood, Josh. Dripping in blood.”


  “Don’t do a goddamned thing except listen to music—do you understand me? Not a goddamned thing. Don’t go anywhere. Don’t think anything. Just pull out your music and listen.”


  I mumble my reply.


  “Don’t think worst-case scenario, Jonas. Don’t imagine flinging yourself off a fucking bridge.” His voice breaks. “Don’t give in. Don’t walk outside. Just listen to music and close your eyes and do your visualizations and don’t think about a goddamned thing but the music. Sarah’s gonna be okay. And so are your babies.” He almost loses it. “She’s Sarah Fucking Cruz, Jonas. She’s Sarah Fucking Cruz.” His voice breaks with sudden emotion. There’s a long pause. I hear him take a deep breath. “You need to be strong for Sarah. You understand me, Jonas? You’re a husband and father now. That means you don’t get to fall apart. Sarah and your babies are counting on you.”


  I feel like he just slapped me across the face with a two-by-four. I try to answer, but I’m not sure if I’ve succeeded.


  “It’s time to be a beast for Sarah and your babies. Do you hear me? You’re not allowed to fall apart. So don’t do it.”


  “Okay.”


  “You got it?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Okay. Listen to your music. Right now.”


  “Okay.”


  “Do it now. I’ll be there soon.”


  “Okay. Come soon, Josh. I need you.”


  “I’m coming now.”


  I mumble something and hang up the phone.


  “Is he coming?” the nurse asks.


  I forgot the nurse was sitting here. I take a deep breath and collect myself. “Yeah. My brother. Josh. He always comes when there’s blood. Every time.”


  The nurse pauses, looking slightly confused for a moment. “Are you going to be okay sitting here by yourself ’til your brother gets here?” she asks. “Or do you want me to sit with you?”


  I hold up my phone. “I’m not allowed to fall apart anymore. I’m gonna listen to music. I’m a beast.”


  “Okay. I’ll be right over there behind the counter if you need me. The charge nurse will come out to give you an update as soon as possible.” She puts her hand on mine. “Mr. Faraday, I know they’re doing everything possible for your wife and babies.”


  My wife and babies. My chest tightens. They’re doing everything they can for my wife and babies. Because I’m a husband and father now. Well, I was. For a brief, shining moment I was a husband and a father. But not anymore. Now I’m alone.


  Again.


  All alone.


  I stifle a sob.


  She pats my hand again and gets up.


  I scroll through the music library on my phone, but I can’t settle on anything. What song could possibly say what needs to be said at a moment like this? Is there a song called, “I don’t want to wake up if she’s not next to me?” Where’s the fucking song that says that?


  “Faraday, party of four,” Sarah said—and I let her say it—I even smiled when she said it—and then I joined her in painting the fantasy. “I’ll strap one baby to my back and one to my chest,” I said, knowing full well it would never happen. Why the fuck did I say it? And why the fuck did I ask Sarah the names of the babies? It would have been so much easier if I’d never known my dead babies’ fucking names.


  I continue scrolling through the songs without stopping. There’s no song on earth that’s going to say what needs to be said. Is there a song that says, “I don’t know how to suck air into my lungs if you’re not by my side?” Where the fuck is that fucking song? “I’ll take you away once a week so I can fuck you without waking up the kids,” I said to her, utterly deluding myself.


  Song titles are whizzing past my eyes. My vision is blurring. There’s no song to say what I want to say.


  “When the babies are two or three, we’ll get a puppy,” I said to her, even though I knew deep in my soul my babies would never get to be two or three. “A live-in housekeeper’s non-negotiable,” I said, as if any fucking thing in this lifetime is non-negotiable. As if my babies would ever survive long enough to spill crackers all over the fucking floor. As if keeping my surroundings ‘pristine’ at all times ever fucking mattered.


  I suddenly stop scrolling through my song list. I’m staring at the perfect song—the song that says precisely what needs to be said. “I’ll Follow You into the Dark” by Death Cab for Cutie.


  My fingers are shaking as I press play and bring the phone up to my ear.


  The instant the singer begins, I close my eyes and lean back in my chair.


  This song says what I feel. This song says it for me with every word and note and strum of the acoustic guitar. This song is The Truth.


  Because, God help me, when Sarah goes into the Dark like I know she’s about to do—if she hasn’t already—when she leaps into the abyss without me and never comes back to me, the same way everyone always does—because everything I touch turns to blood—when Sarah goes into the dark, then I’m gonna fucking follow her there. No matter what. End of fucking story.


  


  


  


  Chapter 11


  Jonas


  


  “Mr. Faraday?”


  I stand and so does Josh. This is it. They’re going to tell me Sarah’s dead. My knees feel weak. I hold onto Josh’s shoulder and he grabs my arm.


  “Your babies have been delivered—they’re being rushed to the NICU.”


  “Are they okay?” Josh asks. He squeezes my arm.


  I can’t breathe.


  “They’re alive and headed to the NICU. That’s all I know. With this much blood loss by the mother, they’re likely anemic and in shock—and their lungs will probably need some form of assistance. Doctors in the NICU will assess them and administer whatever care is required—and once they’re stabilized, the NICU doctors will tell you more about their condition.”


  A thousand emotions are slamming into me at once. I can’t speak.


  “And Sarah?” Josh asks, saying the exact question I’d ask if I could. Josh squeezes my arm again, this time so tightly, he’s gonna leave a bruise.


  My heart is banging wildly inside my chest. I close my eyes, anticipating whatever’s about to come out of the nurse’s mouth. My legs feel rubbery. My head is swirling.


  “She’s still in surgery,” the nurse says. “There’s no way to know yet.”


  “But she’s still...?” Josh begins.


  “Yes. She’s in surgery.”


  I open my eyes and exhale.


  “The doctors are working hard to stop the bleeding—the blood loss has to be contained. The situation is very dangerous—very serious—but the doctors are doing everything they can.”


  Josh puts his arm around my shoulders. “She’s gonna be fine,” he mutters.


  “Mr. Faraday, your wife had a placental abruption. And now she’s developed a condition called DIC. This means she’s bled so much, she’s lost the ability to clot her own blood. This is fairly common with abruptions and it’s a very serious situation. The doctors are doing everything they can.”


  “But she’s gonna be okay,” Josh declares. It’s a statement, not a question.


  “We’ll keep you apprised as the situation develops.”


  “But at the end of the day, she’ll be fine, right?” Josh coaches, his voice strained.


  I sit down in the chair behind me and put my hands over my face.


  “They’re doing everything they can,” the nurse repeats, unwilling to follow Josh’s lead. “As soon as the doctors have things stabilized, one of them will come out to give you a full update.”


  Josh sits next to me and puts his arm around me. I lean into him, my hands over my face. “She’s gonna be fine,” he mutters, squeezing my shoulder.


  “Your wife will be in surgery for several more hours,” the nurse says. “Would you like me to take you to the NICU so you can meet your babies? I’ve received the go-ahead from the NICU for you to come on down.”


  “Yeah,” Josh says, leaping up from his chair. “Of course.”


  I drop my hands away from my face and look up at the nurse. She’s looking at me with genuine sympathy. I look at Josh blankly. I don’t know if I can move. I don’t know if I can function enough to do anything but sit here. I need to stay here, just in case Sarah needs me.


  “Come on, Jonas,” Josh says. “You’re a father. Meet your babies.”


  I know what I’m supposed to say right now. I know what the right answer is—the normal answer. But the truth is I don’t care about anything or anyone except Sarah right now, even my babies.


  Josh’s phone buzzes in his pocket. “Hang on.” He pulls out his phone and looks at the screen. “Kat’s mom arrived at the house to watch Gracie. Kat’s on her way here with Sarah’s mom.”


  I don’t reply. I don’t give a shit about anyone or anything except Sarah.


  Josh pulls on my arm. “Come on, Jonas. Let’s go see your babies.”


  “Has anyone told you the genders yet?” the nurse asks.


  “No,” Josh answers.


  The nurse smiles at me, but her eyes are heavy with sympathy. “Girls,” she says. “You have two baby girls, Mr. Faraday. Just about four pounds each.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 12


  Jonas


  


  My babies—my daughters—are each nestled inside Plexiglas incubators, their small bodies attached to monitors. Ventilators protrude from their mouths.


  “I didn’t know a human could be this small,” Josh says.


  I can’t process what I’m seeing right now.


  “I think Gracie was, like, eight pounds?” Josh says. “Gracie looked like Godzilla compared to these two.”


  I open my mouth to respond, but nothing comes out. My brain can’t compute the meaning of the little pink creatures in front of me.


  “Gracie would have gobbled one of your babies for a mid-afternoon snack,” Josh continues.


  I’m too mesmerized by their little fingers and toes to respond.


  “Grassy eat baby!” Josh says, mimicking Gracie’s voice. “Man, they don’t even look real,” Josh continues. “They look like little animatronic puppets.”


  He’s right. They do.


  “Excuse me,” Josh says to the nearby NICU nurse. “Where’s the guy who’s working the remote control on these puppets?”


  “He’s behind that curtain over there,” the nurse says, motioning. She beams a smile at him, the way all women do.


  “Yep. I knew it,” Josh says. “Well, tell him he’s doing a bang-up job—these puppets seem really lifelike.”


  The nurse laughs.


  Baby A in front of me is thrashing wildly, her tiny limbs outstretched and strained, while Baby B in the incubator closest to Josh is serene and quiet. Both girls are wearing little pink caps and diapers that look three sizes too big for their tiny torsos.


  I reach my index finger down to Baby A, and her hand rests against it, barely covering the tip of my finger. At the touch of her soft skin against mine, a fierce protectiveness rises up inside me. “Hi, Luna,” I say softly. She jerks her arms and legs wildly in reply. “Are you the Crazy Monkey who’s been doing Zumba on your mommy’s nerves?”


  “Luna?” Josh asks.


  I nod.


  Josh bites his lip. “Yeah, she’s definitely Crazy Monkey,” he says. “Just look at her—she’s you.”


  I can’t help but smile.


  “And who’s this?” Josh asks, motioning to the serene baby in the incubator in front of him.


  “Marisol,” I say—and right on cue, she throws up her little arm as if to say, “Here!” I can’t help but smile. “But Sarah says we’ll call her Sol—because she says our daughters will be our entire world—our sun and moon.” Tears well up in my eyes. I take a deep breath and force them back down.


  “Little Miss Sunshine,” Josh says softly, stroking Marisol’s miniature leg. “Little Miss Sunshine Faraday.”


  I can’t help but smile. “Little Miss Sunshine Faraday,” I repeat. I can’t imagine a more perfect name for her.


  Josh exhales. “Well, man, it’s official. The Faraday men are hopelessly outnumbered. I’m having this mental image of you, me, and Uncle William standing on a desert island, surrounded by an endless sea of estrogen.”


  I grin. I didn’t know my mouth was still capable of turning up, but apparently it is.


  “I foresee a helluva lot of pink and purple in our future.”


  “No, not purple,” I say adamantly. “Purple is strictly prohibited in my house.”


  Josh chuckles. “Oh yeah, I forgot about that.” He snickers. “You pervert.” There’s a long beat as he strokes Marisol’s arm. “Looks like we’re gonna need to buy a couple more pairs of pink sparkle-boots, huh?”


  Right on cue, Luna kicks her little thighs wildly.


  “‘Pink sparkie boots!’” Josh says, speaking for Luna. “Yippee!”‘


  I can’t help but smile again.


  “We’re so screwed,” Josh says.


  I look down at Luna and my heart pangs and twists in my chest. Oh my God, is this pain—or is it pleasure? Whatever it is, it’s an overwhelming sensation.


  “I already love them,” I say softly. “More than I thought possible.”


  Josh shoots me a crooked smile. “Welcome to fatherhood, bro. Isn’t it fun?”


  “Oh, yeah—so far, fatherhood’s an effing blast.” I touch Luna’s toes and she flinches under my touch—and, all of a sudden, I want nothing but to feel her tiny body pressed against my chest. “When will we be allowed to hold them?” I ask the nearby nurse.


  “As soon as they’re off the ventilators. Hopefully, no more than a few days—maybe even tomorrow. Their lungs seem to be doing pretty well.”


  “Yeah, the doctor told us,” Josh says. “That’s great news.” Josh looks down at Marisol. “You and your sister are little beasts, aren’t you, Little Miss Sunshine?”


  “Switch with me, Josh. I don’t want Sunshine to think I don’t love her, too.”


  He nods and we trade incubators.


  “Hi, baby,” I say, stroking Marisol’s soft feet. “Little Miss Sunshine.” She strains toward my touch and my heart leaps and pangs exactly the way it did when I was touching Luna.


  “Hi, Luna,” Josh whispers, laying his large hand on her tiny chest. “Nice to meet you, Crazy Monkey. I’m your Uncle Josh.”


  “Oh no,” I say. “Tit for tat. I’m gonna make them call you something horrific like Uncle Joshie-Woshie.”


  “Oh, hell no.”


  “Oh, hell yes. Karma’s a bitch, motherfucker.”


  The nurse behind us clears her throat.


  “Oh. Sorry,” I say.


  “Joke’s on you. They won’t be able to say that, anyway. It’ll come out like Unkie Jshwshsh.”


  “Oh no, we’ll work with them every single day ’til they get it exactly right,” I say. And the minute those fantastical words leave my mouth, my heart wrenches in my chest like I’m being stabbed with a rusty blade. Why am I letting myself envision a future in which Sarah and I happily teach our toddlers to say “Uncle Joshie Woshie”? I swallow hard, but I can’t keep tears from pooling in my eyes.


  Sarah.


  “She’s gonna be okay,” Josh says, reading my mind. “Sarah’s the strongest person I know.”


  I blink back my tears. “If she doesn’t pull through,” I whisper, but I can’t finish the sentence.


  Josh’s jaw muscles pulse. “She’s gonna pull through.”


  “But if she doesn’t —”


  “Stop.”


  “Josh, if she doesn’t pull through,” I persist.


  Josh shakes his head sharply at me.


  “Then I’m going with her.”


  Josh swallows hard. Wordlessly, he bends down to Luna and touches her tiny fingers, one by one. “Jonas, that option is officially unavailable to you, bro,” he says, not looking at me, “for the rest of your life.”


  I look down at Sunshine and then over at Luna, processing what Josh just said to me—and with sudden clarity, I know he’s right. Holy fuck. He’s right. I’m a father. These miniature people are mine. Forever. No turning back. And I can’t let them down.


  Holy shit. I suddenly feel like I’m standing at a fork in the road. Am I gonna be the kind of father who blows his fucking brains out while his kid is making him a turkey burger downstairs? Or am I gonna be the kind of father who climbs any mountain and slays any dragon for his baby girls—even if that mountain or dragon happens to be himself?


  Josh is looking at me with eyes that see right through me. He raises his eyebrows, clearly asking me if I understand and accept the situation.


  I nod.


  Josh steps forward and puts his hand on my shoulder. “You’re not alone in this. I’m right here.”


  “I love her,” I say simply.


  Josh wraps his arms around me. “I know,” he says, his voice quavering into my cheek. “I love her, too.”


  “I don’t know how to live without her,” I choke out.


  “You won’t have to.”


  “She’s my everything.”


  “She’s gonna pull through, Jonas—I know she will. She’s Sarah Fucking Cruz.” His body twitches violently against me as he tries to contain his emotion.


  “This is too hard,” I say. “It’s too hard for me to handle.”


  “It’s too hard for anyone to handle. It’s not just you.”


  I mumble something incoherent into his neck and Josh squeezes me tighter.


  “Have faith, Jonas,” Josh whispers into my ear. “God wouldn’t take Sarah from us. There’s no way he’d be that fucking cruel.” His voice is strained. “Again.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 13


  Sarah


  


  I’m standing inside a massive cave on the lip of a towering waterfall, peering into the dark abyss below me. A warm, driving rain pelts me from above, drenching my skin and hair and clothes. If it weren’t for the headlamp on my helmet, I’d be enveloped by utter blackness without reprieve.


  I can’t move.


  I can’t speak.


  I’m in pain.


  Is this rain-battered cave some sort of gigantic metaphor for my own demise—a construct my mind has created to make death understandable to me? Wow, that’d be hella poetic—and, jeez, awfully sad, too. But, no, I don’t think I’m dead, because every inch of my body hurts right now. Juepucha culo.


  My face feels heavy. My head is pounding. And, oh my God, what is that horrible pain in my abdomen? Holy crappola. If this is death, then I’m officially pissed because the brochure clearly stated I’d feel nothing but eternal serenity all the dead-long day.


  The rain is gaining in intensity. My teeth are chattering.


  I look down.


  I’m holding my sons, one in each arm, swaddled in blue blankets from head to toe. I peer at them through the dark, my headlamp barely cutting a swath through the driving rain—but I can’t make out their faces. Hey, hold up. Aren’t my babies supposed to be in my belly right now?


  I look down and the rocks beneath my bare feet crumble and fall away into the darkness below. I step back, trying to steady myself on firmer ground, but the rocky ledge beneath my feet is shifting.


  I tilt my face up and let the warm, sheeting rain pound me in the face.


  Hold up. How is it raining inside a cave?


  I stick out my tongue. The rain tastes salty. And metallic. The smell of blood suddenly fills my nostrils. I jerk violently with my epiphany and scramble to focus my headlamp on the bundles in my arms. My light illuminates a crimson-soaked blanket in my right arm—and then in my left. Dark, wet, viscous blood is dripping off the bundles in my arms and making me gag. Oh, God. There’s blood everywhere. All over me. All over the babies. And dripping down the rocks surrounding me. I try to shriek, but nothing comes out of my mouth.


  My stomach clenches. I have to save my babies from this torrent of blood. I look down toward the dark water below and my knees knock uncontrollably. That’s a long, dark, scary-as-shit way down. I can’t do this. I’m not ready. Oh shit. No effing way.


  “Sarah,” a calm voice beneath me says. “I’m right here.”


  Jonas.


  “You’re gonna be okay, baby. I’m right here.”


  A small orb of light illuminates the surface of the black water below. “Here,” Jonas’ voice says from below, calm and confident. His hand extends into the sphere of light and pats the water. “I’m right here, Sarah.”


  “Jonas,” I try to say, but my voice doesn’t work. Tears stream down my blood-soaked cheeks.


  “My precious baby,” Jonas says softly into my ear. I feel his nose nuzzling against my cheek.


  “Jonas,” I breathe, closing my eyes.


  Wait. Why the frickity-frack can I hear Jonas in my ear and feel his nose against my cheek when he’s down in the water below? I peer into the abyss beneath me and, yup, his hand protrudes into the orb of light.


  “I’m right here,” Jonas whispers softly in my ear again. His hand clasps mine. “Don’t leave me, Sarah. I need you.”


  My sweet Jonas needs me? Oh, well, then, that settles it. I take a deep breath, hug my babies to me, and hurl myself off the edge of the waterfall.


  I’m instantly sinking into cold blackness. I flail my arms, trying to gain traction, and, as I do, I lose my grip on my babies. I try to scream as they float away from me, but I can’t make a sound. Ink-black water is flooding my mouth and rushing down my throat. But just when I think I’m a goner, strong arms grab me and pull me up, up, up until my face breaks the surface of the water.


  “Jonas,” I cry, gasping for air. “The babies!”


  I open my eyes. “The babies!” But nothing comes out of my mouth. My voice isn’t working.


  I’m in a darkened hospital room. Jonas is seated next to my bed, his strong arms draped across me. His fingers are woven into mine. There are tubes and wires attached to me. Oh God, I’m in so much pain. And, oh my God, Jonas is heart-stoppingly beautiful.


  Jonas smiles at me through tears. “Sarah,” he says, overcome with emotion. “Thank God.” He shudders with relief. “I’ve been so worried.”


  I clutch my belly. “The babies,” I say—or try to say. I can’t make sound come out of my mouth.


  “They’re in the NICU,” Jonas says softly, understanding me despite my absent voice. He strokes my face tenderly. “Two little girls.” He wipes his eyes. “And they look just like you.”


  A surge of pure love floods my entire body, but I can’t seem to keep my eyes open. The pain is too great. I’m too tired. I’ve never felt quite this tired before. I’m slipping away. I reach toward Jonas, trying to hold onto him, trying to stay with him in the light—did he just say we have daughters?—but I’m too weak to overcome the darkness.


  “Sarah?” Jonas whispers, his voice breaking. “Baby?” He yelps. “Fuck. Sarah? I love you, Sarah. Sarah?” His voice breaks. “Oh, Sarah. Baby. I love you so much. Please hear me. I love you.”


  His muffled voice cuts through the darkness for a nanosecond, and then I’m subsumed into the darkness again.


  


  


  


  Chapter 14


  Sarah


  


  I’m standing with Jonas on the side of a Belizean highway.


  “As a member of the Jonas Faraday Club,” he says, shooting me a shy smile, “you need a color-coded bracelet.” He ties a multi-colored friendship bracelet to my wrist.


  “Oh yeah,” I say, laughing. “To designate my freaky-ass ‘sexual preferences.’” I look at the braided bracelet on my wrist. “I’m not a purple?”


  “No, you’re not a purple, you big dummy—neither am I. We’re a brand new color—a color designated for just the two of us.” He holds his wrist right next to mine. “Because we’re a perfect match, baby.” He leans in and kisses me. “Because you were made for me, Sarah Cruz.”


  I smile at him. “You were made for me, Jonas Faraday.”


  “Please, please don’t leave me.”


  I feel pain everywhere. Holy fuckity-fuck-fuck, what is that goddamned pain?


  “S-A-R-A-H,” Jonas says, diverting my attention from the pain. He hands a platinum bracelet to a saleswoman behind a jewelry counter. “S-A-R-A-H,” he repeats.


  The woman behind the counter nods. “And you, miss?” she asks me.


  I’m disoriented for a moment. I look around the jewelry store and then back to the clerk. “Um.”


  “Say it, baby,” Jonas coaxes. “You know what to say.”


  Holy hell, I feel like shit.


  “Baby,” Jonas says. “Think about our love. Let it lead you back to me.”


  I take a deep breath. “J-O-N-A-S,” I say, handing her the platinum bracelet that’s suddenly appeared in my hand. I turn to look at Jonas and the pain in my body subsides. “Jonas, no matter what happens from here on out, if I have to leave, always know I loved you with all my heart and soul.”


  “That’s not what you say right then,” Jonas says, clearly panicking. “Say what you’re supposed to say.”


  “Sorry.” I twist my mouth, trying to remember. I look down at my hands. Where’s my wedding ring? Oh no. I never, ever take it off. Where’d it go?


  “Sarah?”


  “I’m sorry. I can’t remember what I’m supposed to say.”


  “‘Our bracelets have to be a perfect match because we’re a perfect match. End of story,’” Jonas says. He flashes me a beaming smile. “That’s what you say. And then you jut your chin like a little badass.”


  “Oh, yeah. That’s right.”


  He puts his finger under my chin. “We have to get these memories exactly right, my love. If you think about them, if you let your mind relive them exactly like they happened, they’ll bring you back to me—I know they will.”


  His smile is melting me right now. Damn, he’s a good lookin’ man. I nod. “Okay. I’ll do my best.”


  “Good girl. Now say your line,” he says softly.


  “Our bracelets have to be a perfect match because we’re a perfect match. End of story.” I jut my chin.


  “There’s my badass!” He laughs and sweeps me up into an embrace. “God, I love you, Sarah Cruz.” I feel his hand clasping mine. “Stay with me, love. Never leave me. I’m right here.”


  “Is that what you’re supposed say right then?” I ask. “I don’t remember it that way.”


  “Please, please come back to me,” his voice says softly in my ear. His fingers graze my cheek. “Please, baby, please.” He sounds like he’s crying. “I love you.”


  “That’s not what you say, Jonas.” Tears well up in my eyes. Shoot. I can’t remember what he’s supposed to say. The blackness is pulling at me, coaxing me. I can’t think straight.


  He squeezes my hand. “I love you,” he whispers. “Stay with me, baby.”


  “I don’t know if I can.”


  “You have to.”


  “I don’t know if I get to decide.”


  “Of course, you do,” Jonas says. “Who the fuck gets to decide, if not you?”


  “Well, you know. God.”


  “Fuck God.”


  “Jonas. You can’t say that.” I look around, paranoid someone will overhear him.


  “I’ll say it again. Fuck God. As far as I’m concerned, God’s been a fucking asshole to me my whole life and I’m fucking sick and tired of his bullshit.” His face is pure anguish. “So fuck it. I’m God now. I’m in charge. And my first order of business is decreeing that my beloved Sarah shall come back to me.”


  “It doesn’t work that way, my love,” I say earnestly. “And, seriously, you can’t talk that way about God. You’re gonna get us in big trouble. Take it back.”


  He exhales loudly. “Just stop being so difficult and do what I tell you to do for once in your goddamned life, woman.” I feel his hand on my cheek, his lips against my ear. “Stay with me, Sarah,” he breathes. “Please.”


  A breeze rifles through my hair. I smell salt in the air. I look around.


  I’m standing on a white-sand beach. The ocean is the most spectacular shade of turquoise I’ve ever seen. Jonas is bent down on his knee, holding up a ring box.


  “There’s never been a love like ours and there never will be again,” he says, his face beaming up at me. “We’re the greatest love story ever told. Our love is so pure and true, it’s the amazement of the gods.” He bites his luscious lower lip and smiles. “Baby, our love is the envy of the gods.”


  I kneel down and throw my arms around his neck. “Yes!”


  “Yes?”


  “Yes, baby, yes!” Tears squirt out my eyes. “Always and forever, yes. No matter whether I’m flesh and bones or ether or ash, I’ll always be yours, Jonas. I’m a member of the Jonas Faraday Club forever and ever.”


  He leans back from me, his eyes panicked. “That’s not what you say, Sarah. Goddammit. You don’t say that thing about ether and ash.” His lip trembles. “You just say yes.” He’s obviously holding back tears. “You don’t get to say anything but yes.”


  I nod. “I’m sorry, Jonas.” I touch his chest. “Yes.”


  He slides the diamond onto my finger and takes my face in his hands. “Never leave me, Sarah.”


  “I’m trying.”


  I look down. I’m holding a huge plastic cup filled with liquid that looks like lemonade. My wedding band is on my finger, thank God. It freaked me out not seeing it there a minute ago. And my engraved platinum bracelet is on my wrist, too. Phew. All’s right with the world.


  Samba music is blaring in my ears. I look to my left and there’s Jonas, swigging from a big cup and shaking his gorgeous ass to the infectious beat of the music, his engraved platinum bracelet on his wrist, as usual. Okay. We’re good.


  I look around. Beautiful Brazilian people. Palm trees. Warm, luscious air.


  Ah, yes. I remember this place—Rio de Janeiro. Jonas and I are here for Carnivale during my second year of law school and we’re drinking caipirinhas ’til we can’t feel our faces or toes. Hellz yeah, we are. Woot woot! Yay for numb faces and toes!


  Jonas wraps me into his arms and gropes my backside with zeal. “Your ass should be very scared,” he whispers into my ear, grinding his hard-on into me. And then he throws his head back and howls like a wolf at the top of his lungs.


  I burst out laughing. God, I love Drunk Jonas.


  Before coming on this trip, I would have bet the farm no version of Jonas could love my ass more than Drunk Jonas. But here in Brazil, I’ve discovered a whole new iteration of Jonas that gets off on my backside more than I ever thought possible: Carnivale Drunk Jonas. Oh, holy crappola, how Carnivale Drunk Jonas adores my moneymaker. And it’s no wonder—the Carnivale parade Jonas and I witnessed just now was a frickin’ booty-lover’s paradise. Ass porn, you might even say. Holy Butt Cheeks, Batman, that sucker was the holy grail of beautiful bottoms.


  Of course, the parade included a helluva lot more than Brazilian ass cheeks—there were spectacular floats, musicians, feathers, sequins, and dancers with plenty of spectacular body parts having absolutely nothing to do with spanking or sitting down. But as exciting and stimulating as all that other stuff was, nothing came even close to giving me a lady-boner like those jaw-dropping Brazilian backsides. And if those gyrating female asses turned me on, holy shitballs, I can only imagine the hard-on they must have induced in my ass-loving husband.


  A taxi pulls up right in front of us to let some (extremely attractive) people out and Jonas grabs my arm and yanks me roughly through the wide open door. “Come on, baby,” he says, squeezing my bottom as he guides me into the backseat. “Prelude fucking over.”


  The minute we stumble through the door of our rented beachfront bungalow, Carnivale Drunk Jonas literally drags me onto our moonlit deck overlooking the sand, bends me over the railing, yanks my skirt up and my panties down, and bites my ass so hard, I’m rendered momentarily mute from the delicious pain. A second later, his erection plows into my wetness with astonishing force—so hard my knees give way—and I yelp at the sensation. This is not the way Jonas normally does things—this is pure animal force—sloppy, even—and, holy fuckkola, I like it. He’s ramming my G-spot over and over with his massive erection (good lord, has that thing grown?) while groping every inch of me like he’s frisking a felon, and it doesn’t take long before my body begins clenching from deep, deep inside. This ain’t no usual orgasm, folks. This one’s emanating from a place buried deep inside me. Oh my God. What the fuck is this? I’ve never experienced an orgasm quite like this before. It’s making my entire body convulse, not just the areas immediately connected to my clit.


  People are walking on the moonlit beach in the distance, but Jonas doesn’t give a fuck if anyone sees or hears us in the dark shadows of our deck and neither do I. He grabs my hair and yanks my head back, growling in my ear as he fucks me, biting my neck, groping my breasts, ripping me in two—and, all the while, whispering to me about how he’s going to fuck me ’til I “pass the fuck out.” And through it all, I’m thinking an incoherent stream of syllables that, roughly translated, mean something akin to, “Make me your bitch.”


  When I climax, Jonas doesn’t. As usual, booze has given my hunky-monkey husband superhuman-stamina. (Fine by me.) After pulverizing me for what seems an awfully long time, he pulls out, roughly turns me around, puts his hands on my face, and blurts, “I fucking love the fuck out of you, woman! Fuck!” And then, without warning, he reaches down, picks me up at my knees, throws me over his broad shoulder, my ass cheeks hanging out there for the world to see, and strides into the bungalow.


  He hurls me onto the bed onto my belly, rips off my clothes, and spanks my naked ass so effing hard, I stop breathing for a brief moment; and then he gropes and licks and bites my backside—every square inch of it from sea to shining sea, without exclusion, all the while grunting and moaning and extolling the virtues of my assets with exuberance.


  Over the past two years, Jonas and I have performed every form of oral and vaginal intercourse known to man—at least, I think we have—good lord, if there’s something left to do on God’s green earth that involves a penis, a vagina, and two mouths, then I give up already—and yet, despite all that experimentation, Jonas has surprisingly never once pushed to penetrate my final frontier. And since I’ve never offered, it’s simply never happened. But right now, I’m feeling like a minx—a minx who can’t feel her cheeks or toes.


  “Do it, baby,” I groan.


  He licks my ass cheek and shoves his fingers into my ass crack.


  “Jonas,” I slur. “Do it.”


  Without another word, he leaps off the bed and bounds to his suitcase in the corner.


  I bite my lip to get a read on just how drunk I really am. Yep, I’m drunky-drunkerton. I can’t feel my lip under my teeth. That’s good, because I’m suddenly nervous I’m about to experience excruciating pain.


  I hear Jonas fumble with something—a bottle of lube, I’m guessing—the man never travels without it—and when he returns to me, his fingers slide without hesitation into my ass crack and then straight up my ass.


  “Relax, baby,” he whispers, his lubed fingers confidently working me. “You’re gonna love it.”


  My breathing is suddenly shallow. Every muscle in my body tenses, even as my clit flutters with anticipation. Maybe my body’s not going to be able to cash this particular check, after all?


  “Relax,” Jonas coos, his confident fingers skimming up and down my crack. “I’m gonna make you come harder than you ever have, baby. Just trust me.”


  I’m suddenly wondering when was the last time I pooped? Oh my God. Is he going to fuck the poop out of me? “Poop,” I blurt.


  He laughs. “Relax.” He rubs my back and leans down into my ear. “Relax, baby.”


  I take a deep breath.


  I feel him crawling on top of me to mount me—his fingers enter me again—and, then, oh boy, yep, there’s no mistaking what’s just happened. He’s in. Yup. No doubt about it—the man just staked his flag in my moon. How do I know this to be true, one might wonder, given my lack of experience with this particular sex act? Oh, I dunno. Maybe because both my eyeballs just popped out of my head and rolled onto the floor. Holy What The Fuck Is Happening To Me, Batman, my husband’s got a big dick. I’ve never completely grasped the full extent of that fact until just now.


  Jonas moans loudly, clearly enjoying whatever sensation my very tight ass is providing him, and, although I’m not yet sure if my body’s completely on board or not, the sound of his unadulterated pleasure makes my body spasm from a whole new set of muscles.


  “Okay?” he asks, gasping. He’s moving gently, but I’m still feeling every inch of him.


  My reply is nonverbal. I clutch the bed cover, trying to decide if I’m experiencing something good or bad. Oh man, this is a whole new sensation.


  He shifts slightly, and his erection suddenly finds my G-spot from an angle I’ve never experienced before.


  I cry out.


  “Am I hurting you?” he chokes out.


  “No,” I gasp. “Good. Oh my God. Good.”


  He reaches around to fondle my more traditional lady parts, and Holy Taboo, Batman, that does the trick. After a few minutes of dual stimulation, I climax with the most intense orgasm of my entire life, just like he promised. My body explodes in multiple places, all at once, and so intensely, I can’t decide if I’m experiencing unparalleled ecstasy or being dragged like a dead cat through the seventh circle of hell. This sensation is inhumane is what it is. Cruel. Cataclysmic. Fucking amazing. I’m so overwhelmed, I burst into tears.


  Jonas pulls out of me. “Did I hurt you?” His voice is ragged.


  I shake my head and slur something that sounds like, “Beans.”


  He kneels next to me on the bed, concerned. “Why are you crying?”


  I’m nonverbal again. I shake my head. I don’t know why the hell I’m crying, so how can I explain it to him?


  “Sarah, talk to me. Are you crying from pleasure or pain?”


  I turn my head to look at him, resting my drunken cheek on the pillow. I nod.


  “Good or bad?”


  I smile through my tears. “Good.”


  He hoots at the ceiling. “Fuck yeah.”


  “Get yours,” I choke out. “Bring it home.”


  “Oh, I already got mine, baby, and then some—right along with you.” He laughs. “When you came, you squeezed my dick so fucking tight, it almost shot off and rocketed right out your mouth.”


  “Jonas!”


  He laughs hysterically.


  “Jeez. Even for you, that was pretty crass.” I roll my eyes. “Just ’cause a girl lets you fuck her up the ass doesn’t mean she doesn’t want to be treated like a lady.”


  He sighs happily and flops onto the bed next to me. “Good times in Rio were had by all.” There’s a long pause. “Jesus, I’m drunk.” He looks at me with half-mast eyes and puckers his lips at me like he’s a blowfish kissing me through the air. “Sarah,” he whispers. He puckers again. “My precious baby. Me. Drunk.” There’s another long pause—so long, in fact, I’m not sure if he’s passed out or if he’s just thinking deep, drunken thoughts. A long minute passes. Well, hmm. It seems like the party’s over. Okay. He must have passed out. Well, then. That was interesting. I close my eyes. It’s been nice knowing ya. Nighty-night.


  “And guess what else I am?” he suddenly says, as if there’s been no pause whatsoever in our conversation.


  I open my eyes and look at him with sleepy eyes.


  “Guess what else I am, My Magnificent Sarah.” He flashes me a toothy smile.


  “Um.” I twist my mouth. “What else besides what?”


  “Besides drunk.”


  “Oh. Gorgeous?”


  “Well, yeah. That goes without saying. I’m Jonas Fucking Faraday. Women beg me to fuck them because I’ve got sad eyes and luscious lips and because I’m a fucking woman wizard.” He puckers again. “But guess what else?”


  “Silly?”


  “Never.”


  “Creepy?”


  “Always. But what else, My Beautiful Intake Agent?”


  I smile broadly. He only calls me that when he’s drunk, which he so rarely is. “Intense?”


  “You’re a terrible guesser. You’re really starting to annoy me, you know that?”


  I shrug. “Well, jeez, hell if I know—oh, wait, I know. Drunk!”


  He exhales, annoyed. “That was the first thing I said, you big dummy—the question was what else, numnuts.”


  I burst out laughing and so does he.


  “You’re not supposed to call your wife numnuts, Jonas. That’s what a guy should call, like, a fraternity brother.”


  “I wasn’t in a fraternity.”


  “Okay, then your brother.”


  “Yeah, Josh was in a fraternity. He knows how to make friends and get people to like him.”


  I laugh. “No. I mean, you should call your brother numnuts, not your wife—and, by the way, you know how to make friends and get people to like you, too.”


  “No, I don’t. The only person I could ever get to like me was you, numnuts.”


  “You’re totally missing my point here—which is this: you should call your brother numnuts, not your wife.”


  “Jesus, woman. Don’t mention my brother when I’m trying to get my fuck on. Talk about a boner-killer.”


  “What the fuck! You just went on and on about how your brother knows how to make friends.”


  “I did?”


  “Yeah, numnuts, you did.”


  “Oh.”


  We laugh like little kids for several minutes, calling each other “numnuts” over and over. Who knows if we’re actually funny, but right now we both think we’re freaking hilarious. After we’ve finally calmed down, there’s another long silence. More deep thoughts, I presume. I throw my arm over his broad chest and close my eyes. Oh, how I love my hunky-monkey-drunky husband with the big ol’ dick. I sigh happily. I hope my butt doesn’t hurt too much in the morning—but if it does, it was well worth it. Nighty-night.


  “You know what I am?” Jonas says out of nowhere.


  I open my eyes as best I can. “Drunk?”


  “That is correct. But what else am I?”


  “Dude. Just tell me already.”


  He sits up and grins down at me. “I’m hungry.”


  Before I can even process what he means by that statement, he turns my limp body onto my back, spreads my thighs wide and begins licking me voraciously... for, oh, a solid forty-five seconds... until, suddenly, with a loud gorilla-grunt, he heaves his drunken body next to mine on the bed and promptly passes out.


  


  


  


  Chapter 15


  Jonas


  


  A nurse comes into the room. “Mr. Faraday?”


  I’ve got my fingers interlaced with Sarah’s, my forehead resting on the bed next to her. I don’t look up.


  “Mr. Faraday?” the nurse whispers again. “Mrs. Cruz was asking for a turn with her.”


  There’s only one visitor at a time allowed in the SICU, no exceptions. And even though I know it’s only fair to let Gloria have a little time with her unconscious daughter now and again, I want my baby all to myself. I’ve been with Sarah almost constantly over the past two days, holding her hand, whispering to her, stroking her cheek, only ceding my spot next to her bed for a couple hours here or there to give Gloria or Kat a turn with her. And during those times, I’ve headed straight to the NICU to visit my babies. I haven’t eaten a proper meal or slept more than fifteen minutes at a time during the past two days.


  “Don’t leave me,” I whisper softly to Sarah, stroking her cheek with my free hand. It’s the same thing I’ve said to her over and over again for the past two days. I keep thinking maybe the sound of my voice will lure her back to me, perhaps giving her a lifeline to latch onto in the dark, the way it seemed to do yesterday when she ever so briefly opened her eyes and looked right at me.


  “I love you, Sarah,” I whisper. “I’m right here waiting for you, baby. Please, please come back to me.” I stroke her cheek again.


  “Should I tell Mrs. Cruz now’s not a good time?” the nurse asks, her eyebrows furrowed with concern.


  I lean down and press a gentle kiss to Sarah’s lips. She doesn’t even stir. “No, it’s okay,” I say. “I’ll go check on the babies again. Gloria can come in.”


  In the waiting room, I’m surprised to find Henn and his girlfriend, Hannah, sitting next to Josh and Kat. Henn stands and opens his arms like he’s going to hug me.


  “Hey, Jonas. I’m so sorry, man.”


  My body surges with sudden adrenaline. “Henn, come with me,” I say abruptly, and march down the hall. There’s an empty examination room and I duck inside quickly. I whirl around to face him. “What do we know?” I bark.


  “About?” Henn asks.


  “Has there been any activity at all?”


  “Oh. You mean with The Club. Um. No. I’ve been monitoring things like camo on a redneck, man, just like I keep telling you every single time we talk, and there’s still no sign of anything.” He shrugs. “But that’s not why I came. Hannah and I are just here to show our support—”


  “A billion-dollar organization’s not gonna just vanish into thin air,” I say, grabbing at my hair. “You and I both know they’re gonna rise up again like a phoenix, and we’ve got to be ready to take them out when they do.”


  Henn shakes his head. “The minute I see anything that looks even the slightest bit hinky, I’ll let you know, boss. I’ve been checking in with Agent Eric in Washington, too, and he says the same thing—”


  “We need to take pre-emptive action. If there are even embers left, we need to piss all over them and snuff them out.”


  “Hey, guys.” It’s Josh, entering the examination room. His voice is strained. “What’s going on, Jonas?” He walks into the room and stands right next to me, his body language tight.


  I grit my teeth. “I’m talking to Henn.”


  “About The Club?”


  I don’t reply.


  “Jonas is a bit concerned,” Henn says.


  Josh glares at me. “That’s the last thing you should be thinking about right now, bro.”


  “Oh, really?” I shout, instantly at full volume. “What should I be thinking about, Josh? About the fact that I’m teetering on the edge of total and complete obliteration and there’s nothing I can fucking do about it?”


  Josh exhales. “Jonas, I know this is stressful, but you’ve got plenty on your plate right now without adding to your stress by freaking out about—”


  I lunge at him and push on his chest forcefully. He stumbles back, totally blindsided. I advance on him again, intending to... I don’t know what. Pummel him? Beat the shit out of him? All I know is I want to smash someone or something, and kicking Josh’s condescending ass would really fit the bill.


  “What the fuck?” Josh says, incredulous.


  I advance again, but Josh quickly gathers himself and shoves me back. Hard.


  Just as we begin to scuffle, Henn wedges himself between the two of us, putting out his arms. “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” he shouts, his eyes wide. “What the fuck is this? Magic Mike on ’roids?”


  My pulse is pounding in my ears.


  “Don’t fucking touch me again,” Josh says, his eyes blazing. “Or I swear to God, I’ll break your pretty face.” He sets his jaw.


  I know I’ve crossed a line by attacking Josh—I’ve never done anything even remotely like that before—but I can’t bring myself to back down. I glare at him, puffing my chest and flexing my arms.


  “Dudes, this is so fucking cliché right now,” Henn says. “‘Oh, gee, look at us. We’re two ridiculously good-looking guys with muscles. We lose our shit and fuck each other up when we get stressed out. Yay! Look at us! We’re so alpha!” He shakes his head. “How about, for once, the tortured heroes with demons do something unexpected like, oh, I dunno, act like rational adults? Wouldn’t that be fucking crazy-pants?”


  Josh and I mutually glare at Henn for a long beat—but then Josh breaks down and laughs, which totally pisses me off.


  “Look at me! I’m so alpha!” Josh says, mimicking Henn and waving his arms. He laughs again. “I’m a tortured hero. Waaah!”


  “I know, right?” Henn says, chuckling. “Look at my big muscles! Aren’t they big? I’m so tough. I’m so sexy. I behave horribly because of my emotional baggage, but everyone forgives me because I’m so damned good-looking. Waah!”


  Josh and Henn share a good laugh together for a solid two minutes. When Henn finally notices I’m not even close to joining in, he addresses me earnestly. “Jonas, dude. I’m monitoring the situation, I promise. There’s nothing to be done right now, even if we wanted to do it. Because there’s no one to target. If something comes up—anything at all—I promise you’ll be the first to know. And if any action is needed, whatever it is, I’m totally in. No hesitation whatsoever.”


  “See, bro?” Josh says. “Listen to the fucking genius. No nervous breakdown required. At least not yet.”


  I don’t reply.


  Josh exhales. “Are you done acting like an idiot now? At least for a little while? Because I need to know if I can turn my back on you without getting tackled.”


  I wait a long beat before speaking. “No, I’m not done acting like an idiot—and I definitely wouldn’t turn my back if I were you.”


  Josh smiles and flips me off.


  I return the gesture.


  “You guys are Neanderthals,” Henn says, shaking his head.


  “Aren’t we, though?” Josh says. “Blame Jonas. He’s the one who can’t formulate a sentence when he gets upset. I’m highly evolved compared to him.”


  My eyes are suddenly burning. I wipe them.


  Josh looks sympathetic. “Oh, fuck. Bro, listen to me. This is more than any sane man could handle, okay? And since you’re not completely sane, God only knows how you’re handling this at all. But you’ve got to get a grip, man. Seriously. Pull your shit together.”


  “I think I’m losing my fucking mind.” I wipe my eyes again. I’ve got a massive lump in my throat.


  “How is she?” Henn asks quietly.


  I take a deep breath. “She’s developed something called DIC from losing so much blood. Apparently, that’s a really bad thing. She’s been drifting in and out of consciousness for the last two days. Mostly out.” Tears threaten my eyes, but fuck me if I’m gonna cry like a little bitch, yet again. I’ve let my tears flow, sitting alone next to Sarah’s unconscious body, not to mention countless other times in my life, too, and I’m done. I’m especially not gonna cry like a little girl in front of anyone else, that’s for fucking sure. “The doctor says it’s touch and go right now,” I continue, gaining control of my voice. I clear my throat. “It could go either way.”


  Henn looks pained. “Sarah’s a fighter, man. She’s gonna be okay.”


  I nod.


  “Hey, Jonas,” Josh says. “Why don’t we take Henn down to meet Sunny and Luna? By now my nieces think I’m their daddy—which I’m sure tickles them to no end—but I think we should go down there and break the bad news to them.”


  I’m suddenly overcome with despair. I cover my face with my hands. If I lose Sarah, how the fuck am I going to be able to live, let alone function well enough to take care of two little girls all by myself? Am I going to fall apart exactly the way my father did? Am I going to subconsciously hold Sarah’s death against my sweet little babies? Or, worse—against one of them? Oh, Jesus. Am I going to become my father in every fucking way?


  Josh puts his hand on my shoulder. “You’re not alone, Jonas. You always think you’re so alone. Stop doing that. It’s getting old.”


  I nod.


  “We’re all in this together,” he continues. “Henn, Kat, and I were right there in every bank, transferring all that money, remember?”


  “Yup,” Henn agrees. “And shitting a brick the whole time.”


  Josh squeezes my shoulder. “We all love Sarah.”


  “Love that girl. She’s my George Clooney,” Henn agrees.


  “In fact,” Josh adds, “I’m sorry if this is gonna hurt your feelings, bro, but I love Sarah way more than I love you.”


  “Same here,” Henn says. “Way, way more.”


  I smile.


  “I’m actually not kidding,” Josh says. “I love Sarah more than I love you.”


  My smile broadens.


  “So you see, dumbshit?” Josh says. “You’re not alone. Which means you can stop trying to beat the crap out of your wise and powerful brother.”


  I exhale and nod.


  “Just talk to me when you’re losing it. Use your words, Jonas.”


  I smirk. “Talking lets the feelings out.”


  “Exactly,” Josh says. He flashes me a mega-watt smile.


  I rub my face. “I’ve been sitting in that room with Sarah, all alone with my thoughts for the better part of two days. I think I’ve lost my mind just a little bit. I’m sorry, guys.”


  “It’s all good.” Josh puts his arm around me. “We got you, bro. Always.”


  “You bet,” Henn says.


  “So, are you ready to introduce Uncle Henny to his beautiful nieces?” Josh asks. “They just took my daughters—I mean, my nieces—off their ventilators an hour ago—check your texts once in a while, man—and they’re doing great.”


  “Wow. That’s awesome.” I glance at Henn apologetically. “Thanks for coming, Henn,” I say softly. “I didn’t even thank you.”


  “You couldn’t make me stay away if you tried, big guy. Well, unless you attacked me like you just attacked Josh. Then I’d stay away.”


  I grimace. “I’m sorry, Josh.”


  “It’s what I’m here for—my purpose in life, apparently. Although, make no mistake, I’ll beat you senseless if you ever do that again.”


  “You couldn’t beat me senseless if you tried.”


  “You’d better hope you’re right about that.”


  I smirk. I could beat the shit out of Josh, ten times out of ten, and we both know it.


  “So are we good, then?” Josh asks, patting my cheek. “Done talking about our fucking feelings?”


  “That was talking about our fucking feelings?” Henn asks.


  “We’re good.”


  “Good.” Josh gives my cheek one final pat—a very, very hard pat. “All right then, fuckers. Let’s be manly men now and do the thing.”


  I nod.


  Josh slaps his face, really, really hard, and the sound echoes through the small examination room. “To the NICU!”


  “Okay, fuckwads,” I say, breathing a huge sigh of relief. “To the NICU.” I take a deep breath and slap my face as hard as Josh just did. “Let’s go break the fantastic news to the girls that Josh isn’t their daddy.”


  Henn is looking at us like we’re batshit crazy.


  “Come on, Uncle Henny,” Josh says. “Slap the shit out of yourself so we can go see those babies.”


  “Slap the shit out of myself?”


  “Yes.”


  “Gosh, I would, I really would, fellas, but the thing is I’m not an emotionally stunted dipshit.”


  “Hmm,” Josh says. “Sucks to be you. All the cool kids are emotionally stunted dipshits.”


  “Oh, yeah?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, now you tell me,” Henn says. “You could have saved me years of agony in high school if you’d have told me that sooner.”


  Josh laughs. “Okay, motherfucker,” he says. “Enough talking about your fucking feelings. Do the thing.”


  Henn rolls his eyes and slaps himself, really, really hard—so hard, even I can’t help laughing. “Ah, yes,” Henn says, his cheek blazing red. “Wow, guys. You’re right. That’s so much better than talking things through. I feel so cool now.”


  “You see?” Josh says. “Told you so.”


  “Okay, Neanderthals,” Henn says. “Take me to see those pretty little Faraday girls. Someone’s gotta break it to them not all men in the world look like Channing fucking Tatum.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 16


  Sarah


  


  My mind is hurtling through darkness, collecting the swatches of fabric and miscellaneous threads that comprise “The Love Story of Jonas and Sarah,” or, as Jonas likes to call us, “The Greatest Love Story Ever Told.” Most of our Jonas-and-Sarah quilt is made up of the small, simple moments, the days and nights we’ve happily spent at home in Seattle, eating a meal together and talking about who-knows-what, watching a movie, going for a jog together—and, yes, of course, having sex. Lots and lots of sex. But there are plenty of exotic patches sewn into our quilt, too. Costa Rica, where I lured a wild monkey onto my shoulder with a piece of watermelon and Jonas just about shit a brick. And Roatan Island, where Jonas took me scuba diving for my first time and I practically peed my wetsuit the entire time, worried we were gonna get eaten by sharks, much to Jonas’ amusement. Sydney. Toronto. Tokyo. Rome. Fiji. Barcelona. Each new location filled with outrageous adventures and sights and laughs and conversations about anything and everything. Oh, yes, and, of course, mind-blowing fuckery, too. Lots and lots of that.


  My mind is flying, soaring, hurtling—swooping into each memorable place and memory like a bird of prey eying a rodent—until it suddenly swoops and skids to a stop. I look down. There’s a gold-rimmed plate in front of me, filled with some sort of seafood dish. I look up at Jonas. He’s sitting across the table from me, taking a bite of some other seafood-looking concoction. Looks like prawns. I look out the window to my right and see the twinkling lights of a paradoxical skyline yawning before me into the night. Ah yes, I remember this breathtaking view—ancient meets modern. Thailand.


  I take a bite of my octopus. “This is really good,” I say, “but I think those little fried pork thing-a-ma-bobs at Wang Lang Market today were even better than this—those pork things melted in my mouth.”


  “Oh my God, yeah, that fried pork was incredible,” Jonas replies. He takes a big bite of his food. “But this is pretty amazing, too. Try this.” He reaches across the table with his fork and plops a huge shrimp covered in a creamy sauce on my plate.


  “Mmm,” I say, taking a big bite. “Yummy.” I take a sip of champagne. “But I still think I’d give the edge to those fried pork things.”


  “Yet another reason why I love you, baby. I’ve got the only wife in the world who’d rather eat from a stall at an outdoor Thai market than at the finest five-star restaurant in all of Bangkok.”


  “Whoa, hang on. All I said was I like those fried pork thingies better than your fish thing. I did not say I’d rather rough it than get fancy-lady treatment at a five-star restaurant—especially after living like a hobo for four days in Mae Do.”


  “I loved showing you the climbing life in Mae Do.”


  “And I loved experiencing it, of course. But a hot shower sure felt awfully nice after four days of peeing in a bush.”


  He smiles lasciviously. “Oh, man. That was the hottest hot shower of my life.”


  “Hellz yeah, it was.” Blood whooshes into my crotch at the mere memory of how Jonas fucked me in the shower late last night when we arrived in this city, his muscles glistening and bulging under the streaming water, his appetite for me voracious.


  He licks his lips. “Another glass of champagne for my dirty girl?”


  “Why, thank you, sir. I’d be delighted.”


  “You know I love it when you let your dirty girl come out to play.”


  I laugh. “Well, then you’re gonna especially love tonight, ’cause I’m gonna get plastered and let her run amok.”


  “Oh, yeah?” He motions to the waiter to refill my champagne glass. “Are we celebrating your graduation, my precious baby?”


  I nod. “Definitely. And numbing my anxiety about the bar exam. If I didn’t pass I’m gonna—”


  “Oh, Sarah, you passed. The bar exam doesn’t test excellence, merely competence. Some of the dumbest people I know are lawyers. You passed.”


  “God, I hope you’re right.”


  “I am.” Jonas beams a smile at me and I melt.


  The waiter refills my champagne flute and I take a sip. “Thank you for bringing me here, Jonas.”


  “The pleasure’s all mine.”


  “So you like Bangkok?”


  “I didn’t think I would, but, yeah. I love it.”


  “I can’t believe you and Josh came all the way to Thailand your last time here and didn’t at least roll through Bangkok for a night.”


  “Oh, Josh came to Bangkok without me. We climbed Crazy Horse together for a few days, and after that he was chomping at the bit to have a different kind of fun. Or maybe just to get the hell away from me for a couple days.” He laughs. “He flew some friends into Bangkok for a few days of partying while I stayed behind in Mae Do to do some more climbing and caving, and then I met up with Josh and his friends in Cambodia, I think it was.”


  “Did I just hear you say Josh flew some friends into Bangkok?”


  “Yeah. Classic Josh—especially back then. Money wasn’t an object for him. Don’t forget, he’d just inherited half my dad’s estate. An eighteen-year-old with hundreds of millions in his bank account doesn’t think twice about flying friends to meet him halfway across the world to party for a few days.” He takes a big bite of his food and looks thoughtful for a long beat. “I know Josh and I might seem like polar opposites, but we’re more alike than meets the eye. He does what he has to do to cope and so do I.”


  I pause, letting that sink in for a moment. I think Jonas may be right about that. “So, what did eighteen-year-old Jonas spend his money on when he first got his inheritance?” I finally ask. “I can’t imagine you flying friends across the world to party.”


  He laughs. “Hell no. You’d have to pay me to subject myself to that kind of torture.”


  I laugh.


  He shrugs. “And I didn’t have any friends when I was eighteen, anyway, even if I’d wanted to fly someone across the world to party.”


  My heart squeezes in my chest. God, I love this man. “So, what did you spend your money on then?” I ask.


  He shrugs. “Nothing really.”


  “Aw, come on, baby. You came into all that money and bought nothing?”


  He shrugs again. “I got some new climbing gear? Paid my tuition for school? Nothing particularly noteworthy, really. Nothing like Josh.” He laughs and shakes his head, apparently remembering one of Josh’s many extravagances.


  “You were a teenager with hundreds of millions of dollars suddenly at your unfettered disposal, and you didn’t buy anything fun?”


  “Well, travel, obviously. For me, money’s always meant getting to see new places any time I want. It’s never been about buying useless things.” He bites his luscious lip for a moment, and then a grin spreads across his face. “Well, actually, there was one thing.”


  “Oh?”


  “One crazy thing.”


  I wait with bated breath.


  “A painting.”


  I smile from ear to ear. That’s Jonas’ “crazy thing”?


  He sighs, looking wistful, and I instantly know the exact painting he must be referring to, though we’ve never talked about it at any length before: the painting hanging on the far wall of our bedroom. It’s got to be the one—it’s a total anomaly among Jonas’ other works of art scattered throughout the house, all of which are starkly modern and masculine. When I once asked Jonas if it was an original or some sort of lithograph from Bed, Bath & Beyond, he laughed and told me the name of the artist. Of course, I blushed crimson when I instantly recognized the artist’s name from my undergraduate art history class.


  At the time, I figured he must have bought the painting as an investment or at the urging of a high-end interior designer. But, now, all of a sudden, I realize that painting is deeply personal for Jonas. Of course, it is. It’s an impressionistic depiction of a beautiful blonde woman, sitting in a field of flowers and illuminated seemingly from within by an ethereal light. It’s Jonas’ mother, I suddenly realize. Duh. How could I not have realized that before this very moment? I guess I just chalked the painting up to rich-person art collecting or decorating.


  “The painting in our bedroom?” I ask.


  His face lights up. “Yeah. How did you know that?”


  I grin. “Because I know you.”


  He bites his lip again. “Yeah, I saw it in Paris and thought: ‘This is the divine original form of beauty.’ It was transcendent.” His eyes sparkle at the memory. “I wanted it so bad, I was physically aching to own it. But it was ridiculously expensive—the kind of money only an avid art collector or a museum would ever pay—and I couldn’t justify the expenditure. Plus, it was just such a weird-ass thing for an eighteen-year-old guy to want—and so unlike me—not my usual aesthetic at all. So I tried to forget about it. But then I couldn’t stop thinking about it, night and day, for weeks.” He shrugs. “So, finally, just to buy myself some peace of mind, I guess, I flew back to Paris and bought the damned thing.”


  Oh my God, this boy breaks my heart. The way Jonas pined for that painting for weeks in the same way other eighteen-year-old dudes long for a Playstation or motorcycle, and then finally broke down and indulged his innermost desire, is classic Jonas, through and through.


  “You’re a beautiful, sexy beast, you know that, love?” I say, leaning across the table. Heat spreads throughout my body and pools in my crotch. “You know what I wish, baby?” I say, arousal flooding me. “I wish I could time-travel in my present body, find eighteen-year-old Jonas Faraday, and take his virginity.”


  His face lights up. “Oh my God, Sarah. Hello, instant hard-on.” He shoots me a crooked smile. “Just the thought of my eighteen-year-old self getting to experience you as his first time—oh my God, talk about a hot fantasy.” He exhales, totally turned on. “Of course, it’s probably good you can’t actually do that. The goddess and the muse would have ruined poor eighteen-year-old Jonas for any other mortal woman thereafter.”


  I smile broadly at him. “‘Darling, if you time-traveled in your present body to take my teenage virginity, you would have ruined me for fucking other bitches after you. Happy Valentine’s Day.’”


  Jonas laughs.


  “I keep telling you, writing greeting cards is your true calling in life, Jonas Faraday. Forget all your silly entrepreneurialism and rock climbing. Hallmark is where it’s at for you.”


  “I’ll send them my résumé the minute we get home.” His eyes sparkle at me.


  Oh, God, I love him. No, it’s more than love. What I feel for him is so much bigger than that tiny, overused word—I just don’t know what to call it. I lean forward. “Madness,” I say, my heart beating out of my chest.


  “Madness,” he replies.


  There’s a long beat as we look at each other, our eyes devouring each other. I never thought in a million years my life would turn out like this. I feel like pinching myself every single day. “So, what do you want to do tonight, hunky-monkey husband? I was thinking we’d hit the world-famous Thai nightclubs and let my dirty girl have some fun.”


  He scoffs. “I’d rather get locked into a world-famous Thai prison. I was thinking we’d go back to the suite and let your dirty girl take my eighteen-year-old’s virginity.”


  “Jonas, you are such a stick in the mud sometimes. Let’s go out and paint Bangkok red—let my dirty girl shake her groove thang under some laser lights—and then we’ll come back and let her take your eighteen-year-old’s virginity.”


  “I vote we just go back to the suite, play loud music, and turn the lights on and off rapidly. Same thing as a nightclub, but a whole lot more fun.”


  “Aw, come on, old man. Tonight just might be the one night in my entire life where I can run completely amok. And you want me to spend it in a hotel room?”


  “Why is tonight your one chance to run amok?”


  “Because for the first time in my life, for one tiny moment in time, I’m completely carefree. I’m not a student, chasing grades and scholarships, for the first time, ever, but the minute we get home, I’ll be starting my new job. That means right now, this one week here in Thailand with you, is my one tiny window of opportunity to go completely crazy without regard for rationality and responsibility.”


  He purses his lips.


  “Come on, baby. Let’s pretend we’re Josh and Kitty Kat for one night.”


  “You wanna pretend we’re up to our eyeballs in dirty diapers and baby-puke?”


  I roll my eyes. “Okay, I should have said, ‘Let’s pretend we’re the pre-Gracie versions of Josh and Kat.’”


  “Even they don’t want to be the pre-Gracie versions of themselves.”


  “Oh my God, ain’t that the truth. I’ve never seen two people more in love with a baby in all my life.”


  Jonas grins wistfully. “Kat is a surprisingly natural mother. I never would have predicted that.”


  “I know. She’s a momma bear. Who knew?”


  “And Josh was born to be a father. He’s amazing at it.” He pauses like he was about to say something more but has decided against it.


  “Jonas, you’re gonna make an amazing father one day, too,” I say. “The absolute best.”


  His cheeks flush. “Speaking of Josh, he texted me earlier, while you were still in the shower recovering from what I did to you.” He smirks.


  “Oh yeah? How’s it going in Babyville? Is Gracie sleeping better now?”


  “I dunno. He didn’t say. He sent me a photo, though.” He pulls out his phone and shows me an adorable picture of three-month-old Gracie, already Kat’s spitting image.


  “Look at those cheeks!” I say. “Aw, that photo makes my heart go pitter-pat.”


  “Oh yeah? What kind of ‘pitter-pat’?”


  “What do you mean ‘What kind of pitter-pat’? You know, pitter-pat.”


  “But, I mean, is it a she’s-so-adorable pitter-pat or is there some other kind of pitter-pat mixed in there, too?”


  My heart is suddenly pulsing in my ears. What the hell is he hinting at? “What other kind of other pitter-pat might there be, love?”


  “Well.” He swallows hard. “It could be, at least partially, a let’s-make-a-baby-together-Jonas pitter-pat.”


  Whoa. I know Jonas wants kids one day, theoretically, and so do I, but neither of us has ever expressed any kind of urgency about starting a family. I only just graduated law school and took the bar exam last week, for Pete’s sake. I’m only just about to start my new career as an attorney, helping women alongside my mom—my lifelong dream. Making a baby is the last thing on my mind. “I’m pretty sure it’s just a she’s-my-adorable-niece-and-I-love-her pitter-pat, at least for now,” I say slowly.


  Much to my surprise, disappointment flickers across Jonas’ face. He takes a long swig of his drink and looks out the window at the twinkling city beneath us.


  “I only just took the bar exam, baby,” I say, a note of apology in my tone. “I’m finally gonna be an attorney after years and years of hard work. Baby, I’m finally gonna start working for Gloria’s House when we get back—the thing I’ve been working toward for so long.” I swallow hard. Why does he look so disappointed?


  He nods.


  “Jonas, are you...?” I begin. “Are you saying you want to start a family... now? Like, right now?”


  “No, of course not.” He purses his beautiful lips.


  I exhale.


  “Well, maybe.”


  My mouth hangs open.


  He laughs. “You should see your face right now.”


  I close my mouth.


  “Oh, I dunno, baby,” he says. He runs his hand through his hair. “Seeing Josh and Kat with Gracie... And the way I feel about that puking, pooping, crying little pile of goo—I didn’t know I could love someone the way I love Gracie.” He shrugs. “She makes me want a mini-Sarah of my own.”


  “Wow.” He never ceases to astonish me. “You’re serious?” I say. “You’re completely ready?”


  “I’m ready whenever you say go.”


  “Really?” I say, incredulous. “Whenever?”


  He nods.


  “Like if I said tonight? If I said, ‘Let’s make a baby tonight while I’m taking your eighteen-year-old virginity,’ you’d say yes?” I snicker. Surely, I’ve just called his bluff.


  “Absolutely,” Jonas says—and, oh my God, he sounds completely serious.


  “Holy shitballs, Jonas. I’m not ready tonight,” I say, my heart leaping into my throat. “I was just trying to freak you out.”


  He shrugs. “I’m not freaked out. Whenever. Just let me know.”


  I stare at him, my mouth hanging open, yet again.


  He exhales. “I’ve never been a part of a family before, Sarah. Watching Josh and Kat with Gracie, it makes me realize how much I want to be.”


  My heart is pounding in my ears. I take a long sip of my champagne. “Wow,” I finally say. “I feel like my ovaries just exploded.”


  Jonas laughs.


  “Holy crappola, baby, my ovaries are suddenly popping out eggs in rapid-fire succession, like a pitching machine at a batting cage,” I say. “It must be some primal survival instinct kicking in—a desirable male specimen has selected me to carry his spawn and my ovaries start popping like popcorn.”


  “You’re the one who should work for Hallmark,” Jonas says. “‘Baby, you’ve turned my ovaries into Jiffy Pop. Happy Valentine’s Day.’”


  We both explode with laughter. I don’t know if it’s objectively all that funny or if we’ve simply had too much alcohol, or if we’re just excited and nervous about this new semi-revelation, but for several minutes, neither of us can talk or eat, we’re laughing too damned hard. When we’ve calmed down, he signals to the waiter to pour me yet another glass of champagne. “Drink up, dirty girl,” he says. “If we’re not gonna make a baby tonight, we might as well have some awesome shit-faced sex.”


  “Yes, sir. Rio two point oh, coming up.” I dutifully take a sip of my champagne. “So, did Josh say anything at all or did he just send the photo of Gracie?”


  “He was actually texting to tell me his buddy Reed is in Bangkok right now. Remember Reed from Josh and Kat’s wedding?”


  Gosh, hmm, let me think if I remember Reed from Josh and Kat’s wedding. Ha! Every woman at that wedding, from age eight to eighty, married or single, deaf, dumb, or blind, remembers that Hottie McHottie-pants from Josh and Kat’s wedding. But that’s not what I say to my husband, of course. I’m not a sadist—or a total dufus. “The one who has the record label?” I say nonchalantly, taking a bite of my octopus.


  “Yeah. Well, one of the artists from his label just shot a music video in Thailand.”


  “Oh, that’s cool.”


  “Yeah, so they’re gonna do some big promotional appearance in Bangkok tonight. Some sort of VIP thing.”


  “Oh, wow.” I take another bite of my food. “Reed seemed like a cool guy.”


  Jonas takes a bite of his food. “Yeah, he’s a good guy. And you can stop trying to play if off like you didn’t think he was hot. Every woman who’s ever encountered Reed has always drooled all over him. I’ve seen it firsthand many times.”


  I laugh. “I didn’t notice his physical appearance whatsoever. I just liked talking to him about music.”


  Jonas laughs. “Josh has been friends with Reed since college—and, trust me, the two of them together were dangerous to women’s health. He was one of the guys Josh flew into Bangkok, actually. I got to know him a bit when we kayaked in Cambodia together.”


  “Oh, that sounds fun.”


  “Okay, put it on your list, pretty baby.”


  I grin. Jonas is being literal. He’s ordered me to keep a running list of any place I want to see and anything I want to do, and he’s sworn he’s gonna check every single item off the list for me ’til the day we die.


  “So, anyway,” Jonas says, putting his drink back on the table, “Josh asked Reed to put our names on the list.”


  “The list?”


  “The guest list for the VIP promotional-appearance-thing tonight,” Jonas says. “It’s at some high-end nightclub.”


  I slam my fork down on the table. “Jonas Faraday! You’ve been playing with me this whole time. Ha!” I hoot. “Well, why the heck are we still sitting here, baby? Let’s go!”


  Jonas looks mortified. “Well, hang on a second, baby. No, I wasn’t playing with you. Not at all.”


  “You weren’t?”


  “No. I don’t wanna go to the stupid party. I was thinking we’d just go back to the room after dinner and—”


  “Oh my God, Jonas, hale naw. We aren’t gonna be sexual hermits in frickin’ Bangkok when our names are on a VIP guest list at a swanky nightclub!”


  He sighs and rolls his eyes.


  I rub my face. “Aw, come on, Jonas Introverted Faraday. God knows I love you. I adore you. But, baby, I just climbed rocks and caves with you for four frickin’ days—not that I didn’t love every second of it—but now I’m ready to shake it like a Polaroid picture.” I squeal. “Come on, love. Let’s paint Bangkok red.” I bump up and down in my chair, clapping my hands.


  He laughs. “Yeah, but the question is do you want to go?”


  I laugh.


  He looks out at the skyline, his face awash with discomfort.


  Oh God. Poor guy. Asking poor Jonas to go to a VIP party at a nightclub is like asking a fish to climb a tree, as he so often says. But I can’t help myself. The truth is I want to go to this party more than I care about my beautiful husband’s discomfort, just this once. “Babe, the bar exam was two solid days of hell,” I say, arguing my case. “And I had to study for months and months before that. And law school was three long, hard years. And I worked my way through college with two jobs.” I throw the back of my hand over my forehead in mock despair. “And I had to walk uphill both ways to get to class every single day.”


  He grins, his resolve clearly melting.


  “Come on, love. Suck it up. Have some shit-faced fun with your silly little wife.”


  He sighs. And the look on his face melts my heart.


  Oh, my Sweet Jonas. My sweet, complicated, introverted, beautiful Jonas. I let out a long exhale. Oh, well. I tried. Why force the man of my dreams to do something he hates? Surely, there are worse things than staying in a luxurious suite in Bangkok with the hottest man alive. “You know what?” I say, smiling at him sympathetically. “Never mind. I’d take a night alone with the sexiest man alive over a Thai nightclub any day.”


  He visibly relaxes. “Thank you. I’ll make sure you have the orgasm of your life.” He winks.


  “As usual.” I beam at him.


  We both take big bites of our food, sip our drinks, and look out at the skyline for a few moments.


  “But just out of curiosity,” I finally say, “who’s the rock-star-guy Reed is partying with? The one that’s in Thailand to shoot a music video?”


  “No one famous. I’ve never heard of him.”


  “What’s his name?”


  He looks at his phone and reads the name.


  “Holy shitballs!” I blurt, tossing my fork onto the table with a clang.


  “You’ve heard of him?” Jonas asks, taken aback.


  “Jeupucha culo! Of course, I’ve heard of him! He’s the biggest name in hip-hop right now. Oh my fucking God. He’s at the top of the charts!”


  Jonas laughs.


  “Oh, Jonas. He’s huge right now. He’s got that monster hit—that song ‘Crash’? You know the one? It’s on the radio nonstop.”


  Jonas shakes his head again.


  “Oh, yes, come on, you know it. ‘Crash into me with that thang, back it up and do it again.’ Ring a bell?”


  “No. Sorry. You know I hate hip-hop.”


  “Baby, I’m always singing it in the shower. I can’t get it out of my head. They play it at my spin class all the time.”


  He shrugs.


  “He just performed it on Saturday Night Live a few weeks ago. He’s that white-guy rapper everyone is calling ‘the new Eminem’? Except he can actually sing and he seems happy?”


  Jonas shakes his head again.


  “Oh my God, oh my effing God. Is he performing ‘Crash’ tonight?”


  “I dunno. Josh said he’s here to perform with some Thai rap group—who knew such a thing existed? They did some sort of collaboration and now they’re promoting it.”


  I squeal. “Oh, is it Thaitanium?”


  “Is what titanium?”


  “Is the Thai rap group he collaborated with called Thaitanium?”


  Jonas laughs. “How the fuck do you know the name of a single Thai hip-hop group?”


  “You’d be shocked at what’s rattling around in my head.”


  “Well, I don’t know. I didn’t ask the name of the Thai hip-hop group—no human other than you would ever ask the name of the Thai hip-hop group.”


  My entire body is electrified. “This is so exciting. Oh my effing God.” I’m panting with excitement. “Come on, love. I know you’ve heard the song a thousand times.” I sing him the insanely awesome hook to “Crash” and Jonas shakes his head. “Come on. It’s on every commercial these days—oh, it’s on that commercial for Nike. You know that one with that famous basketball player?”


  “You mean LeBron James?”


  “Yes! It’s on that commercial with LeBron James.”


  “Nope.”


  My cheeks feel flushed. I’m a giddy fool. “Jonas, you seriously need to broaden your musical horizons.”


  “This coming from the woman who owns every One Direction album.”


  “Hey, don’t disrespect my One-D—I’m still heartbroken about Zayn leaving the group.”


  He laughs.


  “Okay, sexy-pants. New plan,” I say, my jaw setting with determination. “We’ll go back to the room, have some hot monkey sex—any which way you please, lord-god-master—”


  “As usual.”


  “Right. As usual. And then we’ll head out into the depraved Bangkokian night to party like Josh and Kat. What do you say?”


  “I say, ‘Please, God, no.’”


  “Jonas, my love.” I grab his hand across the table. “My darling, dearest love of my life. I would die for you. I’d give you my kidney. And, yes, I will most definitely bear your gorgeous babies in the very near future—but for the love of God I am not willing to hang out in a hotel room when we’ve been invited to hang out with the hottest hip-hop star on the entire planet whose song is my frickin’ ringtone right now.” I pull my phone out of my purse, scroll into my settings, and press play on my ringtone—and the catchy hook of “Crash” blares from my phone.


  Jonas raises his eyebrows.


  “He’s. My. Ringtone. Jonas.” I can only imagine how my eyes are bugging out of my head right now.


  Jonas nods slowly. “Okay, baby. Looks like we’re going to a nightclub tonight.”


  I squeal. “Thank you, Jonas. And thank you, Baby Jesus.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 17


  Sarah


  


  It’s like someone decorated a Las Vegas nightclub with Asian décor and then threw it into a Thai-techno-hip-hop blender and pressed the button marked “high.” And then threw up. Holy moly, this place makes my head spin and my eyes glaze over. Or maybe it’s all the champagne coursing through my veins that’s making me feel this strange brand of motion sickness—because, holy hell, there’s a lot of champagne inside my body, people—or maybe it’s the fact that one of the biggest stars in pop music just walked up to me, politely asked if the seat next to me on the couch was taken, and promptly sat down when I mutely shook my head, my mouth agape. Oh my effing God.


  “I’m Will,” he says politely, putting out his hand.


  I already knew the guy’s real name is William (thanks to some frantic research on my phone during the cab ride to the club), but I’m surprised he’s introducing himself to me that way instead of by his rapper moniker. According to Wikipedia, twenty-four-year-old William “2Real” Riley is a rapper, singer, songwriter, and musician who grew up in the surprisingly tough neighborhoods of Long Beach, California, heavily influenced by such varied artists as House of Pain, Sublime, Run D.M.C., the Beastie Boys, Johnny Cash, and, much to my surprise, Jonas’ all-time favorite band, Rx Bandits (also from Long Beach). But given the man’s unique and yet oh-so-catchy musical style, his unorthodox list of musical influences doesn’t surprise me at all.


  “Nice to meet you, Will,” I say in a trembling voice, shaking his hand. “I’m Sarah Faraday.” So far, I’ve managed to keep myself from shrieking with glee. I think I have, anyway. Did I just shriek with glee? Oh shit. I clear my throat. “My brother-in-law is Reed’s friend from college—Josh Faraday?”


  “Oh yeah,” Will says. “Josh Faraday.” He chuckles like he’s remembering something amusing. “I love that guy. He recently did me a huge favor.”


  “If I had a dollar for every time I heard someone say Josh Faraday did them a huge favor, I’d have a stack of dollar bills higher than my head.”


  “So you’re Josh’s sister?”


  “No, his sister-in-law,” I say. “My husband is Josh’s twin brother.” I point at Jonas, who’s standing about fifteen feet away, chatting with Reed. We’re in a special VIP balcony overlooking the noisy club. “That’s my husband right there. Jonas Faraday.” Even after all this time, I still swoon every time I get to use the words “Jonas” and “my husband” in the same sentence.


  There’s a pause as Mr. Hip Hop sizes up Jonas and then looks back at me. “He looks a lot like his brother.”


  “Yeah, they’re twins—fraternal—but, trust me, their personalities are really different,” I say. There’s a pause in the conversation, during which the full force of this surreal situation slams into me: I’m chatting with the guy on my frickin’ ringtone right now. “You were awesome on Saturday Night Live,” I blurt, unable to contain my excitement any longer. “I love your music.”


  “Thank you,” he replies. His mouth stops moving. Conversation has ceased. I feel like throwing my arms around his neck and sobbing, “You’re so awesome!” But I refrain.


  Okay. Well. Clearly, his curt reply to my compliment indicates I should move on from flattery, or maybe even shut my mouth altogether and let the poor man move along to grace another fan with his sparkling presence, but my mouth apparently can’t control itself. “‘Crash’ is my ringtone right now,” I blurt, pulling out my phone like I’m poised to prove it. “I absolutely love it. Did you write it?”


  “Yeah, I did. Well, with another guy—a friend of mine. We co-wrote it.”


  “Wow. That’s so cool. It’s such a great song. So clever. There’s nothing else like it. No wonder it’s a smash hit. I bet you’re gonna win a Grammy. I know all the words by heart.” Oh God, someone put a gag on me. I’m a babbling fool. “They play ‘Crash’ in my spin class all the time,” I continue, probably cementing this poor man’s desire to hurl himself off the balcony. “I lip synch the words as I pedal.” I’m mortified to find myself making a pedaling motion by way of demonstration as I talk about spin class. “I guess you could say I’m a ‘spin-rapper.’” Oh dear God, no. That was just plain stupid. Someone help me. “A world-class spin-rapper,” I continue. Oh jeez. No. It’s time for me to use my seat as a flotation device.


  Will leans his ear to my mouth, obviously thinking he misheard me due to the blaring music. “You’re a world-class what? Did you just say you’re a world-class badminton player?”


  I burst out laughing. “No, although that would have been a way cooler thing to say. I said I’m a world-class spin-rapper—because I rap all the words to your song during spin-class.” I roll my eyes. “Basically, Will, I’m just a total and complete dork. Ignore me. I fall back on humor when I get excited or nervous—and I’m currently both.”


  “Why are you nervous?”


  I motion to him, like “duh.”


  “Yeah, but I’m as big a dork as you are. Trust me.”


  “Impossible.”


  “I am. Ask me anything. You’ll see.”


  “Really? Anything?”


  He nods.


  “Well, hmm. Okay. I am curious about something.” I grin. “You’re experiencing astronomical success right now—the kind of success most artists can only dream about. Has the reality of your success measured up to the fantasy of it? I mean, has any part of your success struck you as a surprise or maybe even a disappointment?”


  He raises his eyebrows. “So we’re done with flattery and small talk, then?”


  “Oh my God.” I wince. “Not what you meant by ‘ask me anything’?”


  He throws his head back and laughs. “I figured you’d ask me how I come up with my raps or what’s my favorite song on my new album—all the usual bullshit I could answer in my sleep. Little did I know, I sat down next to fucking Oprah.”


  “Oh God, I’m so sorry.” I cringe. “I’m so bad at small talk, especially when I’m drunk. Please forgive me. I told you—I’m a dork.” I shake my head like I’m erasing an Etch-A-Sketch board. “Rewind. So, Will, how do you come up with your raps? What’s your favorite song on your new album?”


  He laughs again. “No, no. You got me backwards. I hate small talk. I hate it. We’re good.”


  “It’s been a while since I’ve had to pull out my small talk—not since before I met Jonas. My husband doesn’t do small talk. I guess I’m a little rusty.”


  “How long you been married?”


  “Two years.”


  “Still a newlywed.”


  I smile broadly. “These two years have flown by. It feels like just yesterday we were saying ‘I do.’”


  “So, does the reality of marriage live up to the fantasy of it? Or is there some part that’s struck you as a disappointment?”


  I laugh and sip my drink.


  “No, I’m actually asking you the question. Straight up. How’s marriage working out for you?”


  “Oh, you’re being serious?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I thought you were just turning the tables on me—being a smart-ass.”


  “Well, yeah. I’m being a smart-ass—that’s what I do when I’m nervous and excited.” He smirks.


  I grin at him. There’s no wonder why this man is a star. He’s got charisma oozing out his pores. “Well, sir, that’s an easy question to answer: The reality of being married to the sublimely beautiful Jonas Faraday far exceeds any fantasy of marriage I’ve ever had. There hasn’t been a single disappointment, ever. He’s my perfect match and I’m the luckiest girl in the world.” I lean my drunken head closer to Will’s to make sure he hears me over the music in the club. Oh, he’s wearing a nice cologne. “I’m actually addicted to my hunky-monkey husband, if you wanna know the truth,” I say. I feel my cheeks color with heat for an instant as I think about just how much Jonas turns me on. “That boy is pure magic.”


  Will’s face lights up. Clearly, whatever expression I’ve got on my face has just transferred to his. “Wow,” he says.


  I nod and sip my drink again. “Yup. Wow. Jonas is my fantasy come to life. True dat.” Oh, God. I cringe at myself.


  But Will doesn’t seem fazed by my horrific lack of street cred. “I’ve never heard a woman talk about her man like that before.”


  “Never?”


  “Not even close.”


  “Well, then, I feel sorry for whatever woman you’ve been talking to.”


  “Actually, mainly, that woman would be my girlfriend—my ex-girlfriend now—so you should feel sorry for me, not her.” He swigs his drink.


  “Oh.” I wince. “Sorry.”


  “Eh, no worries. It’s for the best. My schedule can’t fit in a girlfriend now, anyway.” He shrugs and takes another huge gulp of his drink.


  “What’s her name?”


  “Carmen.” A huge smile breaks out across his handsome face. He motions to me like he’s answering an unspoken question. “Yeah, I’ve always had a thing for the brown girls.”


  I blush.


  “You are Latina, right?”


  “Sí. Colombiana.”


  “Yeah, I figured.” He rolls his eyes. “I’ve definitely got a type—and you’re it. Just my luck you’re married.” He smiles and swigs his drink yet again.


  “Thank you. I’m flattered. But, yes, I’m very, very, very married.”


  “Yeah, you’ve made that fact pretty damned clear.” He chuckles.


  “If you want me to move so you can talk to someone else—you know, a brown girl who’ll actually sleep with you tonight, I won’t be the least bit offended. I promise.”


  He laughs. “Thanks for the offer, but I’m good—I’m enjoying talking to Oprah two-point-oh.”


  “Ha! You might not feel that way when I ask my next question. I gotta make you cry or the whole interview’s a bust.”


  He laughs again. “Shoot. I can take it.”


  “What happened with Carmen? Was your relationship a casualty of your astronomical success, you think? Or was it unraveling before then?”


  He laughs. “Boom. Ain’t no such thing as small talk with Oprah.”


  I shrug. “I warned you. I suck at small talk.”


  “Are you gonna ask me about my childhood next?”


  I put on my Oprah voice. “Will, what was your most traumatizing childhood experience? And how has it shaped you into the person you are today?”


  He pretends to break into a sob and we both laugh.


  I clap my hands together like my work here is done.


  He takes another swig of his drink. “You really should ask people questions for a living—you’re good at it.”


  “I actually just took the bar exam back home in Seattle.”


  “An attorney?” He shakes his head. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”


  “I’ve always liked asking questions—you know, investigating things. Trying to figure things out. I’m a curious girl, especially when I’m drunk.” I raise my drink and he clinks it.


  “Curious, huh?”


  I nod. “Curious.” I can’t suppress my smirk.


  Will’s eyes sparkle. “Especially when you’re drunk?”


  I nod again. “Especially when I’m drunk. And right now I’m drunky-drunkerton.”


  “Well, let’s keep the train rolling down the tracks, then, shall we?” He motions to the cocktail waitress and orders me another glass of champagne, plus a beer and six shots. “I just did your husband a big favor—tell him he can thank me tomorrow.” He winks. “So, tell me more about your mad spin-rapping skills, Oprah. When did you first discover you had the gift?”


  I laugh. “It’s hardly a gift. I’m only a world-class spin-rapper when it comes to ‘Crash.’ I just love it. I listen to it constantly. It’s catchy as hell and really clever. The musical arrangement is really different—groundbreaking, even. Unexpected instrumentation—unexpected rhythms. And it’s funny. I can’t resist funny.”


  “Thank you.”


  “You’re very welcome. Thank you for a frickin’ awesome song. It’s destined to be a real classic, Will. Mark my words. Right up there with the greats.”


  He gulps down the last of his drink. “So, enough with the flattery. On to more important topics. What’s your rapper name? We gotta make sure it’s something tight.”


  I glance over at Jonas again. Reed’s talking to him—and by the look on Jonas’ gorgeous face, Reed must be saying something particularly interesting. I’m just about to look away when Jonas glances over and beams a heart-stopping smolder at me. God, this man makes my heart skip a beat—and my panties turn soaking wet. “Huh?” I say, returning my attention back to Will.


  “A world-class spin-rapper can’t go by ‘Sarah Faraday.’ You need something with some attitude.”


  “Oh, yes. My rapper name.” I shift in my seat. If I’m not mistaken, my husband just gave me his I-want-to-swallow-you-whole look. “Hmm. I don’t know.”


  “M.C. Oprah?”


  “I’d get a cease and desist letter from Oprah’s legal team before I could say ‘Wave your hands in the air.’”


  He laughs. “Spoken like a true attorney. M.C. Big Talk?”


  “Jeez.” I shake my head. “That makes me sound like a total blowhard. Why don’t we just call me M.C. Blowhard?”


  He laughs.


  “Oh my God,” I say, putting my hand over my mouth. “Am I a total blowhard? I am, aren’t I?”


  He bursts out laughing. “No, not at all. Not even the slightest bit.”


  “Oh, thank God. You’d tell me, right?”


  “Of course, I would. That’s what friends are for. You’d tell me, too, right?”


  “Hellz yeah. That’s what besties do for each other, Will.”


  “Good. ’Cause we world-class rappers gotta stick together,” he says.


  I giggle.


  We clink glasses again.


  A guy approaches Will, obviously a fan, and Will graciously shakes his hand and leans in for a selfie on the guy’s phone. I suddenly feel like a third-wheel. I glance at Jonas, but he’s thoroughly engrossed in his conversation with Reed. Should I get up and stand next to Jonas—let this guy have some time with Mr. Superstar?


  “Thanks, man,” Will says. “No problem. But I’m kinda in the middle of something important right now.” He gestures to me, like I’m the something important he’s in the middle of, and my cheeks flush. The guy on my ringtone wants this guy to leave so he can continue talking to me? I can barely keep myself from squealing.


  The minute the guy leaves, Will exchanges a look with a huge black guy standing on the other side of the large balcony. Holy Large Black Man, Batman. Next to that guy, my ripped husband looks like a frickin’ child.


  The guy nods and moves closer to us, but still far enough away to allow us complete privacy.


  “Okay, Oprah,” Will says. “Back to your rapper name.”


  “Oh. Hmm.”


  “Tread carefully. This is a very serious decision.”


  “Maybe the most important decision of my life.”


  We both tap our temples for a moment, thinking carefully about this important decision.


  “It’s got to be good. You’re world-class. It can’t be fucking bush league.”


  “Dude, I know. Trust me, I know. But I’m drawing a blank. Hey, you’re the fancy rapper with the number one hit on iTunes that’s the odds-on favorite to win a Grammy—you’re the one who’s supposed to have all the freaking genius ideas. Come on.”


  “Fuck that. You’re the one who just graduated fucking law school. It’s your job to come up with the ‘freaking genius ideas’ and let me steal all the glory from you. That’s how the music biz works, Oprah.”


  I laugh. “Actually, that reminds me of another question.”


  “Oh God, no. No more questions that are gonna make me cry.” He laughs. “But I promise you this: When I have my total fucking meltdown, which I predict will happen within the next year or so, give or take, I’ll give you the exclusive interview. Okay?”


  “Deal.”


  We share a smile.


  “Oh, hey,” he says, “I think I have a ‘freaking genius idea.’ Faraday’s your married name, right?”


  I nod.


  “What’s your maiden name?”


  “Cruz.”


  “Boom. Now that’s a sick brown-girl name. I can work with that. Cruz. That’s just pure Latina-badass right there. How ’bout you just do the one-word thing? Eminem. Usher. Kanye. Jay-Z. Cruz.”


  “2Real,” I say, reminding him of his own place in current pop culture.


  He smirks.


  “Oh, wait,” I say. “By George, I’ve got it. How about ‘O-A-P Cruz’?”


  “OAP Cruz? What’s O-A-P?”


  “Oh, it’s just this thing. Never mind what it is. Just trust me, it’s perfect—totes gangsta.”


  “Just a tip: ‘totes’ and ‘gangsta’ don’t really go together if you actually wanna be gangsta.”


  “Super dorky?”


  “Super dorky.”


  I shrug. “Shoot. Story of my life.”


  He laughs.


  “I really think that’s it, though, Will. ‘OAP Cruz.’ I’ve already got an ‘OAP’ tattoo. I just need to get the ‘Cruz’ tattoo and I’ll be totes gangsta.” I do a sudden freakazoid thing with my hands which I’m intending as a flashing-my-gang-sign thing, but which comes out more like jazz hands.


  He laughs. “Wow. Now that was ‘totes gangsta.’”


  I laugh.


  “So, come on, what’s OAP?”


  “I’m not telling.” I swig my drink.


  “But you’ve got a tattoo that says ‘O-A-P’?”


  I nod.


  He blatantly looks me over. “Where is it?”


  “In a place only my husband’s ever gonna see.” I wink.


  His face lights up. “Oh, man. Something tells me your husband’s a lucky motherfucker.”


  “He is.”


  He smirks. “Come on. You gotta tell me what O-A-P means.”


  I shake my head.


  “If you got it inked on you, it must stand for something pretty important.”


  “It does.”


  “Oh, see. Now you got my full attention.”


  I wave my hands like it’s not important.


  “Oh no. You don’t get to wave me off. You gotta tell me. I promise I won’t tell anyone. We’re friends, remember?”


  I shake my head and sip my champagne.


  “Aw, come on, Cruz. One world-class rapper to another.”


  “It’s too personal.”


  “Oh, fuck. Now you got me crazy-curious, Cruz. Don’t do me like that.”


  I shake my head again.


  He rolls up his sleeve like a man on a mission. “Check this out. You see this here?” He points to a tattoo of an elaborate flower on his arm. “That’s my mom’s favorite flower. I got it there so I can always bring my momma flowers no matter where or when I see her.” He rolls up the sleeve on his other arm. “See this?” He points to a dragon with a huge heart. “I got matching hearts with my girl back in high school. I thought we’d last forever.” He grins. “But then she slept with my best friend so that was that—so I added the dragon to camouflage it.” He laughs. “You want more?” He starts unbuttoning his shirt, apparently to show me something on his chest.


  “No. Stop. No disrobing necessary.”


  He flashes me an adorable look. “I’ll show you the tattoo on my ass if it’ll convince you to tell me what I wanna know.”


  “No, please. I wouldn’t be able to explain you dropping your drawers to my husband.” I laugh.


  He exhales. “Shit. Fine. I’ll answer your question then. Will that convince you?”


  I shrug, unsure what he’s talking about.


  He crosses his legs and postures himself like he’s on a talk show. “Well, Oprah, the reality of my success has been fucking spectacular, thank you for asking,” he says. “There’s money, women, fame, travel, and as much weed as a man could ever want.” He grins. “Fucking awesome. And yet, honestly, it’s been soul-crushing and lonely as fuck, too, if you really wanna know. I cheated on my girl and lost her—and rightly so. I couldn’t withstand the temptation all around me, and now I’m kicking myself every single fucking day. I lost a really special girl—a girl who totally understood me and stood by me. I just totally fucked up, but there’s nothing I can do about it.” He takes a long swig of his drink. “The other thing that sucks is that all my conversations with strangers these days, other than this awesome conversation with you, Oprah, are about nothing but small talk and ass-kissing and people wanting to take selfies to post on fucking Instagram—and that gets really old really fast, trust me.” He takes another large gulp of his drink. “Okay, so there you go. I’ve poured my heart out to you. I’ve laid my soul bare. Now it’s your turn—what the fuck does O-A-P stand for?”


  The waitress returns with our drinks. Will takes a shot off the tray and hands it to me and then double fists two shots for himself. “Ready, OAP Cruz?”


  I nod and we throw back our shots together.


  Will offers me one of the other shots remaining on the tray and I put up my hand, so he grabs it and throws that one back, too, hands me the champagne glass off the waitress’s tray, and places the beer and remaining shots on the table in front of us.


  I glance at Jonas and discover he’s been watching me. For how long, I have no idea. He raises his glass, slowly, ever so slowly, apparently asking me if I’m good. I raise my champagne and he smiles thinly. I flash him the “okay” sign and he sloooowly turns his attention back to Reed, his eyes blazing.


  “Just tell me already,” Will says. “Or I’ll make you do another shot.”


  “Oh, you’ll make me do a shot? How would you do that, pray tell?”


  “Bad choice of words. I’ll request you do another shot.”


  “Mmm hmm. You’re used to getting everything you want, aren’t you, Mr. Hip Hop Star?”


  “Nowadays? Yes. Everything I want. Pretty much. Yep.”


  I make a sad face. “Except Carmen.”


  “Ooph. Are you trying to make me cry again?”


  “Yes. I’m sadistic like that.”


  “‘Except Carmen’ is exactly right,” he says. “And not getting to find out what O-A-P stands for. That’s an even bigger tragedy than losing Carmen.” He makes a sad face.


  “Aw, sad Will.”


  “Very, very sad Will.” He makes his face look even sadder. Oh, man, he’s adorable.


  “Oh, jeez. Stop, please,” I say, throwing up my hands. “I’m a sucker for a man with sad eyes—just ask my hunky-monkey husband. Okay, I’ll tell you.”


  His face lights up.


  “But it’s our little secret, okay?”


  He smiles broadly. “Absolutely. I promise.” He crosses his heart.


  I pause. What the fuck am I doing right now? “You promise you’re not gonna tell anyone?”


  He crosses his heart again.


  “I’m serious, Will.”


  “No lie. I promise. My word is my bond.”


  “Okay.” I bite my lip. I’ve definitely got his undivided attention. I lean right into his ear. “Orgasma the All-Powerful.”


  He leans back from my face, in total shock. “Are you shitting me right now?”


  “No, I am not shitting you right now, sir. That’s what O-A-P stands for. Orgasma the All-Powerful. Boom shaka laka.” I drain my entire glass of champagne.


  “Holy shit. Not at all what I expected. You’re telling me you’ve got a hidden tattoo, maybe even in your secret garden is what I’m guessing, that says Orgasma the All-Powerful?”


  “Well, no, my tattoo just says ‘O-A-P.’ But that’s what it stands for, yes.”


  He glances at Jonas and back at me with blazing eyes. “I’m so fucking jealous of your husband right now. Damn, girl.”


  I shrug. “He’s not complaining.”


  “Holy shit, girl. This deserves a shot.” He hands me one of the alcohol-filled glasses on the table in front of us and grabs one for himself. We clink and down the shots.


  “Why are you Orgasma the All-Powerful?” he asks, his face on fire. “Please tell me the reason is exactly what I think.”


  “Well, what do you think?”


  “That orgasm is your superpower or some shit like that.”


  I can feel my cheeks burst into flames.


  He claps and hoots. “I hit the nail on the head, didn’t I?”


  I press my lips together, my cheeks blazing.


  He laughs. “Aw, don’t clam up on me now, OAP. Tell me the rest.” He leans in and smiles at me. “If you don’t voluntarily tell me everything I want to know, I’ll just keep feeding you shots ’til you do.”


  I can’t suppress my smile.


  “Come on, Cruz. You know you’re dying to tell me the rest. We’re besties, remember?”


  I roll my eyes and exhale. “Before I met my husband, I’d never had an orgasm. And then I met Jonas, and he showed me what I’d been missing.”


  “Get the fuck out of here. Never once before your husband?”


  “Never once.”


  “Not even while masturbating?”


  I shake my head. “So, thanks to Jonas, the man of my dreams, I became Orgasma the All-Powerful—an orgasmic superhero. Powerful in a brand new way. The End.”


  “But you’d had sex with other guys before Jonas, right?”


  “Yes. Many times.”


  “And never once?”


  “Never once.”


  “How many guys tried and failed?”


  “Tell me again why I’m sitting here in a Bangkok nightclub, drunk off my ass, telling my entire sexual history to the guy with the hottest song in the entire world right now?”


  “Don’t question it. Just roll with it. How many guys before your husband?”


  “Four,” I say. “Two long-term boyfriends, two drunken one night stands.”


  “And you never got off with any of them?”


  I shake my head. “Never.”


  “But did they... try? I mean, you know, did they go down on you? Did they touch you where it counts? Did they at least... try?”


  I shrug. “Yeah, they tried—as best they could, I guess. But even when they tried their damnedest, it didn’t happen. And lots of times, I faked it, so they probably didn’t realize it wasn’t happening for me, which is shame on me, in retrospect. But then my magical fuck wizard of a husband came along and changed everything.”


  “Your magical fuck wizard?” He laughs.


  “Oh.” I put my hand over my mouth. “I really shouldn’t have said that. I’m so effing drunk. Please pretend I never said that. I need to stop talking now.”


  “No, no. Don’t stop talking. I’m a vault, OAP. I promise.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Did your husband succeed on the first try?”


  I shake my head.


  “Second try?”


  I shake my head.


  “Ah, he was a persistent motherfucker, huh?”


  “My husband believes in sexual excellence. Sexcellence he calls it.”


  “Holy fuck.” He shakes his head gleefully for a moment. “I’m putting that into my next song. Can I have that?”


  “Be my guest. From our home to yours, dear friend. Hmm. I might have to create a greeting card for that one.”


  “What?”


  “Never mind. Drunk rambling.”


  He laughs. “This is amazing.” He’s practically wiggling in his seat, he’s having so much fun. “So what did Jonas do to you that finally did the trick?”


  I bite my lip. This is not a normal conversation. I haven’t even talked about this stuff with Kat. This mega-superstar is the last person in the whole world I ever thought I’d get to meet in my lifetime, let alone have even a five-minute conversation with, let alone talk to about this. How did we get on this topic in the first place?


  “Aw, come on, OAP. Did he do Fifty Shades of Grey shit on you? He figured out you like getting whipped or spanked with a paddle or some shit like that?”


  “No, nothing like that. No accessories. Jonas emphatically doesn’t do accessories. He just uses what God gave him and he uses it well. He just ... figured me out. Or, more accurately, he helped me figure myself out.”


  Will’s eyes are blazing. “That’s really, really sweet.”


  “Thank you.”


  “But it’s a big ol’ bunch of bullshit.”


  I’m aghast. “No, it’s not bullshit.” I jut my chin at him. “It’s the God’s truth.”


  “Well, okay. Not bullshit. I mean it’s not specific enough to be the truth. It’s like, you know, the kind of bullshit you say when you don’t want to tell the whole truth. The truth lies in details.”


  I nod. Well, yeah, that’s true.


  “Gimme details, OAP. Details.” He claps his hands excitedly. “What exactly did Mr. Sexcellence do to you that was so different from all those who came before him? Why were you able to have an orgasm with him and not the others?”


  I glance at Jonas and warmth spreads throughout my body. God, I love that man. “Why are you so interested in this, Will? I think you’ve barreled right into it’s-none-of-your-business territory now.”


  He scoffs. “Take one hundred random guys—a million random guys—and every single one of them, without exception, would want to know exactly what I’m asking you right now: What the fuck did that motherfucker do to you to set you off? If he knows something I don’t know about how to get a woman off, then I wanna fucking learn it and do it, too.”


  I shrug. “He’s just talented, that’s all. I’d even say gifted.”


  “No, no. Don’t give me some kind of soulmate bullshit, OAP. We’re too good of friends for you to do me that way.”


  I laugh.


  “You had sex with four guys and flatlined, and then this guy comes along and you explode off the charts. Was it his looks? Because I can plainly see he’s not an ugly dude.”


  I glance at Jonas again and sigh. “Yeah, he’s gorgeous, isn’t he? But, no. That wasn’t it.”


  “Okay, then, what? I want specifics. This is the most interesting conversation I’ve had in a very long time. All I need is a tub of popcorn and this would be better than watching the fucking Avengers.”


  “Sorry, Will. I’ve already told you enough. I’m married to the man of my dreams, and he figured me out—emotionally, physically, and spiritually. He loves me more than life itself, and giving me pleasure is his top priority. The End. Okay, now back to you. What part of fame has been the hardest on you? Now that you’ve achieved what you’d probably dreamed about, literally, what’s next to shoot for? And, as an artist, when you reach the stratosphere, as you’ve now done, do you feel pressure to live up to your fans’ expectations, or do you keep your sights set on your own artistic fulfillment?”


  He belly laughs. “Oh hell no, OAP. From now on, I’m the one who’s going Oprah on your ass, not the other way around.”


  “Nope. I’ve told you what I’m gonna tell you. End of fucking story. Now stop being a pervert and order us some more drinks, Mr. Fancy-Pants. My buzz is wearing off.”


  He laughs again. “Damn, girl, you don’t take any shit, do you?”


  “I’m Latina, I told you. Taking shit is antithetical to my molecular structure.” I make a motion like I’ve locked up my mouth. “I’m done being a drunken blabbermouth. The novelty of your fame has worn off, and now you’re just some rich, charismatic guy asking me personal questions that are none of his effing business.”


  “Whoa. OAP Cruz just laid down the fucking law.”


  I laugh.


  Will looks over at Jonas. “That’s one lucky son of a bitch right there.”


  “No, I’m the lucky one,” I say. “Believe me.”


  Just as Will is clinking my glass and officially christening me as “OAP Cruz,” Reed and Jonas walk over to us. Jonas leans down to my ear. “All good, baby?” he asks. His eyes are intense. Smoldering.


  I nod. The hair on the nape of my neck is standing up at the look on his face.


  Reed pulls Will aside to say something into his ear, and Jonas assumes Will’s newly vacated seat next to me. “You were talking to that guy for a long time,” Jonas says, putting his arm around me, his jaw muscles pulsing. “What were you two talking about for so long?”


  “Oh, gosh, lots of things. Let’s see. Josh. Tattoos. How he’s still totally hung up on his ex-girlfriend, Carmen. The fact that I’m married to the most incredible man alive. I dunno. Everything. Nothing.”


  “You seem pretty buzzed,” Jonas says. “Are you okay?”


  I give him two thumbs up. “Freaktastic, baby. Having a blast, actually. I told you—I’m on a mission to accomplish complete and utter irresponsibility tonight. So far, so good.”


  Will nudges Jonas on the shoulder and puts out his hand. “Hey, man. Nice to meet you. I’m Will. Sarah was just telling me about you.”


  “Great to meet you,” Jonas says, shaking Will’s hand. “Congrats on everything.”


  “Thanks.” Will motions to me. “That woman of yours takes zero shit.”


  “You already figured that out?” Jonas beams at me. “Yeah, she kicks my ass pretty hard when I need it.”


  “I’m sure it’s pleasant when she does.”


  Jonas looks at me, like he’s trying to figure out what Will’s referring to. “Yeah. Always,” he finally answers. He squints at me.


  “So, hey, I gotta do a couple songs downstairs in a few minutes. You two wanna watch from the VIP section at the front of the stage?”


  “Awesome!” I exclaim, leaping up from the couch with excitement—but then I look at Jonas and it’s plain we’re not on the same page. I sigh. Duh. What am I thinking? Asking my sweet Jonas to stand on a crowded dance floor watching a frickin’ hip-hop performance is tantamount to asking my sweet fishy to climb a tree. “But, actually,” I say, backtracking, “I think Jonas and I would rather watch your performance from up here on the balcony. Fewer people.”


  Jonas squeezes my hand. “No, baby. Go. Have fun. Hey, Reed,” he says. “Would you mind taking Sarah downstairs to the VIP area with you? Keep her safe?”


  “Yeah, sure. No problem. Actually, Sarah can watch the show from the wings with me. And Barry will be with us, too. She’ll be well taken care of.” He points to the large black guy with the massive arms who’s been keeping watch throughout most of my conversation with Will.


  “Just return her to me safe and sound, okay? She’s irreplaceable,” Jonas says, squeezing my hand.


  I can’t stop myself from squealing with excitement.


  “I’ll bring her right back to the balcony when Will’s set is over,” Reed assures Jonas. “I promise.”


  “But seriously, Reed,” Jonas says. “This place is really crowded. Keep her close, okay?”


  “Yeah, of course. No worries.”


  I throw my arms around Jonas’ neck and kiss him deeply. “I’m so excited. Thank you for bringing me here.”


  “Have fun, baby. But be safe. Be smart.”


  “I will, baby. God, I love you, Jonas Faraday.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 18


  Sarah


  


  It turns out the Thai hip-hop group Will collaborated with on a new song is called “Time’s Up,” spelled for American audiences as “Thaime’s Up.” (Clever, right?) And right now, all five of the Thaime’s Up boys are bouncing around the stage, rapping out clipped syllables and sounds that mean absolutely nothing to me (but which apparently mean a whole lot to the screaming people from Thailand in the audience). Will is standing right in front of Reed, Barry, and me offstage in the wings, waiting patiently for his cue to burst onstage and blow the roof off the place.


  “This is their biggest hit,” Reed says into my ear about the Thai group. “These boys are huge here in Thailand.”


  I nod. The crowd’s reaction to them has made that abundantly clear.


  I’ve never watched live music from offstage before, and I have to say, it’s the best view in the joint. Not only can I see the performers up close and personal (though from slightly behind and to the side), but I can also simultaneously see the audience members’ faces as they’re watching the show, too—and it’s a pretty damned cool way to watch live music, I must say. It heightens the musical experience to see so many expressions of rapture all at once.


  I glance up toward the balcony and easily spot Jonas’ hulking frame among the few people remaining up there. I wave at him from behind Will’s shoulder and he immediately waves back, smiling at me. He’s virtually alone up there now—pretty much everyone else from the VIP area came downstairs to watch the show—and I’m sure that’s just the way Jonas likes it.


  The song ends and one of the hip-hop guys says something singsong-y into his microphone. The crowd cheers and applauds enthusiastically.


  A new bass-heavy beat begins playing, and the crowd explodes yet again, this time in obvious recognition of the forthcoming song. One of the Thai guys shouts, “2Real!” into his microphone, and Will’s body in front of me visibly pumps up, instantly transforming into the swaggering rapper the world expects him to be. When the Thai rapper onstage yells, “2Real!” into his microphone a second time, Will bursts onto the stage with maximum swagger, spewing a rapid-fire string of percussive rhymes as he goes—and the crowd goes freaking ballistic.


  I don’t recognize this particular song—I’m guessing it hasn’t been released in the States yet (if it’s ever going to be?)—but, oh my God, I already love it. Or maybe I’m just mesmerized by Will’s performance, regardless of the song, because the boy is magnificent. Will’s rapping in English while the hip-hop group raps in Thai—all of it to an infectious beat thick with unusual horn riffs and heavy bass—and the result is like Asian-infused crack for my ears. For the first half of the song, I seriously cannot peel my eyes off the stage or stop my body from shaking and gyrating, but midway through the song, I’m suddenly aching to share this enthralling moment with Jonas. I peel my eyes off the six men bouncing around onstage and look up to the balcony, hoping Jonas is enjoying this as much as I am.


  Wowzers. Jonas isn’t bouncing and gyrating to the music, not even a little bit. He’s standing stock-still and staring at me, his eyes smoldering even from this distance. Clearly, I’ve done something—though what I have no idea—to turn my sweet Jonas into Jonas the Great White Shark.


  The song ends and the crowd cheers fanatically.


  “You ready to ‘Crash’ into me?” Will yells to the crowd, and the familiar beat of Will’s massive hit begins blaring over the sound system.


  Every person in the club suddenly loses their effing minds, including me. I’m screaming, jumping, shaking my ass—I’m a dancing fool, peepscicles!—just like everyone else under this straining roof. Oh my fucking God!


  Will begins rapping the now-ubiquitous words to his song, and I rap them right along with him, word for word, just like I always do in spin class. And in the car. And the shower. And while jogging. Oh my God, this song is my jam!


  When Will reaches the hook of the song, the Thaime’s Up boys chime in, along with every person in the audience.


  This song is catchy as hell. Infectious! And singing along in unison with so many people, in Thailand, no less, is making me feel light-headed with glee. Only music can unite people all over the world like this. Oh my God, I feel like I’ve been injected with a very illegal substance. This is the divine original form of elation.


  The song is drawing to its bone-vibrating finale, but Will stops short of launching into the final hook, in sharp divergence from the recorded version I know so well. “All right, all right. Keep that beat going for me, DJ,” he says, pointing up at the DJ booth. He lets the music settle and simmer for a minute as he swaggers around the stage, working the crowd. The crowd begins cheering and clapping in unison at his slightest suggestion. “Hey, do you guys like this song?” he asks the crowd, and they cheer their response. “Thanks for making this song number one.” They cheer again. “Guess what? I got a special treat for you tonight.” Everyone screams with anticipatory excitement at whatever Will’s about to say. Will lets the beat continue for a moment, building anticipation. “We got someone special in the house tonight.” He glances behind his shoulder in my direction, and when he catches my eye, he smiles broadly.


  Every hair on my body stands on end. Oh no. No.


  “There’s a world-class spin-rapper in the house tonight, people,” he says, and my heart leaps into my throat. Holy shit. No, no, no.


  The crowd cheers wildly, too drunk or high to question what the hell a world-class spin-rapper is, I guess. Several people in the front row pull out their phones and begin videotaping, getting ready for whatever earth-shattering splendor they’re about to behold.


  “Yeah, you heard me right, people—we got a world-class spin-rapper here with us tonight—and that’s some once-in-a-lifetime, lucky shit right there.”


  I put my hand over my mouth. Surely, my cheeks are beet red.


  “This world-class spin-rapper’s here all the way from Seattle—and she came to perform for you.”


  The club explodes with excitement. More phones go up into the air.


  Oh, dear God. No. I begin shaking my head wildly, like it’s a weather vane atop a stormy barn. No, no, no. Fuck no.


  “Put you hands together for...”


  Oh God, no. I feel sick. No.


  “O... A ... P... Cruz!”


  The crowd applauds wildly.


  Will turns around and motions to me, his face absolutely beaming.


  I shake my head, mortified.


  Will strides toward me, laughing, his arms outstretched. “Come on, O-A-P,” he shouts into his microphone. He turns back around to the crowd. “Let’s convince her to come out here, y’all. O-A-P! O-A-P!” The crowd instantly follows Will’s lead, chanting the syllables he’s commanded, though I can’t imagine more than a quarter of them understand what the hell they’re shouting.


  “Come on, OAP.” He’s standing at the side of the stage, his open hand demanding that I join him.


  I feel Reed’s hand on my shoulder. “Don’t leave him hanging out there,” he says into my ear—and his tone makes it clear I have no choice in the matter.


  I take a deep breath, march onstage, and slide my hand into Will’s.


  The crowd cheers wildly at the sight of me.


  As Will leads me to front and center of the stage, I look up toward the balcony, desperately wanting to see Jonas’ calming face; but the stage lights are burning brightly into my eyes, blinding me. I can’t see a damned thing except the sweaty, screaming people looking up at me from the front edge of the stage, holding up their phones.


  “OAP Cruz, everyone!”


  The crowd cheers.


  “If you know the song, make sure you rap along with her—help her out,” Will says to the crowd. He hands me a microphone and leans into my ear. “First verse. Wait for my cue.” He pauses for a long moment, obviously waiting for a particular place in the song. “Okay, here we go. One. Two. One-two-three-four.”


  Without even thinking about it, I begin to rap the song. Holy hell, I’m a rapping fool. Nothing can stop me. I’m on automatic pilot. Holy shit. I’m on fi-yah, motherfuckers. I’ve rapped along to this song a million-kajillion times, and now, thanks to the champagne (and vodka) coursing through my veins, the words are confidently pouring out of me without the slightest need for conscious thought. In fact, the words aren’t just exiting my mouth, they’re flowing out of me like I was born to do this. I. Am. O. A. P. Cruz! Boom!


  Will and the boys of Thaime’s Up join me on the chorus, and when the second verse rolls around, Will and I fall into an easy back-and-forth rhythm, alternating our vocals as if we’ve been performing a synchronized duet for years.


  I glance up to the balcony, eager to share an elated smile with Jonas, but it’s no use—I still can’t see a damned thing through the blinding stage lights.


  Oh my God, this is one of the top ten moments of my life. I’ve never felt this kind of high before without Jonas directly causing it. I didn’t even know I was capable of feeling this way other than in response to Jonas’ magical touch. This is freaking incredible. I feel like I’m having an orgasm in my soul.


  When the song ends, the crowd cheers like lunatics and the Thai boys take a bow. Will grabs my hand and raises it in the air. “Let’s hear it for O-A-P Cruz!” The crowd cheers their approval and I laugh with glee. To say I’m having fun would be a gross understatement.


  I begin walking offstage toward Reed and Barry, but Will grabs my arm. “Come on, OAP, you’re coming with me.” He pulls me toward the side of the stage, opposite where Reed and Barry are standing, and all seven of us rappers—because I’m a rapper, peeps!—walk offstage together through a private door.


  Within half a minute, I’m behind a closed door in a small private room—a dressing room, I think—and one of the Thai boys is twirling me around as everyone else high-fives and hugs and cheers. Someone hands me an open bottle of booze, apparently expecting me to take a swig, and so I do—a big one—and, good God, it tastes like jet fuel. But what the hell—I take a second long swig, anyway, because I’m a frickin’ badass, and then pass the bottle along to the next guy.


  One of the Thai boys comes up and kisses me on the cheek. “Awesome!” he says.


  “Thank you,” I mumble, but he hasn’t waited for my reply. He’s already moved on to hugging Will.


  “That was so tight,” Will says, swooping in to hug me after the Thai boy lets go of him. “We’ve got a world-class spin-rapper right here, motherfuckers!”


  The Thai boys cheer. I feel like I’m floating on air. I throw my arms around Will’s neck and hug him. “Thank you so much. That was one of the most exciting moments of my entire life.”


  He squeezes me back and kisses me on the cheek. “You slayed it, OAP.” He pulls back from our embrace, laughing. “I thought I was gonna give you the mic for, like, five seconds and then have to grab it back and boot your sorry ass off the stage.” He howls with laughter. “But you rocked it, girl. You fucking rocked it. Oh my God.”


  The unmistakable smell of pot suddenly fills my nostrils. I look around the tiny room and one of the Thai boys is blowing a huge puff of smoke out his mouth and passing the joint to his bandmate.


  “Give it here,” Will says. He takes a long, looooong drag and then offers it to me.


  “No, thanks,” I say, waving my hands. “Pot just makes me sleepy.”


  “Not this shit.” He laughs. “This shit’s gonna give you the best sex of your life.” He offers it to me again.


  “It’s just pot? Not laced with anything?”


  “Yeah. Just weed—the good stuff. It’s gonna make you feel good, OAP. You’re gonna come up with three more letters for yourself after you smoke this shit.”


  I take it from him and inhale deeply on the joint.


  “Deeper,” Will says. “A good long inhale, as deep as you can, and hold it in your lungs.”


  I take another hit, as deeply as I can manage, but immediately start coughing. This is my second time smoking pot—the first being at a party in college with Kat—and I’m obviously not good at it.


  “No, no. Take your time. Hold the smoke in your lungs for three long seconds,” Will says. “Not in your throat—in your lungs. One more try. Really deep, and hold it there for a count of three.”


  I follow orders and oh my God. My body’s reaction is literally instantaneous. “Holy crappola,” I say, blowing out the smoke. “I feel like I just got wrapped in a giant Snuggie.” I laugh.


  “Just wait ’til tonight when your magical fuck wizard starts going down on you. You think you’re Orgasma the All-Powerful now?” He laughs. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”


  I can’t even reply. Whoa. I feel amazing. Like I’m filled with helium. Well, and hormones. Whoa. Fucky-fucky fuck me.


  “Take another hit,” Will coaxes, and I do.


  “Whoa,” I say. And then I take one more hit for good measure.


  “You feeling good?”


  I nod.


  “Hey, Chakrii,” Will says to one of the Thai boys. “You got anymore of that Ex from the other night?”


  The Thai boy nods. “Yeah.”


  “Give a couple tablets to OAP here, would you?”


  Chakrii reaches into his pocket, pulls out a baggie full of little white pills, fishes out two of them, and hands them to Will.


  “You and your husband ever fucked on Ecstasy?” Will asks me, holding out his palm to display two white pills.


  I shake my head. Wow, the pot is hitting me hard. I want to curl up with Jonas and lick him from head to toe. “I’ve never done any drugs at all, except for smoking pot once in college,” I say. “And all I did after that was sleep.” Oh, jeez. My brain is slowing down and warping. I suddenly feel so relaxed. “Teach me how to dougie,” I say, seemingly out of nowhere—but it’s not out of nowhere, actually, because I’m rhyming with “Snuggie.” Duh.


  “You’re not gonna believe how good sex feels when you combine this strain of weed with Ecstasy.” He grabs my hand and gently lays the two white pills in my palm, like he’s giving me a baby chick. “This is my gift to you and your husband for tonight. Enjoy it, Orgasma.”


  I push the pills back at him. “I don’t want to die.”


  Will laughs. “You won’t die. This isn’t a fucking after-school special. This is pure MDMA. I used it just the other night. Awesome stuff. Just have fun.”


  My brain has slowed to the capacity of a Chihuahua. “I don’t want to die in Thailand, Will.”


  “Sarah, you’re not gonna die. When Ecstasy is pure, not laced with any other shit, it’s completely safe. All this is gonna do to you is give you the orgasm of your life. A night of pure ecstasy.” He smiles. “Your husband’s gonna thank me.”


  “Jonas already gives me pure ecstasy. The culmination of human possibility.” That last part sounded funny when it came out of my mouth. “Human possibility,” I say again, just because it’s such a funny combination of syllables. “Hyoomuhn. Poss. I. Billy. Billy. Bill. Ah-tee.”


  Will shakes his head. “Your husband gave you your first orgasm so you don’t know there’s another level beyond him. But, trust me, there is—and this is gonna take you there.” He winks. “My gift to you both.”


  “Hyoo-muhn poss-i-billy. Billy-uh-tee,” I say. “Ah-tee.”


  He laughs. “You’re welcome.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 19


  Sarah


  


  “Awesome show, Will.” It’s Reed, hugging Will and patting him heartily on the back. “Dude, the crowd went apeshit. We definitely have to do this again at my club in Vegas next month.” Reed turns to me. “You’ll have to come out to my club in Vegas for a repeat performance, OAP Cruz.” He throws his head back and laughs. “Fucking awesome.”


  I don’t reply. I’m too busy staring at Reed’s hair and thinking, “That looks soft.”


  Reed hugs and high-fives each member of Thaime’s Up, and I turn my attention to the lights dangling from the ceiling. “Amay-zing,” I say out loud, though there’s no one listening to me. “Preeeeetttttttyyyyyyyy.”


  Reed puts his arm around my shoulder. “Did you have fun up there, Sarah?”


  I nod. Gosh, Reed is so handsome. And just such a nice guy, too. His teeth are strikingly white.


  “You looked like you were having a blast,” Reed says. “You slayed it, OAP Cruz.”


  “You’re such a nice guy, Reed,” I say, laying my cheek against his shoulder. “I’m sorry I didn’t mention that to you before now.”


  He laughs. “What’s OAP stand for, by the way?”


  I jerk my head off Reed’s shoulder and make a face at Will like a cartoon character about to get run over by a locomotive.


  Will bursts out laughing and makes a motion like he’s locking his mouth. He winks.


  I sink back into Reed’s shoulder, relieved. Will is my friend. He would never tell my secret. That’s cause he’s my friend. Gosh, it feels nice to cuddle Reed. Reed is my friend, too. “Cuddle,” I say out loud. “Cuuuuuudddddduuuhl.”


  “I got a video of the whole thing on my phone,” Reed says. “I already sent it to Josh. Oh my God, he’s gonna laugh his ass off. I wish he could have been here to see that. Hysterical.”


  “Oh, I’m sure someone’s already put it up on YouTube,” Will says. “Our girl OAP’s gonna go viral, for sure. Mark my words.”


  “No doubt,” Reed says, laughing. “Oh, man, that was classic!”


  Reed’s teeth aren’t just white, they’re also very straight. I touch the sleeve of his shirt. The fabric feels incredibly soft against my fingertips. “Soft,” I whisper.


  “OAP Cruz is in da house!” Will shouts and everyone laughs and cheers and holds up bottles of booze and beer.


  I snuggle closer into Reed. “I really like you, Reed.” I nuzzle my face into his chest like I’m a cat kneading my claws into a scratching pole. “I just like to snuggle you, Reed. Snuggle. Snuuuuuugguhl. Reeeeeeeeed.”


  Reed’s head suddenly whips toward Will. “Oh, fuck, Will. No.”


  Will laughs.


  “You gave her fucking Ecstasy?”


  Will’s laughing his ass off.


  “Oh shit,” Reed says. “Fuck. Will. Goddammit, man. I promised Jonas I’d take care of her. He’s gonna shit a brick.” Reed grabs my hand. “Come on, Sarah. Jonas is waiting for you upstairs in the balcony. Snuggle time is over. I need to get you to your husband.”


  “Jonas,” I coo. “Jonas is my husband. I love him so much. He’s so beautiful, inside and out. Joooonaaaas. He’s the man of my dreams; did I ever tell you that? He makes me feel so, so good.”


  “You’re such a dick, Will.”


  Will laughs again.


  “I’m gonna tell Jonas I love him so, so much. And then I’m gonna touch his hair.”


  Reed pulls me toward the door of the room, and the minute he opens it, I see Jonas standing there, ranting like a lunatic.


  “You can’t go in there,” Barry is saying, crossing his massive, black arms over his chest. “Reed went in there to get her—you just have to be patient—”


  “I’m not gonna be fucking patient—”


  “Jonas,” I say, lunging toward him. I throw my arms around him and press my horny body into his. I’m expecting him to melt into me and kiss me deeply—and, hopefully, rip my clothes off right here—who cares who sees us?—but he doesn’t do any of those things. In fact, he’s stiff and cold and clearly pissed as hell. “Did you see me rapping, baby?” I giggle, choosing to ignore the obvious signals of his taut body. “I’m a world-class spin-rapper! Yo!”


  Jonas clenches his jaw. “Let’s go.” He grabs my hand and starts pulling me away.


  “Wait, we have to say goodbye to Reed and Will.”


  “Barry, will you say goodbye to Reed for us?” Jonas says thinly, and, without waiting for a reply, he pulls me roughly away again.


  “What about Will?”


  Jonas levels his smoldering gaze at me. “I think you’ve already said plenty to Will.” He pulls roughly on my arm. “Come on.”


  Jonas pulls me through the crowd like I’m a rag doll, moving persistently toward the front doors of the club. Our progress through the large room is slow, though, because the crowd is dense—and also because pretty people keep stopping us, wanting to high-five me or hug me or take their photo with me. “No, sorry. No,” Jonas keeps saying. “No, we’ve got to go.”


  He’s actually being kind of rude, in my humble opinion. All these lovely people want to do is show OAP Cruz some love, and I can’t think of anything I’d rather do than return it. All I want to do right now is hug a whole bunch of pretty Thai people and Australian tourists (or are they Kiwis?) and kiss them and maybe even stroke their shiny hair, too. Gosh, they’ve all got shiny hair. Oh, and look at the lights. The lights are so bee-yoo-ti-ful. Amay-zing. Oh, and I wanna touch that guy’s jacket, too. I reach out and touch it. Oh, so soft.


  “Photo?” someone asks.


  “Yes,” I purr.


  Jonas pulls forcefully on me. “No.”


  “Baby,” I say. “Stop so I can hug my loyal fans.”


  “No.”


  “Well, then let’s pop into the bathroom so I can suck your dick.” I giggle.


  Jonas doesn’t even pause. “Hardly the time or place, Sarah,” he mutters, his voice as hard as granite.


  Oh man. We’re definitely not on the same page here. “I want you so bad right now, Jonas P. Faraday. I wanna touch your naked body and run my hands through your hair and roll around in a big pile of feathers with you,” I say brightly.


  Jonas stops dead in his tracks and stares at me, his lips parted with surprise. “Sarah, are you on something?” he whispers.


  I giggle and put my hand over my mouth.


  “Jesus Christ, Sarah.” He looks around briefly. “You’re on something?”


  I nod and bite my lip.


  “Holy fuck,” he says. His eyes blaze like he’s ready to murder someone. “Don’t say a fucking word until we’re safely in our hotel room. Do you understand me? Not a single fucking word.”


  “Word.”


  “Sarah. Goddammit—”


  “Okay, okay. But what if I say I want to take off all my clothes and rub myself against you from head to toe and sit on your face?”


  He grabs my shoulders. “Sarah. This isn’t a joke. Don’t say a word. Not here. Not in the cab. Not in the lobby of the hotel. Not a fucking word until we’re safely in our hotel room—do you understand?”


  I touch his face. “You’re so beautiful, Jonas P. Faraday. You’re like a Greek god—have I ever told you that? I’m so in love with you—now more than ever.”


  He grabs my wrist roughly and pulls my hand off his face. He leans into my ear. “We’re gonna be fucked if we get stopped. This is fucking Thailand, Sarah. I’m not gonna tell you again. Shut the fuck up and don’t say another motherfucking word.” He’s absolutely seething with rage.


  I nod. He’s so sexy when he’s angry.


  He yanks on me roughly and pulls me to the front of the club, tossing tiny Thai people out of his way as he goes.


  I know in my brain he’s mad at me, but I can’t help but feel sheer elation, regardless. Being on that stage was just pure euphoria—and now I’m going back to my hotel room with the man I love more than life itself to make love to him and feel him touching my skin. Oh man, that’s a good night, bitches. I’ve never felt like this before. So carefree. So unfiltered. So bad. It feels amay-zing.


  Jonas keeps pulling on me, his taut muscles leading the way. Holy fuckballs. He’s hot. I just want to roll my naked body all over his bare flesh and lick his balls and suck his dick and sit on his face and then dance through a big pile of leaves while singing “Dancing Queen.” And then curl up in his lap and let him sing “Take Me to Church” to me—off-key, of course. Oh God, I’m the luckiest girl in the whole wide world. My husband loves me and I love him. I’m mustard, bitches. Enough said. Except that it’s not enough said. Not at all. “Mustard,” I say out loud, my body slack as Jonas pulls me along through the crowd. “Mustard, bitches.” I laugh. “Bee-yotches. Mu-u-u-u-s-tard.”


  Jonas stops and puts his hand over my mouth. “Stop,” he says. “I’m warning you. Shut the fuck up.”


  I shake my head. Or should I be nodding? What did he say, again?


  I nod and flash him a thumbs-up with my free hand. I’ll be a good girl.


  And my thumbs are telling the truth. I’ll be a very good girl. Starting now.


  Yup, I’m a very good girl as Jonas pulls me through the doors of the club into the warm night; and a supremely well behaved chickadee as he stands next to me on the sidewalk, trying to hail us a cab in this crazy effing city; and an exemplary female specimen when he roughly shoves me into the back seat of a taxi (even though, quite frankly, I’m mightily disappointed he didn’t grope my ass when he pushed me into the cab). But once we’re safely ensconced inside the back of the taxi, my entire body relaxes and I melt into the car seat. “Oh, man, I feel like—”


  “Ssh.” Jonas literally gags me with his fingers, instantly shutting me up. I giggle and start sucking on his finger. He looks like he’s going to explode with anger, but he doesn’t remove his finger—which makes me giggle and suck even more.


  Jonas glares at me—but I don’t care. As far as I’m concerned, if a grown woman sucking on your finger in the back of a taxi in Bangkok doesn’t make you smile, you really should take a chill-pill.


  The car pulls up to the front of our hoity-toity hotel and Jonas pulls his finger out of my mouth. I’m about to speak, but he covers my lips with his palm and shakes his head, commanding me not to speak. I wink at him and he flashes me a look of pure rage.


  Once we’re inside our suite in the hotel, Jonas shuts the door behind us with a loud bang and whips around to face me, his eyes blazing. Uh oh. He’s only looked at me this way once before: the time I went off plan with Max and Oksana in Las Vegas.


  “Jeez, Jonas,” I say. “You look like you wanna—”


  “Are you out of your fucking mind?” Jonas yells. “I’m so fucking furious at you right now, I don’t even trust myself to come near you.” He crosses his arms over his muscled chest, shaking with his rage.


  “Oh,” I purr, my arousal spiking. “You’re so hot right now, baby. Just look at how your biceps are bulging. Wow.” My clit is suddenly thumping inside my panties.


  “What are you on?”


  I bite my lip. “Um.”


  “What the fuck are you on, Sarah?”


  “Well. Gosh. Let’s see. Hmm. Well, first off. I drank a shitload of champagne, thanks to my sweet, hunky-monkey husband.” I wink at him, but he’s not the least bit amused. I clear my throat. “Then I had some more champagne and a couple shots in the club. And then I was OAP Cruz—which you undoubtedly saw—and I frickin’ killed it, by the way. Ka-bam, bitches! ‘Crash into me with that thang, yo, yo; back it up and do it again.’” I shake my ass like I’m a back-up dancer for Beyoncé, but Jonas remains stone-faced. I laugh. He’s so silly. “Wasn’t that awesome tonight, baby?”


  Jonas gesticulates wildly. “What the fuck are you on?”


  “Hey, you’re gesticulating, baby,” I say. “Gest-i-cu-late. Almost as good as spelunking. Gest-ick-yoo-laaaaaate,” I say, letting the word roll off my tongue like I’m saying something very dirty. “Oh, I know. Kuuuumquaaaat.”


  “Sarah, oh my God. You’re insane right now. Focus.”


  I focus on his beautiful face. “Okay. I’m focusing.”


  “Did you smoke pot?”


  “Oh, why, yes. Thank you for asking. I smoked some weed with my homeys in the dressing room, ’cause that’s how we rappers dooz it after a show. And then, right after that, I popped a teeny-tiny magic pill—something I’ve never done before in my entire life, you know, because I’m usually a very, very good girl.” I smile. “And now, I must say, my dirty girl just wants to touch you and suck your dick.” I stick out my tongue, inviting him to slide his cock right onto it like a hot dog on a bun.


  Jonas looks utterly flabbergasted. “Holy shit. Did you take Ecstasy?”


  I nod and move to him. “Yes, sir, baby-sir. The culmination of human possibility.” I run my hands through his hair. “That’s how the Greeks defined it. Ecstasyyyyyyyy.”


  He grabs my hands out of his hair and pins them to my sides. “What the fuck is wrong with you, Sarah? What. The. Fuck!”


  I laugh. “I dunno.”


  “This is so far from funny. Who the fuck gave it to you? Was it Will?”


  I nod and giggle. “Will is my new bestie.”


  “This isn’t funny at all, Sarah. Not at all. Oh my God.”


  I pull the second white pill out of my pocket. “Well, you might think it’s a whole lot funnier if you take this.”


  “Oh, Jesus.” Jonas grabs the pill out of my hand and marches into the bathroom. I hear the toilet flush. He storms back into the room. “Are you fucking insane?”


  I shrug. “Quite possibly.”


  “Who the fuck are you right now? And what have you done with my wife?”


  I laugh. “I’m Sarah Faraday, baby. Your loyal and loving wife. Always.” I grin.


  “Do you have anything else?”


  I shake my head.


  “Nothing?”


  “Nothing but love for you.”


  “He didn’t give you anything else?”


  I shake my head. Or should I be nodding? No, I’m pretty sure shaking my head is what makes sense right now.


  “In your pockets?”


  I shake my head again, trying to keep myself from smiling.


  “Anything in your purse?”


  “Nothing else, Jonas. Jeez.” I walk toward him. “I just want to touch you.” I put my hands into his hair again. “So soft,” I say. “Delicious. I want you to brush your soft hair over my nipples, okay, baby? Rub your head against my nipples and—”


  He grabs my hands abruptly. “I can’t believe you did this. We’re in fucking Thailand, Sarah. Jesus. Of all the places in the whole fucking world to go completely off the rails and act like a complete fucking idiot—you pick Thailand?”


  I shrug. “Sure looks that way.”


  “Holy fuck, listen to me.” He shakes his head. “I cannot believe this is happening.”


  I laugh and reach for his face. “I just wanna touch you, Jonas—”


  “Stop. No.” He grabs my wrists again, his nostrils flaring. “Don’t you understand what could have happened? Cops in Thailand are notoriously corrupt, always looking for a bribe, especially from Westerners.”


  God, his lips are so beautiful when he speaks.


  “They can stop you for any reason or no reason at all and make you do a pee-test.”


  How is it possible he’s even more gorgeous than when I first met him?


  He releases my wrists and I immediately touch his face again. “Stop it, Sarah.” He grasps my wrists again. “Listen to me. If a pee-test comes back positive, you’re fucked—totally at the cops’ mercy. They can demand any amount of money from you, throw you in jail for however long, do whatever the fuck they want to you.” He releases my wrists. “And you never know who’s snitching to cops—taxi drivers, hotel clerks—you never fucking know.”


  Oh my God, he truly is a work of art. I touch his face. God, this man makes me so freaking happy. I love him so, so much. I touch his luscious lips as he tells me something about taxi drivers and hotel clerks—exactly what, I’m not sure.


  He pulls my hands off him. “You wanna spend five years in a Thai prison, Sarah?”


  I’ve been watching his beautiful mouth move all this time, not listening to the words he’s saying, and now, all of a sudden, there’s silence. His lips have stopped moving. Is he waiting for some sort of reply from me?


  “Well?” he finally asks.


  Oh, hmm. Sure seems like he expects a response from me. I nod.


  His face flashes acute anger.


  Oops. Wrong answer. I shake my head.


  Jonas looks up at the ceiling. “Never in a million years did I think you of all people would ever do something this fucking stupid.” He shakes his head again. “Who the fuck am I married to, Miley fucking Cyrus? Fuck.”


  “Will told me the pill would give me the most amazing orgasm, and I—”


  “What the fuck?” he booms. He makes a sound that reminds me of a volcano erupting. “That motherfucker talked to you about having an orgasm?”


  Wowzer-cats. Jonas’ face just ignited into a five-alarm fire.


  I nod and then shake my head, not remembering which is the right answer. What were we talking about again?


  “Will promised you an amazing orgasm, did he?” He’s trembling with his rage.


  Holy crappola. If Jonas were any other man looking at me this way, I’d cover my head with my arms in anticipation of getting smacked across the face.


  He takes a huge breath, obviously trying to calm the rage coursing through his body. The “external jugular vein” in his neck (which I can confidently identify thanks to my run-in with a certain Ukrainian hitman in a bathroom) is bulging like crazy.


  “You’re so freaking beautiful, Jonas, especially when you’re angry,” I say. “I love you so much.” I begin unbuttoning his jeans. “I’m gonna give you the blowjob of your life to apologize for how bad I’ve been tonight.”


  He grabs my hands roughly. “Stop. Sarah. Just stop. Listen to me.”


  I nod.


  “I don’t even know where to begin with you. Will you just listen for a second?”


  I nod again, but I move my hands to his pants again.


  He grips my wrists. “Stop.”


  I nod.


  “You’re gonna behave and let me talk to you.”


  I nod.


  He releases my hands and I immediately reach for his face. “You’re so beautiful, Jonas.”


  He pulls my hands off him again. He’s never touched me so roughly before. It’s turning me on. “Stop it, Sarah. This isn’t funny.”


  But I won’t stop. All I want to do is touch, touch, touch him. I reach for his face again.


  “Jesus Fucking Christ.” He rips my hands off his face and marches into the bathroom, returning a moment later with a waist-tie from one of the white fluffy bathrobes hanging by the bathroom door. He grabs me by the waist and throws me onto the bed with a loud grunt, making me squeal, and before I can say or do a damned thing, he pulls my hands over my head and ties my wrists to the headboard. “You’re gonna listen to me, goddammit.”


  My body is exploding with desire at the sensation of Jonas straddling me and tying me up. Oh, wow, I’m warping and fluttering from deep, deep inside. “Oh, Jonas,” I say, straining against the ties on my wrists. I moan and buck underneath Jonas’ hulking body on top of me and, out of nowhere, an orgasm slams into me. I close my eyes and moan loudly ’til the outrageous pleasure in my panties subsides, and when I open my eyes, his smoldering blue eyes are fixed on my face in shock.


  “I just had a little orgasm,” I say, grinning. “Delicious.”


  His breathing hitches. And just like that, I feel his hard-on awaken on top of me.


  I raise my pelvis into the hard bulge behind his jeans. “Be mad at me tomorrow, baby. Don’t waste what I’m feeling right now. It’s too good. Fuck me now, before this stuff wears off. Come on.” I grind my pelvis into him, my wrists straining against their bindings again.


  He’s got that Jonas is a Great White Shark look in his eyes and there’s no doubt in my mind he wants to fuck my brains out. Clearly, he’s pissed at me. Very, very pissed. But he’s also totally turned on.


  “Do it, Jonas. Whatever you’re thinking right now. Do it.” I strain against the ties around my wrists again and gyrate on the bed.


  He exhales and closes his eyes. “Fuck.” He leaps off the bed and grabs his laptop. After a few seconds, “Psycho” by Muse begins blaring in the room.


  “That’s it,” I coax. “Let your crazy out, baby.” I writhe on the bed.


  He rips his shirt off and throws it onto the floor. “He called you OAP, Sarah. In front of the whole fucking world.” His voice is as intense as I’ve ever heard it—and that’s saying a lot. “What the fuck did you tell him?”


  I bite my lip. Holy Jealous Husband, Batman. That look on Jonas’ face right now is so effing hot, so freaking primal, all I want to do is unbutton his pants and take his hard-on into my mouth. I shake my head, trying to order my thoughts. “I told him I’m a spin-rapper. And that my name should be OAP Cruz.”


  “That’s it?”


  I nod.


  “I saw the way he was looking at you from across the balcony, Sarah.”


  He unbuttons his jeans and his hard-on springs out, its tip already glistening with wetness.


  “Jonas, I’m fluttering at the sight of you. I’m so sensitive right now. Baby, please.”


  He removes his jeans and briefs. Oh good lord, he’s naked and glorious. His muscles are rippling. His dick is as hard as a rock.


  But he doesn’t straddle me again. He just stands over me, naked, letting me whimper for him.


  “I knew he was gonna walk across the room and sit down next to you. I knew it. You were like a fucking flame to that motherfucking moth. I kept thinking, ‘What would a normal guy do right now?’ Well, hmm, he’d probably stand here, drinking his beer, acting like it was no big deal that some douchebag hip-hop-star just walked across the room to hit on his wife.” He unbuttons my jeans and yanks them down roughly over my hips.


  I lift my pelvis to help him get them off. “Jonas,” I breathe. “I’m so turned on.”


  He yanks my G-string off. “But guess what? It turns out I’m not actually a normal guy.” He looks like a lunatic right now. He slips a finger inside me and then brings it to his mouth.


  I shudder.


  His voice is low. “I wanted to fucking kill him when he sat down next to you.” He crawls on top of me and rips open my shirt, popping several buttons. “I wanted to fucking kill him when he ordered you a drink.”


  “Oh God, baby, I’m so turned on.”


  He grits his teeth as he reaches behind my back and unclasps my bra. “And I especially wanted to kill him when he looked at you like he wanted to fuck you.”


  “Jonas.”


  He lifts my bra off my breasts, but he can’t take it completely off due to my bound arms. “But I told myself, ‘It’s okay. Sarah isn’t encouraging him. Not My Magnificent Sarah. No fucking way. She’s just being her gorgeous, funny, flirty self. But she’s not actually encouraging him.’”


  I’m moaning with my desire. I can’t help myself. Everything about this moment is turning me on.


  He clenches his jaw again. “And then that motherfucker called you OAP.”


  My stomach drops into my toes even as my clit flutters in my panties.


  The rage on his face is morphing into pain right before my eyes. “You told him something sacred, something that’s just for you and me.”


  I exhale, panic suddenly flooding me. “We were picking my rapper name—because I’m a world-class spin-rapper.” I pause. That sounds even lamer than when I first said it to Will. “So I told him, hey, I have a tattoo that says ‘OAP’ and all I need is another one that says ‘Cruz,’ and then I’ll be, you know, totes gangsta.”


  “You told him about your tattoo?”


  Oh shit.


  He looks even angrier than he did before I started talking.


  He exhales a shaky breath. “That’s everything you told him? That you have an ‘OAP’ tattoo and ‘OAP Cruz’ should be your rapper name?”


  “That’s it, baby,” I say. Whew. He actually seems to be calming down a smidge. “Now fuck me. I’m dripping, I’m so goddamned wet.”


  He takes a long, shaky breath. “Just ‘OAP Cruz’? That’s all you said to him?”


  “That’s all I said. Please. I’m so turned on.”


  He slips his fingers inside me again and I shriek. “You didn’t tell him what OAP stands for?”


  I stiffen. Shit.


  “Fuck!” he booms. He leaps off me and lurches across the room, grabbing at his hair. “You told him that, too?”


  I wince.


  The Muse song is reaching a fever pitch. Jonas’ movement around the room is tortured and jagged. I feel like I’m watching a “Psycho” pop opera unfold before me, starring Jonas. And it’s turning me the fuck on.


  “I’m sorry, Jonas. It just slipped out.”


  “‘Orgasma the All-Powerful’ just slipped out?”


  “Because I was bragging about how amazing you are, what you’ve done for me, how you’ve unlocked me, and—”


  “What?” he screams, his face exploding with a whole new level of rage I didn’t know existed. “You told him why you’re Orgasma the All-Powerful?”


  Oh fuck. There’s a long beat. Oopsies. Why do I get the feeling I’m holding a giant shovel right now?


  “You told that motherfucker the whole fucking backstory—the whole story of how I conquered my little Mount Everest?”


  I exhale loudly and wince again. “Yeah.”


  Well, that does it. He’s gone. So enraged, he’s convulsing. He springs around the room, pacing, his feet not even touching the floor. Maybe I’m just high, but it certainly seems like he’s literally climbing the walls. “Why the fuck would you even think to tell another man about that?” His voice is ragged with emotion. His chest is heaving like he’s just run a freaking marathon. “Why the fuck would you do that?”


  I don’t reply. I’m not sure how to explain how one thing led to another in my conversation with Will—but I’m positive it wasn’t nearly as bad as Jonas is imagining it. And Will promised not to tell anyone, after all. And I’m certain I repeatedly told Will how much I love my beautiful husband. Of course, I did. I know I did, because that’s all I ever think about. Because it’s the truth.


  He squints. “Were you trying to get him off? Is that it?”


  Oh, shit. He looks like an axe murderer. “No. Of course, not.”


  He climbs back onto the bed, straddles me, and grabs my face roughly. His dick is spearing me—his wet tip is poking me in the belly and dripping its sticky fluid onto me. I’m out of my mind with arousal. “The way I’ve shown you what your body can do, when no other man could do it before me, the way I’ve worshipped you and brought you to the light outside the cave, literally and figuratively, the way I’ve eaten you, licked you, tasted you, the way I literally crave the taste of you, the way your eyes roll back into your head when you make The Sound, that’s all for me, and no one else. No one else.”


  My crotch is clanging wildly like someone’s hitting it with a freaking sledgehammer. Oh, God, my sweet Jonas is kinda scary right now. And I love it.


  “You’re my redemption. My religion. My life. I’m not gonna share you with another man. Not even in his fucking fantasies.”


  Oh my god, my clit is throbbing mercilessly. “Jonas, please. I’m your devoted wife. I’ve just got a big ol’ blabbermouth—but having a blabbermouth doesn’t mean I’ve got a blabber-heart. My heart is all yours.”


  He slides his fingers inside me—or is that his entire fist?—and I moan loudly. “You’re not allowed to utter the word ‘orgasm’ in the presence of another man, ever again. You understand? Never again.”


  His fingers, or fist, or his entire arm, leg, head, whatever the hell he’s shoving into me down there, is giving me intense pleasure. Oh, God, it’s almost unbearable. I nod, gasping for air.


  “I’m the only man who’s seen the look on your face when you climax.” He grits his teeth. “I’m the only one who’s ever heard The Sound. Those things are for me and only me. Forever. Because I gave Orgasma the All-Powerful life.”


  I try to nod again, but I can’t. I cry out as an orgasm from deep inside me overtakes me for what seems like a very long time. I’m leaping out of my skin with pleasure. “Oh my God,” I gasp. “Jonas.”


  “You were stranded in the dark and I brought you to the light.” His fingers find my clit and I cry out. “It was me who delivered you unto pure ecstasy for the first time—and I didn’t need some fucking pill to do it.” He bears his teeth.


  I let out a tortured sound as another orgasm wracks through me.


  “I’m your fucking god, do you understand me? I’m the one who made you. I created you. And I did it with nothing but my bare hands—my body and my soul—not some fucking chemical.” He practically spits at the ground. “Motherfucker. I ought to fucking kill him.” A shadow crosses his face, and I’m suddenly not sure if that’s a figure of speech or not.


  I nod profusely. But then I shake my head emphatically. No killing. Killing bad. Oh my God. Yes. Fingers good. Fucking good.


  “You gave that motherfucker a piece of yourself tonight, Sarah—you might have thought it was a small piece, a piece you could spare—but it wasn’t yours to give.”


  “Jonas—”


  “It was mine, Sarah. And now I’m taking it the fuck back.”


  He’s scaring me just a little bit, to be perfectly honest. I pull on my wrists, aching to touch him, to soothe him, but my bindings are too tight. His fingers are working me roughly. I’m whimpering with my pleasure.


  “Tonight, I’m your god, Sarah. And, trust me, I’m not a merciful god.” His eyes blaze. “I’m a fucking vengeful one.”


  My entire body stiffens and then begins convulsing so hard, I feel like my bound arms are going to pull out of their sockets. Oh God, I feel like someone’s twisting a machete inside me. And yet it feels so fucking good.


  Jonas begins massaging my G-spot and clit at the same time. He’s done this before, of course, but it’s never felt quite this good. This is outrageous. I’m delirious. This feels like pain. I want to pull back, to take a break. My body can’t continue this way—this pleasure is too intense. I need to stop. “I can’t,” I cry.


  But Jonas gives me no relief. After a few minutes, he crawls between my legs and adds his tongue and teeth to the already-sublime mix of sensations he’s creating for me—holy shit, he’s never eaten me out like this before. He’s not doing this for me, he’s eating me like he’s quite literally starving—and it feels so fucking good, I begin to whimper. Almost instantly, a strange pressure overtakes me, like nothing I’ve felt before.


  “I’m gonna pee,” I say. “Stop, Jonas. Oh God, I’m gonna pee.” My entire body is convulsing. Oh God, something’s wrong. He’s pushing me too far. I’m going to lose control of my bladder and piss all over his face. “I have to stop,” I whimper.


  His entire face lights up. “Push through it, baby. Let it go.” His excitement is palpable as he continues devouring me like a demon. “Push out as hard as you can.”


  I shake my head and clench, afraid to let go of my bladder.


  “Baby, push out, don’t suck in. This is it. You’re gonna ejaculate.”


  “What?”


  “Oh my God, baby, yes. You’re gonna squirt. Let it go.” His voice is straining. “Let it go and I’ll lick it up. Do it now. Don’t think. Do as I say.”


  I shake my head. Hell no.


  “Close your eyes and push out as hard as you can. Right fucking now.”


  I shake my head and continue holding on. “I can’t,” I gasp.


  He ignores me and keeps up the stimulation with renewed vigor. But I’m fighting him. There’s no way I’m gonna let myself pee all over his face, or whatever else he thinks I’m gonna do, no matter how high I am. No freaking way. I clench with all my might.


  “Do it now. I own you. I command you. Now.”


  “I can’t.”


  He grunts with exasperation—or maybe it’s just arousal—and pulls away from me. “Fuck this. You’re in such big trouble.”


  He sits up, his erection straining for me, abruptly bends my legs up toward my head, and slams into me with the full length of him.


  I shriek at his sudden and very, very deep entry.


  “We don’t need artificial ecstasy,” he grunts, pounding into me. Holy fuck, he’s fucking the shit out of me, pummeling me without mercy. “Because we have the real thing.”


  I’m nonverbal. Oh my God. He’s never pounded me like this. This is savage. Holy shit. He’s ripping me in two. He’s fucking me so hard, it’s like he’s trying to literally break me—and, yet, it feels oh so good.


  Finally, my body releases with an orgasm that wracks and twists my entire torso and brings me to sudden tears. But Jonas just keeps slamming into me, even as I convulse and twist. When my body finishes releasing, I’m a quivering mess—a twitching, sweaty, quivering mess. I instinctively pull on my bindings, wanting to wipe my tears, but they hold firm. Oh, shit. I’m like a carcass hanging from a tree branch. A dead fucking cat. My head flops to the side, my cheek resting against my arm as Jonas continues savagely plowing into me.


  A strange look suddenly flashes across Jonas’ face. A look of horror, I might even call it. He freezes, his eyes wide and blazing. Quickly, he reaches up to the headboard and unties my wrists, and the minute he does, I collapse into a heap on the bed, rubbing my wrists and wiping my teary eyes.


  “Sarah,” he says, his voice tight.


  I can’t reply.


  “Baby.”


  He scoops up my limp body and sits down on the edge of the bed, positioning me onto his erection as he does. I wrap my legs around his waist and lay my sweaty cheek on his glistening shoulder, but I can’t seem to do anything more than that. I can’t speak. I can’t move. I can’t think. I’m completely incapacitated.


  In this new position, Jonas begins fucking me again, doing all the work for both of us, since I’ve apparently lost temporary control of my muscles.


  As he manipulates my body to grind on top of his, I lift my head off his shoulder and look him in the eyes, my body undulating with his. The rage I saw a moment ago in his eyes has been replaced with excruciating pain.


  Oh my God, I blew it tonight. I hurt my beautiful, beloved Jonas. I crossed some line I didn’t even know existed. I tripped a landmine and it went ka-boom—all over my sweet Jonas.


  Jonas grits his teeth and grabs my ass, coaxing my clit to rub against his erection. Sweat is dripping down his chest and mine.


  “Jonas,” I gasp.


  He doesn’t respond.


  I grasp at his chest, my tears coming fast and furious. “Forgive me.”


  He’s moving underneath me, in and out of me, his hard-on stroking my clit as he does.


  “I’m sorry,” I say, panic and pleasure rising inside me in equal measure.


  He doesn’t speak. He’s just fucking me, as calm as a sniper, rubbing his erection against my clit at just the right angle to push me into yet another orgasm. After several minutes, I shudder with another climax, and when I do, he closes his eyes slowly and jolts with a massive release.


  When he opens his eyes after he’s done, he levels me with a heart-stopping gaze. But, still, he doesn’t speak.


  “I love you, Jonas,” I say, my pulse racing. “Please, please forgive me.”


  “My Magnificent Sarah,” he says, finally breaking his torturous silence. He cups my face in his strong hands. “The next time you even think about letting another man into our sacred cocoon, my church, even if it’s just in his own fucking imagination, even if it seems like harmless flirting to you, like something any other normal woman would do in a normal marriage, I want you to ask yourself if the validation you’re trying to get from making another man want to fuck you is worth pushing your unstable husband firmly over the fucking edge.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 20


  Sarah


  


  I feel his fingers brushing against my cheek.


  I hurt all over.


  My head is throbbing.


  My stomach hurts.


  Gah.


  “Sarah,” he whispers.


  I can’t remember where I am. Why am I in so much pain? Oh God, have I been stabbed again? Where am I?


  His fingers are clasped in mine. I just want to stay immersed in darkness and sleep forever, but his fingers brushing my cheek are pulling me back to him, into the light.


  Holy crap, am I in the hospital? I feel like death warmed over.


  My eyes flutter open.


  “Hey,” he says softly. He’s sitting in a chair next to the bed, staring at me.


  “Jonas.” I try to sit up, but I can’t. I feel too weak, too sick to move. My stomach hurts so effing bad.


  He brushes my hair away from my face. “How do you feel?”


  “Like I’m dying.” My stomach turns over and I dart out of the bed, into the bathroom. I barely make it to the toilet before heaving every last bit of champagne and vodka and jet fuel and pot and Ecstasy out of my body. Oh my God, I feel like donkey dung. I don’t even have the strength to crawl back into bed, so I do the unthinkable: I lie down on the tiles of the bathroom—onto the floor of a hotel bathroom, people, oh my effing God, I’m subhuman—and close my eyes.


  He crouches over me. “You planning to pitch a tent down there and stay a while?”


  “Everything hurts,” I mumble against the tiles.


  “Serves you right, numnuts.”


  “I know.”


  He scoops me up into his strong arms and carries me back into bed. A moment later, he’s got a cool, wet cloth on my forehead. “Here,” he says. He hands me four pills. “Ibuprofen. Take these.” A water bottle is pressed to my lips. He sits next to me on the bed. “I changed our flight. I didn’t think you’d be up for a flight tonight. We leave tomorrow morning.”


  “Thank you.” I moan.


  “What hurts the most?”


  “My head.”


  He exhales. “Oh, Sarah.” He leans down and kisses my forehead. “A besito for your booboo.”


  I whimper. “My stomach, too.”


  He pulls up my tank top and kisses my belly button softly.


  I moan. “My heart.”


  He kisses my sternum and then plants a soft kiss on each of my nipples.


  “My nipples don’t hurt,” I say.


  “Kissing your nipples was for me.”


  I let out a long exhale. “I’m sorry, Jonas,” I say. “I fucked up.”


  He lowers my shirt. “Yeah, you did.” He takes a deep breath. “I didn’t sleep a wink last night—couldn’t stop playing and replaying everything in my head.” His jaw muscles pulse. “I think I finally know what I want to say to you.”


  Uh oh. By the look on his face, this isn’t gonna be good. I take a long, deep breath—partly to calm my churning stomach, and partly to prepare myself for whatever he’s about to say.


  Jonas brushes my cheek for a moment, staring at me quietly. “Last night was such a fucking shit-show, it took me forever to figure where to even start.” He pauses for a long time. “Sarah, when I say I love you more than life itself, when I say I worship you, that you’re my religion, those are not just words to me. I think maybe you don’t understand the intensity of my feelings for you.” He swallows hard. “But I need you to understand it so you don’t crush me, however unintentionally, going forward.”


  My stomach drops into my toes.


  “When you were lying in a puddle of blood on that bathroom floor at U Dub,” he says softly, “I felt the worst pain of my entire life. And I do mean my entire life.” He lets that sink in for a moment. “I knew if I lost you, I physically wouldn’t survive it. And last night brought that all up again. I felt like I was in danger of losing you.”


  “Oh, Jonas. You were never in the slightest danger of losing me last night. That’s ridiculous.”


  “It’s not ridiculous. That’s what I’m trying to explain to you. My feelings aren’t ridiculous.”


  “I didn’t say your feelings are ridiculous. But if only you’d heard the actual conversation between Will and me, I think you’d realize that—”


  “No. I’m not talking about him right now. I’m talking about something bigger. Just listen, okay?”


  I nod.


  “I was in danger of losing you in a lot of ways last night—so many fucking ways.” He rubs his hand through his hair. “Jesus. I don’t even know where to start.” He takes a deep a breath. “First off, fighting tooth and nail to get my stupid-ass wife released from a Thai prison is not the way I’d prefer to spend the next decade of my marriage, thank you very much.”


  I nod. “I was an idiot.”


  “Yes, you were. A flaming idiot. And that’s only the beginning of the shit-show.”


  I close my eyes. “I’m just gonna shut my eyes as you talk, okay, love? I’m not sleeping or ignoring you, I promise. It just hurts my eyelids too much to keep them open.”


  “Oh, Sarah. You dumbshit.” He sighs. “Let me rub your temples, baby.” He lies down on the bed next to me, leans his forehead against mine, and begins massaging my head.


  I moan in appreciation of his touch.


  “Does that feel good?”


  “So good.”


  “You’re such a big dummy,” he says softly.


  “I know. The biggest dummy ever.” I moan as his fingers slide along my scalp and over to my temples. “Oh my God, thank you.”


  “You’re this weird little ticking time bomb, you know that? You always have been, from day one. Little Miss Overachiever Goody Two Shoes Perfect Rule Follower ninety-nine percent of the time, and then that one percent pops up, and—bam!—you turn into Miley Cyrus.”


  I laugh. “Can we agree right now that we’re never, ever gonna tell our future children about the time Mommy went to a nightclub in Bangkok and got shitfaced drunk and smoked pot and took Ecstasy with a world-famous rapper?”


  “Yeah. I think we can confidently agree we won’t tell our future children about any part of that.”


  His fingers are truly magical on my scalp. “You’re so good at this,” I say softly. “Thank you.”


  “Please tell me what the fuck you were thinking.”


  “I have no idea. My dirty girl just took over, I guess.”


  “Oh no. Don’t you dare blame your dirty girl for this. She’s a class-act compared to the hot mess who showed up last night.”


  I laugh, even though it hurts my head to do it.


  “What the fuck?”


  “I don’t know. I seriously do not know.”


  “Try.”


  “I told you at dinner, I was ready to go completely crazy.” I exhale.


  “Well, mission fucking accomplished.”


  I groan.


  Jonas pauses a long beat before speaking. “There’s no rush on starting a family,” he finally says. “I had no idea the thought would turn you into Lindsay Lohan.”


  “Jonas, talking about starting a family isn’t what turned me into Lindsay Lohan. I’m so excited to start a family with you. But I do wonder what was the point of all the years of hard work and studying and dreaming of helping all those women at Gloria’s House if I’m just gonna go home and start popping out babies before I’ve even gotten my bar results? Because I know myself, Jonas: when I become a mom, I’m gonna wanna do it full-time if I can, at least when they’re really young—and that means I’d be letting a lot of people down.”


  “Sarah, stop thinking so much. Just do what feels right. Your mother, of all people, wouldn’t begrudge you starting a family. And now that Gloria’s House is one of Climb and Conquer’s sponsored charities, they’re in a totally different situation than when you first started dreaming of working there—they could hire ten Sarahs if they really wanted. Don’t create imaginary electric fences around yourself. If you want to make a baby with me, let’s do it. If you’re not ready, we wait. This is about us—what we want—how we feel—and absolutely nothing else.”


  I’m suddenly flooded with excitement. He’s absolutely right. My heart palpitates. “I think we should start trying as soon as sex won’t make me barf.”


  His face isn’t flooded with excitement the way I thought it would be. Didn’t I just tell him I want to start trying for a baby right away?


  “I tell you what, Miley. Get your bar results, work for at least a few months, and figure your shit out. After that, whatever you decide, I’m in. Today’s not the day to make this decision. It’s one thing to have make-up sex; it’s another to have a make-up baby.”


  I’m speechless. Is that what he thinks I’m doing—trying to apologize to him for my bad behavior by giving him a baby?


  He moves his hands from my head to my neck. “Does this feel good?”


  I purr like a cat. “Oh my God, baby. Yes. You’re so good at this.”


  He nuzzles his nose into mine. “It always shocks the hell out of me when it turns out I’m the sane one between the two of us.” He shakes his head. But he doesn’t seem angry, just amused. “You’re such a train wreck sometimes, Sarah.”


  “I know.” I exhale. “I’ll never do anything like that again. I promise.”


  “You better not.”


  “I won’t.”


  “With drugs, you never know what the fuck you’re taking. That pill could have been anything—or laced with something. Something horrible could have happened to you.”


  “I know. I’m sorry.”


  “If you wanna get out of your head for a while, get shit-faced, baby. Alcohol is regulated. You know exactly what you’re ingesting and how your body’s gonna react to it.”


  “No need to stage an intervention for me. One-time thing.”


  “Good. So let’s move on to talking about the next way you fucked up royally, shall we?”


  “Yippee.”


  He pauses, thinking. “What do you know about Judo?”


  “Judo? Um. I know it’s a martial art. Hand-to-hand combat. That’s about it.”


  “Judo is one of the few martial arts that by definition involves no equipment or weapons of any kind, but instead relies solely on two combatants attempting to subdue each other through nothing but the forces of balance, power, and movement. Which means it’s about harnessing human power and strength in its purest form.” He continues massaging my neck as he speaks. “For me, sex is a form of Judo—and it’s my life’s mission to become a tenth-degree black belt.”


  Oh, how my hunky-monkey husband loves his metaphors. I nod.


  “Would a Judo combatant use a shotgun to subdue his opponent?”


  There’s a long pause. Oh, is he waiting for me to actually respond? “No,” I finally say. “He would not.”


  “No, he would not. Would a Judo master haul off on his opponent’s head with a baseball bat?”


  “Hell no.”


  “Hell no. Because weapons of any kind are antithetical to the basic tenets of the art form—an affront to the purity of it.”


  I nod.


  “Sarah, I want your orgasms to come from me and only me—my cock, my fingers, my tongue. My voice. The forces of balance, power, and movement. And not a fucking little white pill.” His eyes are blazing. “God help me if I would have finally succeeded in making you squirt last night for the first time while you were on fucking Ecstasy. Or, regardless of that, what if I’d given you some other new experience—the best orgasm of your entire life? What glory would there have been in that? How could I have duplicated it and built on it from there?”


  I shrug.


  “I want to give you sexcellence with nothing but my power, balance and movement, like a true Judo master. I want to subdue you with my bare fucking hands.”


  Oh man. Even through my queasy stomach and throbbing head, Jonas is beginning to turn me on right now.


  “Last night, you robbed me of my art, my greatest passion.” His eyes are blazing. “You leveled my favorite mountain to climb.”


  This man’s mind never ceases to surprise me. “I’m sorry,” I say simply. “Oh, God, my head hurts.”


  He takes a deep, steadying breath. “So now let’s talk about the next item on the long list of the ways last night was a fucking shit-show.”


  I take a deep breath. “Sure.”


  “You told that motherfucker something that was only supposed to be known by you and me, forever.”


  My heart drops into my toes. This was the one I was dreading the most.


  “Your OAP tattoo—and what it stands for and why you got it—is my special little secret to know—it’s for no one but me.” He glares at me. “You let another man into our cocoon built for two.”


  My entire body jolts with anxiety. “Jonas, please believe me, there wasn’t a single minute last night when I wasn’t one hundred percent devoted and faithful to you. Not a single minute.”


  “I don’t doubt that for a minute.”


  I breathe a sigh of relief.


  “But clearly you don’t understand something important about me.” He twists his mouth for a long, unsettling beat. “The intensity of my feelings for you isn’t normal. But there’s no other way for me to love you. This is me. This is how I love. This is non-negotiable. Take it or leave it.”


  “I take it.”


  “No matter how harmless or innocuous or normal you think it might be to flirt with another man, I can’t fucking handle it. I’m not normal. I simply cannot handle it. And I especially can’t handle you talking to another man about what we do together in the Jonas Faraday Club.”


  “Jonas,” I begin, but I don’t know what to say.


  “If normal women in normal marriages talk about sex and orgasms with other men and it means absolutely nothing, and their husbands don’t bat an eyelash, then good for them. But that’s not the way our marriage works. Because I’m the husband in this marriage—Jonas Faraday—and I cannot fucking handle it.” He clenches his jaw. “Thinking about that motherfucker getting hard while listening to you talk about having your first orgasm—thinking about him promising to give you a better orgasm than what I can deliver to you—makes me feel fucking homicidal, and that’s not a figure of speech.”


  Whoa.


  “Sarah, I love you in a way that transcends mortal love. What I realized last night is that loving you the way I do makes me completely vulnerable. And you need to understand and respect that important fact—because the flipside of that kind of love, if you don’t handle it with care, is that I can go to a very, very dark place.”


  My heart is beating out of my chest.


  “The way I love you means you’ve got the power to devastate me and I can’t do anything about it.” He exhales. “It means you could utterly destroy me when you think you’re just having a little fun with some hip-hop megastar. And you’ve got to be respectful of that.”


  “Oh, Jonas.” I feel like I’m going to burst into tears. “I’m sorry. I’ll never, ever hurt you again. I didn’t understand. But I do now. I’m so, so sorry. I was an idiot. Please, please forgive me.”


  “I know you didn’t understand. That’s obvious.” He takes a deep, shaky breath. “That’s why I’m explaining it to you.” His jaw muscles pulse yet again.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Okay.” He runs his hand through his hair and shakes it off. “There’s just one last thing.”


  My stomach flip-flops yet again. “Okay,” I say evenly, but I’m literally trembling. I can’t believe how badly I fucked up. I had no idea how Jonas would perceive the events of last night. And now that I know, it makes perfect sense to me, given who he is and how he thinks.


  “Don’t worry, baby, this next item isn’t another fuck-up. This is something I need to confess to you, in all fairness.”


  “A confession?”


  “Well, an admission.” He grins. “I must admit you were amazing on that stage last night,” he says. “Absolutely amazing. And sexy as hell. Even while I was pissed as hell at you and plotting Will’s murder, you still turned me the fuck on.”


  I exhale and smile broadly. “Really?”


  “Really. Every single person in that club fell head over heels in love with you, OAP Cruz, including me, all over again.”


  “Oh my God. Thank God.” Relief floods every muscle of my body. “I had so much fun, Jonas. I was on cloud nine.”


  “I could tell. Everyone could tell. It was pure magic watching you have so much fun.”


  “Reed said he sent a video of the whole thing to Josh. Can you ask Josh to send it to you? I’m dying to see it.”


  “You don’t need to wait for Reed’s video. Someone in the audience already put the whole damned thing up on YouTube.”


  “Oh my God. Really?”


  He gets up to retrieve his laptop from the small desk across the hotel room. “I watched it this morning—it’s already got over a million hits.” He brings his laptop to the bed, opens it, and immediately navigates to a video link. “Holy shit, Sarah. Make that well over four million hits. Oh my God. It was at a million views just a little while ago.”


  “Holy crappola.”


  Jonas presses play on the video and I shriek at the sight of myself bouncing around the stage acting like I own the place. Oh my God, I’m mortified. I cover my face with my hands, and Jonas laughs.


  When the video ends, Jonas peels my hands off my face and tortures me by pressing play again. And then again. And again. And by the fourth time through, I must admit I’m not mortified watching it anymore; in fact, I’m kind of proud of myself. I’m actually kind of a badass up there. Or, at the very least, I’m pretty freaking hilarious. By the sixth time through, Jonas and I are screaming with laughter together throughout the whole thing, all prior tension between us completely evaporated.


  Jonas puts the computer down and kisses me. “OAP Cruz.” He shakes his head and smiles. “There’s no one like you, baby. You’re a true original.”


  I laugh. “Thank you.”


  “My wife the hip-hop star.” He shakes his head again. “What the hell.”


  I laugh.


  He takes my face in his hands again. “Just don’t crush me, Sarah. Okay? If you remember nothing else from this conversation, remember two things: one, say no to drugs, and, two, always remember that your very sensitive and jealous and abnormally devoted husband’s heart is in the palm of your hands. Be very, very careful with it.”


  I melt into him on the bed. “I understand. I’ll never, ever do anything to hurt you again, my love. I promise. I didn’t fully understand before, but I do now.”


  He exhales with relief.


  I pepper his face with soft kisses, exactly the way he likes it, and when I pull away, his sad eyes look utterly relieved. “There’s something you need to remember from this conversation, too, Jonas,” I say. “Something about me you apparently don’t fully understand.”


  He raises his eyebrows, inviting me to enlighten him.


  “My love for you isn’t normal either, Jonas.” I stare into his beautiful eyes. “You’re my everything—my sun and moon and stars. Todo mi mundo. I love you with a ferocity and depth and magnitude that transcends mortal love, too.” I pause. “And that means you have the power to crush me, too, Jonas—with one look of those beautiful, sad eyes. With one word. I’m completely at your mercy, baby. Trust me.”


  He blinks slowly, emotion apparently descending upon him. “Madness,” he finally says.


  I bite my lip. “Madness.”


  He nods again.


  “There’s something I’d like to do today, hunky-monkey husband. Something I wanna give you to show you just how much I understand everything you’ve explained to me.”


  “Does it involve rolling around in a pile of feathers?”


  “What?”


  “That’s what you said you wanted to do last night: roll around with me in a pile of feathers.”


  We both burst out laughing.


  “No. It involves me getting a tattoo. Smack on my ass cheek.”


  “Oh. “ He raises his eyebrows. “What would this ass-tattoo be?”


  “That’s a surprise. The only question is whether you’d like your albóndigas with ink or without—because as my ass’s registered owner, it’s your call.”


  “Fuck yeah. Bring on the ink.”


  “All right, then. Why don’t you look up a reputable tattoo place while I take a shower and wash the barf out of my hair.”


  “Sounds like a plan.”


  I get up slowly and haul my aching, throbbing, nauseated body toward the bathroom. Just before I reach the bathroom entrance, though, a song starts playing behind me from Jonas’ laptop: “Why’d You Only Call Me When You’re High” by Arctic Monkeys.


  I wheel around to face Jonas and he’s beaming a smart-ass smile at me.


  “Clever,” I say.


  He bursts out laughing.


  “I love you, Jonas,” I say, my entire body melting with relief. Thank God he can already laugh about last night. Thank God. “I’m really, really sorry I hurt you. I’ll never, ever do it again.”


  He smiles. “I know for a fact you didn’t intend to hurt me, my precious baby. I forgive you. Completely. I love you.”


  I smile.


  “Okay, enough talking about our fucking feelings. Go wash the barf out of your hair, woman. You’re grossing me the fuck out.”


  I stand for a beat, looking at his beautiful face. And then I slap my face, hard, making Jonas laugh with surprise, turn around, and drag my sorry ass into the bathroom.


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 21


  Sarah


  


  “Daddy?”


  “Yes, Gracie,” Kat says, holding twelve-month-old Gracie up so she can get a better view of the passengers arriving in the airport terminal. “Daddy’s gonna be here any minute, right through there.” She points at a nearby gateway in the terminal. “And so is Uncle Jo Jo.”


  “Unkie Jo Jo?”


  “Yep.”


  I look at the airline app on my phone. “It says their flight landed two minutes ago.”


  Kat squeals with anticipation.


  “Dada, Dada, Dada,” Gracie babbles.


  “Any minute now, Gracie,” I say, holding up my arm to Kat. “Look, Kat. Goose bumps.”


  “I’m right there with you. Three weeks without Josh has felt like three years.”


  “Thank God for you and Gracie. I wouldn’t have survived without you guys.”


  Three weeks ago, Josh and Jonas left to climb the Peruvian Cordillera Blanca with a reporter from Climbing Magazine who’s writing an article on the boys and their rapidly growing empire, and if it weren’t for Kat and Gracie, I would have shriveled up and died of loneliness within mere days of Jonas’ departure.


  Only a couple hours after the boys left for the airport, I was already missing Jonas so much, I packed a suitcase, drove myself to Josh and Kat’s house, and threw myself onto her doorstep. “Save me from myself,” I blurted when Kat opened the front door and saw my miserable face.


  “Woohoo! Did someone say ‘slumber party’?” Kat said.


  On the first night of our extended sleepover, Kat, Gracie and I snuggled together in Kat’s huge bed, watching movies (Frozen with Gracie and Magic Mike after Gracie had fallen asleep), and the next morning, I awoke to find Gracie’s arm draped over my chest, her rosebud lips pressed against my neck. I want this, I suddenly thought, surprising myself.


  On the second night of the Faraday Girls’ Chick-a-Paloosa, Gracie handed me a book to read at bedtime and mumbled something that sounded vaguely like “Auntie Sarah read”—and my heart exploded in my chest like a cherry bomb. I want this, I thought. But I attributed my spiking maternal longings to how much I was missing Jonas. That had to be it, right? Because working at Gloria’s House has been everything I’ve ever dreamed it would be, I thought, and I definitely want to keep working there for a few more years before I even think about starting a family.


  But when I awoke the next morning with Gracie’s sleeping face an inch away from mine, my heart melted like a stick of butter in a microwave. I want this, I thought, yet again. I tried to shake it off, but it was no use. On the seventh day of Jonas’ absence, as I drove into work, I realized I’d missed starting a new cycle of birth control pills the prior night. But rather than turn around to retrieve the pill, or worry or feel anxious, I just parked my car and walked into the office, calm and happy at the thought that one of my eggs might, in the very near future, get to fly and be free from my ovary. And then fuse with one of Jonas’ ridiculously good-looking sperms.


  And in that moment I knew with absolute clarity I had no desire to protect against pregnancy. To the contrary, I wanted nothing more than to make a beautiful, precious, salsa-and-Plato-infused Faraday. And since that realization thirteen days ago, the flame of my baby-yearning has only turned into a raging forest fire.


  I must admit, though, right now that raging forest fire inside me might just be horniness. Holy Sex Starvation, Batman, it’s been a long time. Three weeks without making love to my woman wizard is the longest I’ve ever gone, by far, and I’m a bucking bronco of sexual heat right now. Just last night, I was able to give myself an orgasm, no Jonas required—a feat I’ve never performed solo before—simply by touching myself and visualizing Jonas’ erect penis, its tip wet with arousal, plunging into me and ejaculating deep inside me. Oh God, the thought of one of Jonas’ mega-sperms implanting itself into one of my huevitos gives me a freaking mind-gasm.


  Kat shudders with excitement and looks at her watch. “The minute Josh and I get home, I’m gonna be all over that man like Jack the Ripper on a London hooker.”


  I laugh and peer toward the airport gateway where the boys should appear any minute now. “I’m gonna be all over Jonas like a black bear on a camper with a bag of chips.”


  Kat giggles. “I’m gonna be all over Josh like luck on a charm.”


  “Like track marks on a junkie’s arm.”


  Kat laughs. “You’re so funny.”


  “You funny,” Gracie repeats, and Kat and I laugh.


  “I funny,” I agree. “You say the darnedest things, Gracie.”


  “I’m gonna be all over Josh like a Girl Scout on a Thin Mint,” Kat says.


  “Good one. I’m gonna be all over Jonas like sunscreen on an albino.”


  Kat bursts out laughing. “Oh, that’s a really good one. You always come up with the weirdest ones.”


  “That’s ’cause I’m a weirdo.”


  “You really are.”


  “So do you concede?”


  “You wish.” She thinks for a second. “I’m gonna be all over Josh like a Speedo on Michael Phelps.”


  I burst out laughing, which in turn makes Kat laugh harder—which, in turn, makes Gracie start giggling, too.


  “That’s a hard one to beat,” I say.


  “Do you concede?”


  “Hale naw.” I bite my lip, thinking. “I’m gonna be all over Jonas like E.T. on a phone?”


  “Cute—but it doesn’t come close to Michael Phelps in a Speedo.”


  “You’re right.” I bite my lip. “Hmm. I’m gonna be all over Jonas like a Pokemon T-shirt on a middle-schooler.”


  Kat laughs. “You funny.”


  “I funny. Does a Pokemon T-shirt beat Michael Phelps’ Speedo?”


  “Maybe, by a hair.”


  I put my hand up for Gracie. “Gimme five, Little G. Auntie Sarah kicked your mommy’s pretty booty again.”


  “You didn’t kick my booty. I said it beat me by a hair. And I’m not even sure about that.”


  Gracie lays her little palm in mine, and I kiss the top of her hand.


  “It sounds like Josh and Jonas are both in for epic maulings tonight,” Kat says. “Damn. Three weeks is a long-ass time.”


  “I seriously wouldn’t have survived without you and Gracie.”


  “Dada?” Gracie asks.


  “Yep, he’s gonna walk right through that door, baby girl. Any minute.” Kat turns to me. “Holy bleep-balls, my panties are on fire.”


  I laugh. Kat’s mom-speak never ceases to amuse me. “Mine, too.”


  “Dada!” Gracie shrieks, pointing her chubby arm. And sure enough there they are: The Faraday twins—both of them sporting ripped muscles, Sasquatch beards, and beaming smiles.


  I sprint toward Jonas, shrieking, and he drops the backpack he was holding like a hot potato. I leap into him, practically bowling him over, throwing my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist, and begin devouring his beautiful, bushy face.


  “Sarah,” he says, his kisses as frantic as mine. “Baby.”


  He’s holding me up by my ass, his hard-on pressed sublimely against my crotch, and he’s kissing me like I’ve just rescued him from the high seas. Good lord, his tongue tastes delicious; his whiskers against my face are divine; his scent is intoxicating. And, most of all, his hard-on inside his jeans is making me squeal with excitement. I yank on his hair, moaning, pressing myself into him feverishly. Surely, I’ve never enjoyed any kiss in the history of my life this much. Holy moly, I’m inhaling this poor boy—abusing him, really. I want to gobble him up, rape him, ravage him, chew him up, bite him from head to toe. “I’ve missed you so much,” I whisper, grinding my body against his, running my hands through his hair, pressing myself against him like I’m trying to literally meld into him.


  “I’m never leaving you again,” Jonas whispers.


  “But you had fun?” I pepper his beautiful face with kisses.


  “Yeah, it was incredible.” His hands squeeze my ass hungrily. “But, oh my God, I missed this ass.”


  I bury my face in his neck and breathe in the unmistakable scent of him. “The climb was good?”


  “Yeah, fantastic. Life-changing. Spiritual. Oh my God, Sarah.” He kisses me again, deeply, and I press myself into him with all my might.


  “I love the beard,” I say, running my fingers over his furry chin and tugging on it. “You sexy beast.”


  He rubs his whiskers against my chin. “We’re gonna have so much fun with this beard before I shave it.”


  I run my hands through his hair, shuddering with my arousal. “Yes, please.”


  “Unkie Jo Jo?”


  Jonas and I abruptly stop what we’re doing and smile at each other.


  We somehow manage to peel our bodies apart, and Jonas scoops Gracie into his arms with a loud Big Foot growl. He rubs his beard against her soft cheek, making her squeal, and my heart melts at the sight of him being so playful with her. Hot damn, I love this man. And, holy crappola, I can’t wait to watch him being playful with our future baby one day.


  I feel a nudge against my shoulder. “Hey, Sarah,” Josh says, putting out his arms.


  “Welcome home, Josh,” I say, throwing my arms around him.


  He squeezes me tight. “If you ever find yourself doubting how Jonas feels about you,” he says softly into my ear, “then ask me to tell you all the amazing things he said about you during our trip—nonstop every fucking day for three fucking weeks oh my fucking God.”


  I laugh. “Oh, Josh. I missed you.”


  We retrieve the guys’ huge backpacks from baggage claim and head out to Kat’s Range Rover, with Josh, Kat and Gracie walking arm in arm in front of Jonas and me through the parking lot, Jonas and I clutching each other tightly.


  “I have a surprise for you at home,” I say softly, pressing myself into him feverishly as we walk.


  He leans into my ear. “I hope it involves you taking a ride on my beard.” He grins.


  When we reach Kat’s car, Jonas drops his backpack to the ground, grabs my face in his hands, and plants a kiss on my lips that makes my heart stop.


  “Gimme your backpack, bro,” Josh says after a long minute, during which Jonas’ kiss has escalated from “I’m so glad to be home” to “I’m gonna fuck your brains out.” I hear the trunk of Kat’s car opening. “Hand me your backpack, Jonas.”


  But Jonas ignores Josh, and so do I—because kisses like this don’t come around every frickin’ day. Oh my God, my clit is pulsing. My nipples are hard. Jonas could yank down my panties right here and now and slide into me without even the slightest hint of friction to slow him down.


  I hear a scuffling noise on the ground next to us followed by the sound of Kat’s trunk slamming shut. “Hey, Jonas,” Josh says, his voice commanding attention.


  Jonas and I disengage and look at Josh.


  “You’re not the only guy here who’s dying to have sex with his beautiful wife. Now get in the fucking car, asshole.”


  “Language, babe,” Kat says from inside the car. She’s bent over the back seat, buckling Gracie into her car seat.


  “Get in the fucking car, you fucking asshole,” he says softly, so as not be heard by Kat. “Pretty fucking please so I can get home and fuck my fucking gorgeous wife.”


  When Kat is done securing Gracie’s various safety belts, Jonas and I pile into the backseat of the car, on either side of Gracie, our eyes fixed on each other, our chests heaving.


  The second after we’ve fastened our seatbelts, Jonas reaches across Gracie and touches his fingertips against my bare forearm—and just the feel of his skin brushing up and down against mine makes my hair stand on end and my crotch burn.


  “So, let me get this straight,” Kat says to Josh from the front passenger seat. “You guys didn’t climb the tallest mountain?”


  “Babe, of course, we did. You think we went all the way down to Peru to climb some kind of bunny hill?”


  Kat laughs. “Well, no. But—”


  “I told you all about our itinerary before I left, babe. Base camp was in Huarez. From there, we climbed Mount Ishinca, one of the smaller peaks, just to acclimatize ourselves to the altitude for a few days. And then, only after we were accustomed to the altitude, we climbed Huascarán...”


  I can’t listen anymore. I can’t concentrate. My clit is throbbing too hard. I’ve got blinders on. Sex, sex, sex, sex. I can’t think of anything else. Of course, at some point in the near future, I’ll gladly watch videos and pore over photos and ask all kinds of earnest questions about the boys’ climb, and I’ll surely swoon and gasp and squeal at every last detail. But not right now. No, at this particular moment in time, my mind is consumed with one, singular thought: I want to make a baby with my sweet Jonas—emphasis on the “make” part of that sentence. Oh, holy crappola. I want to make an effing baby with my hunky-monkey Jonas all night long, over and over and over again, ’til my body literally gives out and I’m dripping with sweat and his cum and my eyes have rolled back into my head at least a dozen times. Hellz yeah, I do.


  The only question is whether Jonas is also down with that plan. Yes, of course, I know with certainty Jonas is on board with the “dripping with his cum” part of the equation. But will Jonas be as gung ho as he was in Thailand about the “baby” part of my agenda?


  Jonas reaches across Gracie to brush his fingertips against my cheek and I practically convulse with arousal on the spot.


  Jonas licks his lips. “I’m gonna make you come so hard,” he mouths over Gracie’s sleeping body.


  “Fuck yeah,” I mouth back, nodding like a bobblehead doll.


  Jonas grins broadly, revealing his perfect, white teeth, and then he flickers his magical tongue at me, his eyes smoldering, clearly implying that’s the maneuver he intends to use on me when we get home.


  “Yes, please,” I blurt, much louder than intended.


  He flashes the most adorable grin I’ve ever seen.


  “Please and thank you,” I add softly. “As soon as humanly possible.”


  Josh turns on the radio and “Crash” suddenly fills the car. “Hey, OAP Cruz—” Josh begins.


  “Turn that off!” Jonas and I both blurt at the same time—and then we look at each other and laugh ourselves silly.


  


  


  


  Chapter 22


  Sarah


  


  As Josh and Kat peel away from our driveway, no doubt racing off to their house to fuck like rabbits, Jonas and I sprint toward the front door of our house, panting and growling like rabid dogs. We’ve barely made it inside before Jonas hurls his massive backpack to the floor, grunts like a gorilla, and begins ripping my clothes off my body like they’re on fire.


  Once Jonas has ripped my dress off and flung it emphatically across the entryway, he yanks my G-string off with a loud groan, unlatches my bra, and slams me against the closed front door, mauling me with breathtaking intensity. Before I can even move to disrobe him in return, his fingers are deep inside me, touching the precise spot that ramps me up like lightning; his lips are devouring me voraciously, and his free hand is grabbing my ass. “Oh God, I love this ass,” he says. “I dreamed about this ass.” He leans down and buries his face in my breasts, like a kid bingeing on cookies, and nuzzles his nose into my cleavage. “Holy fuck, I want to physically eat you.” He sucks furiously on one of my nipples. “Oh God, yes. Thank you, God. I’m never leaving you again.”


  His excitement is sending me quickly over the edge, and within two minutes, bizarre noises are already escaping my throat.


  Jonas’ spare hand leaves my ass and moves to open the front of his jeans. I reach down to help him out, and when his massive erection springs out, its tip already shiny and dripping with wetness, I squeal at the sight of it.


  “Jack in the box,” I say, swirling my fingertip over the delicious bead of moisture pooled on his tip.


  “Only if you’re the box.”


  I laugh. I always laugh at that one.


  He licks my neck and spreads my legs with his muscular thigh, positioning his hard-on to plunge inside me.


  Oh jeez. I’ve got to tell him my eggs have been going commando for almost two weeks. Shit. And I’ve planned a really cute way of telling him.


  “There’s something I need to show you first,” I gasp.


  “Show me later.” He yanks his jeans down farther and pulls his fingers out of me, obviously intending to swap out his penis for his fingers.


  “Jonas, wait,” I gasp, blood rushing mercilessly between my legs. I planned to tell Jonas about my baby-making plans in a memorable way—a Julia-Roberts-in-a-romantic-comedy kind of way—not just blurt it out while getting impaled against the front door of our house. “Bedroom.”


  “Later,” he says. And with that, he plunges into me so deeply my eyes bug out of my head like one of those stress-relief-squeezy things.


  I let out a long, loud, moan of relief and excitement and so does he. Oh God, it feels like it’s been forever since Jonas’ shaft has been inside me, a lifetime since I’ve smelled his masculine scent, eons since I’ve watched his beautiful features contort from outrageous pleasure. Holy crappola. This feels incredible. My clit is already squeezing and pulsing forcefully.


  “Wait,” I gasp, coming to my senses. “I’ve got to show you something.”


  “Next time. I’ll be ready to go again in ten minutes, I promise.”


  So much for my grand gesture. This man’s ready to blow. “I went off the pill two weeks ago,” I blurt, gasping—because, Julia-Roberts-romantic-comedy plans or not, I’ve obviously got to inform the man about the situation. “My ovaries are going pop, pop, pop, Jonas.”


  He kisses me deeply and pulls my hips into him forcefully, his thrusts intensifying, his passion clearly about to boil over.


  “Did you hear me?” I gasp.


  “Yeah.”


  “And?”


  “You feel so fucking good.”


  “You heard me?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You wanna make a baby?” Oh my God, saying those words makes my body start to clench and squeeze around Jonas’ hard-on.


  “Fuck yeah.”


  Apparently, that’s the sum total of the mature and reasoned conversation we’re going to have about the most important decision of our entire lives. Because with that he begins thrusting into me like a man possessed. I close my eyes and lose myself to the pleasure my body is experiencing. I focus on the sensation of Jonas’ hard shaft sliding in and out of me, his tip pounding against the magic spot deep inside me, a spot I didn’t even know existed before Jonas introduced me to it not all that long ago. I wrap my legs around his waist and grind my body into him, positioning myself so his shaft rubs against me in just the right way, and that’s all it takes. I’m unfurling. Untethering, as Jonas always says. I touch his rippled muscles and run my hands through his hair and allow my mind to warp and bend and become consumed by the exquisite pleasure my body is feeling.


  “You feel so good,” Jonas says, kissing my neck. “I’ve been going out of my mind. I had to sneak away from the group at night to jack off, fantasizing about you.”


  That does it. I lose complete control.


  “That’s right, baby,” he says. “Let it go. Howl for me.”


  I begin to howl, right on cue. Everything about this moment feels incredible.


  “Oh, God, you’re a fucking symphony, baby. My favorite noise in the world. God, I missed The Sound.”


  When I’m done convulsing and screaming and making that weird sound he loves so much, I’m surprised to see he’s managed to keep himself from releasing.


  “Hop up,” he says.


  I throw my arms around his neck and let him carry me, my body gyrating on top of his massive erection, across the room. He lays me down on our couch, pulls my butt to the very edge of the cushion, sinks onto his knees on the floor between my legs, and begins running his bushy beard along the insides of my thighs. He inhales my scent and moans. “Oh, I missed that delicious smell,” he says. “Makes my mouth water.”


  I tremble. “I touched myself when you were gone, Jonas.”


  “You did?” Jonas knows I’ve never been too good at self-love. “I made myself come, thinking about you sliding in and out of me and your cum dripping out of me.”


  “Holy shit. So fucking hot,” he mutters. He skims his furry chin against my crotch as he works me with his fingers. “I dreamed about eating you out every single night of my trip. Every night, I dreamed I had your juices all over my whiskers—dripping down my face. One night toward the end, I actually had a wet dream—I haven’t done that since I was a teenager.”


  My clit physically hurts right now. “Please, Jonas. I can’t wait anymore.”


  “My pleasure.” He leans in and begins licking me, and we both let out loud moans of pleasure at the exact same time. I know why I’m moaning like this, but it always amazes me to observe Jonas getting as turned on as me the minute his tongue finds my sweet spot. Within minutes, my body jolts and jerks as warm waves of pleasure throttle my every nerve ending. When I’m done climaxing, he turns my body over and slaps my ass-tattoo.


  “Mine,” he says. He leans down and bites me. “Mine.”


  “Siempre.” Always.


  He scoops my prostrate body up and throws me over his shoulder. “And now to the bedroom, my fair lady, for the main course.” He struts toward the back of the house with my head dangling down his broad back.


  I stare at his muscular ass moving just below my head. “Shake it for me, baby,” I say.


  He shakes his ass.


  “Hawt.”


  He brings me into our bedroom and lays me down tenderly on the bed, his hard-on straining for me. “Do a backbend for me, baby,” he says.


  “A backbend?”


  “A backbend.” His chest is rising and falling with excitement. “We’re gonna do something called The Arch.” He licks his lips. “I dreamed about it while I was gone.”


  “What is it?”


  “You’ll see.”


  I’ve learned to follow Jonas’ lead through an almost endless exploration of sexual positions over the past two and a half years, and I’ve never once regretted it. But I’m a wet noodle right now. How the hell am I supposed to do a backbend on limbs made of pasta?


  “Do what I’m telling you to do, woman,” he says. “For once in your goddamned life.” He grins. “Do a backbend on top of the bed. Chop, chop.”


  “Don’t you think maybe this position, whatever it is, is a little ambitious after two huge orgasms? I think I might be done for a little while. Why don’t we do something fairly standard and get you off? You know, like normal people?”


  “Bite your tongue, Orgasma. You’ve got at least one more massive climax left in you, and it’s mine.” His eyes are gleaming.


  “You think?”


  “I know. It’s mine. I want it.”


  “Okay.” I exhale. “I’ll give it a whirl.”


  “Thank you. And by the way, there’s nothing about you and me that’s normal. And I like it that way.”


  I get into position. “You mean like this?” I’m in a full-blown gymnast’s backbend on the bed, my head dangling, my palms and soles flush on the bed, my back and pelvis arched up off the bed toward the ceiling.


  “Well, that’s not what I meant—although, Jesus, that’s hot as fuck.” He sits back and admires me for a long moment. “Look at you, woman. Damn. I want to eat you like that before we move on to the fuckery.”


  “Jesus, Jonas. No. No more eating. Time for fuckery. I’m dripping wet for you.”


  He continues staring at my bent-over body, making sounds of lascivious approval, and all the while, I’m beginning to shake with the exertion. “Jonas P. Faraday!” I shout. “Fuckery! Even Orgasma the All-Powerful can’t stay like this forever.”


  He laughs again. “Sorry, Orgasma. You just look so fucking hot. Hang on.” He slides his face under my raised butt and bites my ass tattoo, yet again.


  I squeal.


  “Just a little power-snack.” He laughs and slides back out from under me. “Okay, sorry. I got distracted. Now lower your shoulders back down onto the bed, but keep your legs, back, and butt raised up high.”


  “Huh?”


  He repeats his request and physically guides my body into position. “Like this. There you go.”


  “Okay?”


  “Perfect. That’s it. Oh, man, you’re so fucking hot.” He leans in and rubs his beard squarely onto my crotch. “You turn me on, woman!”


  “Jonas. Seriously. I can’t stay like this.”


  “Sorry. Okay. Put your arms out to the sides to stabilize yourself.”


  “Stabilize myself? What the heck are you gonna do to me?”


  He kneels on the bed, right between my legs, so that his penis levels off with my raised pelvis. “You’re about to find out.” He slides a finger inside me to find his target and then, without further ado, enters me, pulling my pelvis into him as he does.


  “Oh, wow, yeah,” I say, my body instantly rocking into Jonas’ in rhythmic gyrations. “Wow, this does feel good. I’m a fan.”


  “It’s sort of like The Butterfly,” he says, “but with one important difference—an added bonus.”


  He begins guiding my body into slow, sexy movement with his. “You like this?”


  “So good.”


  We continue moving together for several minutes, and my body begins to ripple and flutter.


  “What’s the added bonus?” I say, my pleasure beginning to spike.


  One side of his mouth rides up like he’s got a big secret. He licks his lips. “Get ready to howl like a monkey, baby,” he says.


  Up ’til now, Jonas has been supporting my raised pelvis with both of his hands, but now he brings one of his hands up to my clit and begins massaging me—while suddenly deepening his thrusts. Wowzers. Holy Now This Is The Way To Make a Baby, Batman! There’s no way to describe how good this feels. Within a minute, I’m shrieking uncontrollably and breaking out into a cold sweat, every hair standing at attention.


  “Too much,” I say.


  But Jonas only increases the depth and intensity of his thrusts along with the movement of his fingers on my clit.


  I let out a loud shriek as my legs collapse. I fall onto the bed, succumbing to yet another powerful orgasm, this one consuming my entire body. “No more,” I gasp when my body has finished shuddering. “I’m done.” Sweat is pouring down my back. I wipe my brow and my hand comes back soaked.


  Jonas’ eyes are on fire. “Right before your orgasm, did you feel like you had to pee?” His erection looks ready to go off like a bottle rocket.


  I nod.


  “Was there an uncomfortable pressure, almost like discomfort?”


  I nod again. “I had to pull back. I’m sorry. It was too much.”


  He exhales with excitement. “Okay, when you feel that again, I want you to push through it next time. You understand? You have to persist through the discomfort, and push out with all your might like you’re trying to pee.”


  I shake my head. “No. You don’t understand. I couldn’t push out right then if I tried. It’s too intense. No way.”


  “No, baby. You have to train yourself to push through. If you can just overcome the sense of discomfort in that moment, there’s gonna be exponential pleasure on the other side of it—a new kind of pleasure you haven’t experienced yet. Like, something totally mind blowing. You just have to force yourself to react against instinct.”


  “Love, I’m not willing to pee all over the bed, no matter what you say.”


  He grins. “You’re not gonna pee. You’re gonna squirt. All over me. And then I’m gonna lick it up.”


  I grimace.


  He laughs. “But let’s just say you did pee. So what? If I could get you off so hard you lost control of your bodily functions, then I’d be a fucking god. It’s a no-lose situation.”


  I crinkle my nose. “That’s gross.”


  “There’s nothing gross about it. Nothing’s off limits when it comes to your body and your pleasure. Don’t you understand that?” He’s suddenly animated. “Getting you past your hang-ups, delivering you unto the next level of pleasure, each new phase of your development as Orgasma the All-Powerful, that’s what I live for, baby. You’re my work of art. My magnum opus.” He shudders.


  “You really, really love this, don’t you?”


  “I live for it.”


  I exhale. “Okay. I’ll try. No promises, but I’ll try.”


  “Sex takes training, just like any other physical activity. Train your muscles. Train your mind. And then your body will start to respond in new ways.” He bites my nipple, obviously getting highly aroused again.


  I can’t help but grimace. “I’m really... not sure I can deliver what you’re aiming for. I’m not even sure I want to.” I crinkle my nose again.


  He touches my cheek and kisses me. “There’s nothing you could ever do that would faze me. Nothing at all.”


  I exhale.


  “Just leave it to me. Your job isn’t to think when I’m fucking you. It’s to feel amazing and surrender completely to the pleasure.”


  I shake my head. “I don’t know if I can let go in the way you’re describing. When I get to a certain point, it feels so good, it starts to kind of hurt and I have to pull back. I don’t know how else to explain it.”


  “You can do it. Commit to it. The body doesn’t have magic buttons like some sort of vending machine. It takes training, devotion, and a commitment to fearlessness.” He crawls next to me on the bed, his erection nudging into my thigh, and strokes my hair. “When we first started together, your first orgasms were only clitoral, remember? For like six months, I think. Remember?”


  I nod.


  “And over time, with lots and lots of training, we got your G-spot working for you and you started to have vaginal orgasms, too. Remember? That didn’t happen naturally for you; we had to work at it. We had to engage your G-spot and bring it to life and persist through your discomfort. And then your entire body became engaged. And trained. And now you fucking own your G-spot.”


  His face is on fire. Seriously, this is clearly his favorite thing. And, I must admit, when he finally figured out how to stimulate that strange spot inside me just right, when I finally let go enough to let vaginal orgasms overtake me, especially during intercourse itself, it was a complete game-changer. Like nothing I’d ever imagined before—ten times more pleasurable and powerful than clitoral orgasms.


  “Remember that pressure you felt when we first started going for G-spot orgasms—how much mental shit you had to work though to get there? How you used to pull back at first?”


  I nod. He’s right.


  “But you did it. And then remember the first time you got both clit and G-spot working for you all at once?”


  I nod again.


  “Like a drug, right?”


  “Like the best drug known to mankind.”


  “So, trust me again, baby. We’re at a new crossroads. It’s time for another new frontier.”


  I exhale. “Okay. I’ll try.”


  He strokes my hair. “You’re my Mount Everest. I just want to climb you—all the way to the tippy top. And I want you to climb you.”


  I bite my lip.


  “But that’s for next time, okay? And the time after that. We’ll keep at it as long as it takes. No worries. No pressure, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  “Right now, I want you to lie down on your back. I’m gonna make love to you and show you how much I love—what the fuck?” His attention has been suddenly diverted. He’s looking across the room at a small table—at the cute way I arranged to tell Jonas I want to make a baby. The metaphor I arranged for my metaphor-loving man.


  He motions to the table. “Really?” He laughs. “Oh my God. You are such a weirdo.”


  I look at the table and burst out laughing. Yeah, it’s kind of weird, now that I’m looking at it through his eyes. I’d intended it to be funny. Memorable. Cute. But, yeah, it’s kinda weird.


  “Sarah, you’re batshit crazy. Seriously.”


  “‘No great genius has ever existed without some touch of madness,’” I say.


  “You’re gonna quote Aristotle to justify that?” He points. “What the fuck is that exactly? A bowl full of hard-boiled eggs, a fishbowl full of... what the fuck are those things?”


  “Tadpoles.”


  “Tadpoles? And what’s that other thing?”


  “Pink and blue marshmallow chicks. Peeps.”


  He looks at me like I’m an escaped mental patient.


  I laugh. “Get it? Egg plus sperm equals baby chicks,” I say. “It’s a metaphor.” I wink broadly.


  He touches his fingertips to his forehead like he’s suddenly got a horrible headache. “Because everyone knows the biggest aphrodisiacs in the world are hard-boiled eggs, pollywogs, and marshmallows. Oh my God. I’m married to a total fucking lunatic.”


  I laugh. “Oh, please. You are so much crazier than I am.”


  “That’s what I’ve been led to believe by you and Josh and all my therapists all these years—but I just realized you guys are all totally full of shit. I’m totally sane compared to you.”


  I giggle. “It’s a grand gesture, baby. I know how much you love your grand gestures and metaphors.”


  “Baby, I love cool metaphors. Intelligent metaphors. Poetic metaphors. Not lame-ass, bizarre metaphors.”


  “It’s not lame. It’s funny. Maybe a little bit quirky.” I flip my hair. “But mostly adorable. You know, kinda Julia-Roberts-ish.”


  He doesn’t react whatsoever.


  “Yes? No? What?”


  He shakes his head.


  “What? What are you thinking? You’re leaving me hanging here.”


  He can’t suppress his huge grin anymore. He kisses me on the forehead like I’m a puppy and then takes my face in his hands. “I’m thinking I love you more than life itself. I’m thinking I’ve got a raging boner. And I’m thinking that, in the future, you should leave the grand gestures and metaphors to me, weirdo.”


  “Well, jeez.” I twist my mouth. “It seemed like a really cute idea in my head.”


  We both burst out laughing.


  “God, I love you, Sarah.” He kisses me.


  “Well, that’s good. Because you’re about to make a baby with me. Are you still game now that you’ve seen my metaphor?”


  “Fuck yeah.” He laughs. “As it turns out, I’ve got a boiled-egg-tadpole-marshmallow-chick fetish. I should have told you before now, but I was just too embarrassed.”


  “Embarrassed to tell me? Your beautiful intake agent? Oh, I’ve read about much weirder fetishes than pollywogs and marshmallow chicks, baby. There was this one guy who wanted to make women ‘surrender’ so he could ‘become God.’” I roll my eyes. “What a cocky-asshole-motherfucker that guy was. “


  He grins.


  “Okay.” I exhale. “Baby-making time, then?”


  “Fuck yeah. Baby-making time.”


  “Coolio Iglesias.”


  He laughs. “Get on your back.”


  “Just a sec. Tell your boner to hang on. I’ve got a song cued up.”


  “Make it Radioactive by Imagine Dragons. Because this boner is radioactive, baby. It’s nuclear.”


  “No, I’ve got something else. Something perfect.”


  “Well, hurry up. This boner wants to bone.”


  “I’m hurrying. Hold onto your socks. Or onto your boner, I guess.”


  I turn to glance at him and the cocky bastard is holding onto his boner like a fire hose, grinning at me.


  “Your hands are making me jealous,” I say.


  “Good.” He strokes himself. “So hurry up already.”


  “Genius cannot be hurried.”


  “No hip-hop,” he barks. “I will not make a baby to hip-hop. I don’t care how smoking hot you are—or how many pollywogs and marshmallows you tempt me with.”


  “Duh, Jonas. I want you to ejaculate. Not throw up.” I continue scrolling through the songs on my laptop, looking for the song I’ve been dying to play for him—the song I’ve been listening to nonstop while he’s been gone. I find the song. “Okay. Ready, big boy?”


  He nods.


  “I Knew I Loved You” by Savage Garden fills the room and all humor instantly evaporates between us.


  “I don’t know this one,” he says softly. He listens for a long minute. “I love it.”


  “Listen close, love.” My heart is beating out of my chest. Giving musical valentines to Jonas is one of my all-time favorite things to do. And right now feels like the most momentous musical valentine I’ve ever given him.


  He sits quietly, listening.


  I crawl back onto the bed and spread myself out, waiting for him.


  Every word of this song belongs to Jonas and me, and listening to this song while looking at his muscled, hard, naked body is doing amazing things to me.


  After a moment, he climbs over to me and begins gently tracing the curve of my hip with his fingertips. “Thank you,” he says.


  “You’re welcome.”


  His fingers glide gently over my hipbone. “We’re really gonna do this?”


  I nod. “Yup.”


  He kisses my OAP tattoo. “I’ve never had unprotected sex before.” He kisses my hipbone. “I’ve always thought a fate worse than death was getting myself tied for eternity to some woman I didn’t give a shit about.”


  I bite my lip. My crotch is suddenly pounding mercilessly.


  “And now, here I am, wishing I had more than one eternity to be tied to you.”


  My heart leaps. “There you go again. Have you sent that résumé to Hallmark yet, baby?”


  “It’s on my to-do list.” He touches between my legs.


  “I love you so much, Jonas.”


  “I love you, baby.” His hard-on twitches. His eyes are smoldering. He rests my calves on his shoulders and mounts me, collapsing my thighs into my chest as he leans into me. “I was born to love you, Sarah Faraday,” he says, burrowing deep inside me.


  I touch his face, suddenly overwhelmed with emotion and pleasure all at once.


  “My sweet Jonas,” I breathe. “Todo mi mundo.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 23


  Jonas


  


  I stroke Sarah’s unconscious face, trying to think of something new to tell her. I look around at the monitors next to her hospital bed for inspiration, but I’ve got nothing. “Let’s see, baby. Hmm. What should we talk about now?”


  The song playing on my computer is “Sky Full of Stars” by Coldplay. It’s the same song I’ve been listening to on a near-constant loop for the past four days, ever since I forced myself to stop listening to that Death Cab for Cutie song about following Sarah into the dark. It’s the song that inspired me to run out to a tattoo parlor two days ago, just when I was about to lose my fucking mind. It’s the song I want to be playing when Sarah finally wakes up and smiles at me. If ever. The doctor says Sarah could bounce back at any time, or, on the other hand, not bounce back at all. Either way, I haven’t dared turn the music off. Or leave her side.


  At some point soon, though, I’m going to lose it. I can feel it. If not emotionally, then physically. I’ve never been so sleep-deprived in all my life. I can’t think straight anymore. And my body is sore and stiff and aching. But fuck me if I’m going to lie down on a cot at the exact instant Sarah opens her eyes, looking for my face.


  Or, worse, at the exact moment she leaves me for good.


  Either way, I want to be the one sitting here, holding her hand.


  Either way.


  There’s only one visitor allowed in the surgical intensive care unit at a time, no exceptions, and by God, no matter what happens, when the definitive moment comes, whichever one it is, that one visitor’s gonna be me.


  And so I sit. And wait. And listen to my Coldplay song. And talk to my wife. And squeeze her hand. Day after mind-fucking day. For four days, Sarah’s been in a near-constant, deep slumber, a quasi-coma, her blood pressure critically low, her heart rate shockingly slow, her body struggling mightily to overcome the horrific blood loss and complications she suffered after that first horrible night. The worst night of my entire life.


  Blood on the sheets.


  Sarah’s opened her eyes and stared at me blankly several times these past four days—she’s even spoken to me briefly, too—and each time, I’ve practically choked on my heart with excitement and relief. But each time, she’s quickly slipped away again, leaving me more bereaved than ever, certain I’d just witnessed Sarah’s last words.


  “I think I’ve literally run out of things to say, baby,” I say softly, holding her hand. “I’m gonna stop talking for a full year after you finally wake up. I’ll have nothing left to say.”


  I’ve told Sarah everything I could think to say about Sunny and Luna—about how beautiful they are and how much they both look like their mother. About how distinct their personalities are, already. About how they make me believe in God again. I’ve told her about my future plans for Climb and Conquer, for what it’s worth—I guess just to fill the silence, if nothing else, because right now, none of that fucking matters. I’ve told her every single one of my happy childhood memories (which didn’t take long), including the story of how my mother and I baked cupcakes for Josh’s birthday, at my insistence, because I didn’t grasp the concept that Josh and I shared a birthday.


  I’ve told Sarah about the time Mom, Dad, Josh, and I decorated a Christmas tree together, not the one in the grand entrance of the house (because that tree was always designed to impress people), but a smaller tree in our family room in the back of the house. The one just for us. I told her about how Mom was singing Christmas songs at the top of her lungs the whole time we were decorating, and how she let Josh and me make the ornaments and put them anywhere we wanted, even though we were train wrecks. I’ve got a photo of that hideous tree, with Josh and me standing in front of it in our footy-pajamas, the ornaments all bunched up on the bottom branches.


  I’ve dug so deep into my memories these past four days, I’ve even told Sarah about the time my dad took nine-year-old Josh and me fly-fishing in Montana with Uncle William and we actually had a fantastic time—a memory I didn’t even realize I had ’til now.


  “Damn it, baby,” I say quietly. “Do you really expect me to keep holding up both ends of our conversation?” I run my hand through my hair and exhale. “I always rely on you to keep me talking.”


  Her mouth twitches.


  I exhale. “Please come back to me, baby.” I touch her cheek for what seems like the millionth time today. “I love you so much. I need you.”


  Her eye twitches.


  “Sarah?”


  She rustles.


  “Sarah?”


  Sarah’s eyes flutter open.


  My heart slams against my sternum. “Sarah?”


  “Jonas,” she says softly.


  “Sarah.” My pulse is pounding so loudly in my ears, I’m not sure I’ll be able to hear Sarah’s voice if she speaks again. I try to sound calm and reassuring. “Hey, baby.”


  “The babies?”


  “Two little girls.” I’ve told her this before. Oh, God, my heart is slamming in my chest. “And they’re so beautiful.”


  A weak smile spreads across her pale face. “They’re okay?”


  I nod. “Sunny and Luna.”


  “Sunny?”


  This is the longest she’s stayed with me. And by far the most she’s talked. My heart is racing. “Yeah. Blame Josh. Marisol became Sunshine, and then Josh started calling her Sunny, and it stuck. Now everyone calls her that. Even your mom. She’s just... Sunny.”


  One side of her mouth curls up.


  “Josh did it. Blame Josh.”


  Sarah grins. God, she’s so fucking pale. “I love it.”


  “It fits her to a tee—wait ’til you see her. She’s a little light. And Luna is already hilarious.”


  “Healthy?” Her voice is the softest of whispers.


  I grab her hand and kiss it. I lean down and kiss her lips. “Yeah. Tiny but healthy. They just got off their ventilators. They’re breathing well.”


  She melts with relief.


  I kiss her lips again. “Sarah, I love you so much. I’ve been so worried.” My voice is cracking so I swallow hard to contain myself.


  “The babies are gonna be okay?”


  “Yeah, they’re gonna be okay. And so are you.” Another wave of emotion threatens to rise inside me, but I stuff it down.


  “Is Luna our Crazy Monkey?”


  I nod. “Yeah.” I bite my lip. “She’s my mini-me. I’ll apologize to her when she’s older.”


  She smiles.


  Tears suddenly fill my eyes. Shit. I didn’t want to do this.


  “Jonas.” She closes her eyes, obviously fatigued.


  I can’t hold back anymore. I lean down onto her chest and clutch her to me.


  She runs her hands through my hair.


  “Don’t leave me,” I whisper fiercely.


  She makes a cooing sound.


  “You’re gonna be fine,” I say. But I’m not sure if I’m reassuring Sarah or me.


  A nurse bolts into the room and immediately begins checking Sarah’s vital signs. I get up and pace around the room, simultaneously electrified with hope and filled with inexplicable dread. Is she really here to stay this time? Or will this be the last time I get to talk to my wife?


  “Can I see the babies?” Sarah asks the nurse.


  “As soon as the doctor gives the thumbs up. You’re gonna need to stay in bed for another day, I’m sure.”


  Sarah nods.


  “In the meantime, why don’t I grab your mother from the waiting room? She’s been begging to switch places with Jonas.” She flashes me a look of chastisement.


  I’m suddenly slammed with the most intense sensation of déjà vu I’ve experienced in all my life. Holy fuck, I’ve lived this exact moment before—and I know precisely what happens next: Gloria bursts into the room, throws herself onto Sarah’s prostrate body, sobbing, and promptly packs Sarah into her car to recuperate, without so much as a backward glance at me.


  “No,” Sarah says to the nurse, her eyes fixed on me. “I want my Jonas.” She pauses. “My sweet Jonas.” Her face softens. “My mom can wait.”


  My heart is bursting out of my chest. I know I should reply, “No, it’s okay, Sarah. Let your mom see you.” But I don’t say it. I don’t say a word.


  Sarah twists her mouth and extends her hand, beckoning me closer.


  “Would it be possible for us to be alone for a couple minutes?” I ask the nurse.


  “Well, the doctor’s on her way,” the nurse says, looking at her watch. “She’s definitely gonna want to see her right away.”


  “Just like two minutes? One minute? Half a minute?”


  The nurse smiles. “Yeah, okay. I can do that. Two minutes.” She looks at Sarah. “Your vitals have taken a giant leap for the better, Sarah. Really, really good sign.”


  The minute the nurse leaves, I kiss every inch of Sarah’s face. “I’ve got something to show you,” I mumble into her lips.


  She looks at me expectantly. God, she looks so tired.


  Wordlessly, I stand and pull off my T-shirt, revealing my new tattoo.


  “Whoa,” she says. She surveys the tattoo inked across my chest, shoulder and bicep for a long beat, her eyes wide. “Wow,” she says simply.


  I stare down at her, my heart leaping out of my chest, my chest heaving.


  There’s a long beat as the Coldplay song fills the room and tells her exactly what I’m feeling—and exactly what my tattoo means.


  “Closer,” she whispers.


  I sit on the side of her bed, adrenaline coursing through me.


  Sarah touches my chest with her fingertips, and my skin electrifies under her touch. I close my eyes as her fingers slowly trace the path of my entire tattoo—beginning over my heart and meandering to my left shoulder and down to my bicep. She strokes the tattooed bulge of my bicep for a long moment, fingering every tiny twinkling star.


  “Beautiful,” she says. Her fingers return to my chest, where she pointedly touches the sun and moon inked over my heart. “Sunny and Luna,” she says, smiling weakly.


  I pause, expecting her to say something more—expecting her to comment on the galaxy of stars Coldplay is singing about right now—the galaxy of stars shooting across my flesh. But she just keeps looking at the sun and moon, seemingly in awe.


  She doesn’t understand? Even with the Coldplay song explaining it to her?


  I grab her hand and kiss it and then press it firmly onto my bare chest, right over my heart. “The sun and moon and stars. The sun and moon are surrounded by a sky full of stars, baby—and that means you. Because you’re my universe.” I send her hand skimming along the newly inked stars spraying out from my chest to my shoulder. “You’re the stars, Sarah. You’re the galaxy.” I send her hand down to my bicep, and around, letting her fingers touch every twinkling star that whispers her name. “Listen to the words of the song, baby. You’re my everything.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 24


  Jonas


  


  This right here, sitting with Sarah in the NICU, holding our babies, is all I’ve been dreaming of doing since the first moment I laid eyes on my daughters five days ago. I’m holding tiny, naked Luna against my bare chest, right against my new tattoo, and Sarah’s sitting in her wheelchair two feet away from me, singing “You Are My Sunshine,” holding tiny, naked Sunny against her bare chest, a soft blanket covering them both for modesty’s sake.


  I wish I could freeze time and stay in this moment forever.


  Sarah stops singing and grins at me through impending tears. “This is amazing.”


  “You make a much prettier mommy than Josh,” I say.


  She wipes her eyes. “Oh, I dunno. Josh is awfully pretty.”


  “Don’t let Josh hear you say that. His ego is big enough.”


  “Josh has been coming down here a lot, huh?”


  I nod. “He’s practically lived down here, along with your mom. I’m sure the girls think their parents are Josh and Gloria.”


  “My mom was in rare form last night, wasn’t she?”


  Shortly after I showed Sarah my new tattoo yesterday, she drifted off to sleep again—and I thought Gloria was going to hurl an axe into my back for keeping her out of the room while Sarah was fully conscious. But, thankfully for my health, about three hours later, Sarah awoke again, that time even stronger and rosier than before, and it was clear to everyone she was on the mend for good.


  “I didn’t know there was yet another level to your mom’s ugly cry. I thought I’d seen the highest level after the bathroom incident.”


  Sarah shrugs. “The woman’s passionate.”


  There’s a beat as Sarah and I canoodle our respective babies.


  “What about middle names? Did you decide those yet?” Sarah asks.


  “No, I was waiting for you. What do you think?”


  She purses her lips. “Maybe Sunshine Glory—in honor of my mom? Total hippie name. Might as well go full-on Seattle hippie-dippie.”


  “Your mom will have herself another ugly cry over that, I’m sure. And Luna?”


  “That one’s easy. Luna Graciela. After your mom.”


  I bite my lip and nod. She’s right. That’s an easy one.


  “Have you been okay, Jonas? I mean, I know you haven’t been okay. But have you been really, really bad while I’ve been out?”


  Of course, I’ve been really, really bad—wrecked beyond anything she could possibly imagine—but she doesn’t need to know that. “Yeah, I’ve been okay. I had the girls. They helped keep me strong.” Actually, now that I just said that, I think it’s true.


  She nods. “Did you come down to the NICU a lot?”


  I shake my head. “Not nearly as much as Josh and Kat and your mom. I’ve been sitting by your beside probably, oh, twenty-two hours a day.”


  She makes a sympathetic face.


  “They only let one visitor in the SICU at a time, so, occasionally, I had to give up my seat to your mom or Kat. And that’s when I’d come down here with Josh. Or to the tattoo parlor down the street.” I grin.


  She gazes at Luna, curled up in a little ball over my chest, right over the sun and moon emblazoned on my skin. “You’re an amazing person, Jonas. A lesser man would have been broken by everything you’ve been through.”


  I pause. “I was broken.”


  “No, you weren’t. You were sprained. That’s the thing that amazes me. You never break. You’re so strong.” She bites her lip. “And sweet. And good.” Her face contorts with emotion. “All I’ve ever wanted is to make you happy, Jonas—to make your life easier.” Her eyes well with tears. “To fix that incredible sadness in your eyes.”


  “You did.”


  She’s overcome. She doesn’t reply.


  “See?” I widen my eyes. “Happy eyes.”


  She grins, but a lone tear tracks down her cheek.


  “As long as you’re healthy and by my side and our girls are okay, I’ll never have sad eyes again. I promise.”


  Her face is turning red with emotion. “I just wish things didn’t have to be so hard for you all the time.”


  I scoff. “Nothing worth having is easy.”


  “Plato?”


  “No. Josh Faraday.”


  She chuckles. “Your brother really is a wise and powerful man, isn’t he?”


  “Ssh. You never know when he might be lurking somewhere.”


  Her face turns earnest. “So you’re good, then? You don’t need to talk about anything?”


  I look down at Luna. “I’m good.”


  “Nothing at all you need to work through? Get out of your system? That night was pretty freaking horrible.”


  I exhale and shake my head. “I don’t want to think about that night ever again—except to remind myself, if I’m ever stupid enough to need reminding, that I’m the luckiest bastard in the whole world.”


  She nods and looks back down at Sunny in her arms.


  A lump is rising in my throat, but I swallow it down.


  I thought I knew what love was before this moment.


  I thought I knew what happiness was.


  But I was a fucking fool.


  “Let’s switch, love,” Sarah says. “I wanna hold Luna for a bit.”


  I call a nurse over and she helps us make the switch.


  I sit back down in my chair with Sunny nuzzled up to my bare chest.


  “Gracie never felt quite like this,” Sarah says. “Gracie always felt human. These two feel like monkeys. Literally. Hairless monkeys.” She touches the top of Luna’s head. “Oooo ooo eee eee,” she says softly.


  I raise my eyebrows. “What’s that?”


  “I’m speaking to her in her native tongue.” She grins.


  That lump rises in my throat again, but I stuff it down. This right here is the ultimate peak of happiness—the divine original form of love-ness.


  “What are you thinking about, love? Your face is priceless right now.”


  I bite my lip. My thoughts are too big for words.


  “Man, I’d love to be inside your head right now, love. I bet it’s like the Fourth of July in there right now—all philosophical and shit.”


  “Hey, language.”


  “Sorry.”


  “I’m sure Kat will whip us both into shape.”


  “Who knew the Party Girl would become such a butt-kicker? You know what Kat told me the other day? She and Josh want to have four kids.”


  “Four?”


  “Yep. Crazy. As long as I’ve known her, Kat’s always said she didn’t want kids at all. And now look at her. She’s a barfing, baby-makin’ machine.”


  We’re both quiet for a moment.


  “You just never know where life’s gonna take you, huh?” I finally say.


  “True dat,” Sarah says. She looks down at Luna against her chest. “I feel this overwhelming maternal instinct kicking in. It’s the craziest feeling. Like if anyone ever tries to hurt my two little baby-monkeys, this momma bear would go Latina on their ass so fast, they wouldn’t even have time to notice all the mixed metaphors in that sentence.”


  I laugh.


  She sighs. “Oh, Jonas. Never in a million years did I think things would turn out this way when that cocky application of yours landed in my inbox.”


  I smile at her.


  “What are you thinking, love? Your face is just so damned adorable.”


  I pause, considering. I’ve thought a thousand things since we first sat down to cuddle our babies together for the first time. But I think I can summarize my thoughts pretty succinctly, actually. “I’m thinking, ‘I’m so happy.’”


  Sarah beams a smile at me. “That’s all any human could ever hope for.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 25


  Jonas


  


  I squeeze Sarah’s hand. “Okay, no problem,” I say to Dr. Johnston, even though I want to blurt, “Motherfucker!”


  We’re sitting in Sarah’s hospital room, getting instructions from Dr. Johnston before Sarah’s imminent discharge from the hospital, and the good doctor has just dropped an atomic bomb: there shall be no sex in the Faraday household for a solid six to eight weeks.


  “There’s a serious risk of infection,” the doctor explains further. “And, of course, you need time to heal internally.”


  “Okay, got it,” Sarah says.


  I look at Sarah, expecting her to catch my eye and nonverbally acknowledge the horror of our shared plight, but she doesn’t. She just keeps looking at Dr. Johnston like they’re having a conversation about the weather.


  “Okay,” the doctor says, looking down at Sarah’s medical file. “As far as pain meds, how has the Vicodin been working for you? Do you want to keep—”


  “So, Doctor,” I interrupt. “Sorry. Excuse me. Can we just revisit the prior topic for a brief moment?”


  The doctor raises her eyebrows. “Sure.”


  “When you say ‘no sex,’ can you be a little bit more specific, please?”


  There’s a beat.


  “No intercourse.”


  “No penetration?”


  “Right.”


  “Of any kind?”


  The doctor nods.


  “Including fingers?”


  “Jonas,” Sarah says softly, her face turning bright red.


  The doctor parts her lips, but she doesn’t speak for an awkward beat. “Correct. No penetration of any kind whatsoever.”


  “But then oral sex is perfectly fine?”


  “Jonas.”


  “What? We’re all adults here, right, Doctor? I just want to be really clear on what’s allowed and what’s not. Gotta keep my baby safe... and happy at all times.”


  The doctor’s trying her damnedest to maintain her professional demeanor, but there’s no mistaking the bloom rising in her cheeks. “Well, Jonas,” she says, clearing her throat, “I can honestly say no one has ever asked me this question before.” She tries unsuccessfully to stifle her smile. “With regard to oral sex, you can do as you please from a medical standpoint—there’s no risk of a complication—but you should know that Sarah’s gonna be bleeding pretty heavily for a solid six to seven weeks, so...”


  I continue staring at Dr. Johnston, completely unfazed, waiting for her to finish her sentence. When she doesn’t, her implication becomes abundantly clear: any normal man would choose to wait six to eight weeks to perform oral sex on his smoking hot wife, rather than earn his red wings—even when no other form of sex is allowed for the entire six weeks. Huh. Would that really be the preference of the average, normal man? Well, if so, then normal men are just a bunch of fucking pussies.


  “So,” the doctor finally says, filling the awkward silence. “I suppose it would be up to you. There’s no medical reason why you couldn’t do it, if you really wanted to.”


  “Excellent,” I say, relief and elation flooding me. “Glad I asked, then.”


  I’m tempted to wink, but I resist. I might be an asshole, but I’m not a total douche. I look over at Sarah, expecting to share a secret, celebratory look with her, but she’s covering her face with her hands, utterly mortified.


  Dr. Johnston laughs. “Oh, come on, Sarah. Buck up. I’d count myself a lucky girl if I were you.”


  


  


  Chapter 26


  Jonas


  


  Two Weeks Without Any Form of Sex Whatsoever


  (Unless You Count Jacking Off as a Form of Sex)


  aka Oh My Fucking God


  


  It’s the dark of night.


  Sarah moans next to me in the bed.


  I jolt upright, wrenched from a sex dream. “Sarah?” My heart is in my throat. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine,” she says. “I’ve just got to pump again. My boobs are rock hard. Ouch.”


  A wave of relief floods me. Sarah’s made great strides in her healing since we came home from the hospital two weeks ago, but I still hold my breath every time she shows even the slightest hint of distress or discomfort.


  Sarah turns on the lamp on the nightstand and looks down at herself in the dim light. “Oh jeez.” The front of her white nightgown is soaking wet and plastered to her chest—which, fortunately for my viewing pleasure, means her dark, erect nipples are visible through the wet fabric of her gown.


  Oh man, I’m tingling. Maybe I shouldn’t be, but I am.


  The scent of breast milk fills my nostrils.


  I’m a shark smelling blood.


  “I’ll get your pump,” I say, hopping out of bed.


  “Thanks, love. I think I left it over by the chair in the corner.”


  I retrieve Sarah’s pump and return to the edge of the bed but stop short of placing the pump next to her on the bed.


  “What?”


  “I was just thinking,” I say, a gleam in my eye.


  “What?”


  I smile.


  “Jonas Faraday,” she says. “No.”


  I open my mouth to speak.


  “No, Jonas. No. Effing. Way.”


  I hand her the pump, grinning like a Cheshire cat, and climb back into bed next to her.


  “You’re depraved,” she says.


  “Yes, I am. This is not news. But so what? It’d be hot.”


  “Not hot. Freudian. Twisted. Maybe even illegal in some states. I can’t do it.”


  “Oh, but I think you can.”


  “You know I love saying yes to you, baby, but not this time.”


  “I just want to see what it tastes like—just once.”


  “Then take a sip from one of the bottles when I’m done pumping.”


  “No, I’m not craving the milk itself. I wanna see what it feels like to suck warm fluid directly out of your body—to taste juices created by your body, right from the source.” I shudder visibly, suddenly totally turned on.


  She looks at me like I’m demented.


  “What? What’s weird about that? I wanna feel your nipple in my mouth and suck on it and feel warm, sweet liquid gushing into my mouth—totally normal.” I shudder again. “Oh, man, I just gave myself a woody.”


  “You’re not normal.”


  “Again, this is not news.”


  “Well, sorry to disappoint you, but I’m not gonna breastfeed my husband.”


  “I don’t want to breastfeed. This isn’t about some sort of infant-role-play. I’m a grown man with a hard-on who wants to give his wife’s nipple a good, strong suck and get a happy surprise. That’s a sex act, baby, all the way, especially considering how limited my choices are for another four fucking weeks.”


  “When there’s milk involved, it’s not sexual. When there’s milk squirting out of the nipple you’re sucking on, that’s called breastfeeding.”


  “No, just because there happens to be a warm and delicious bonus at the end of the suck doesn’t change the essence of the sex act. It’s still sexual. One hundred percent.”


  “No, there absolutely nothing sexual about sucking milk out of your wife’s breast.”


  “That’s a patently false statement. Did you know that oxytocin, the hormone that releases during orgasm, is the exact same hormone that releases during breastfeeding? Coincidence? I think not. ‘Nature does nothing in vain.’”


  “Plato?”


  “Aristotle.”


  “Ah.”


  “Don’t question Aristotle, Sarah. Or God, for that matter. He must have had an excellent reason for making breastfeeding feel orgasmic.”


  Sarah looks down at her chest and grimaces—milk has suddenly begun gurgling out of her breasts and down the front of her nightgown. “Look what you just did, Jonas P. Faraday, just by saying the words ‘feel orgasmic.’” She motions to herself, exasperated. “Darn you.” She opens the flaps of her soaking-wet nursing nightgown, pulls out her huge breasts and tantalizingly dark nipples, and positions them into the pump. “Just accept it—you’re not gonna get your way.” She juts her chin at me. “Suck on that.”


  I can’t help but laugh. I love it when my baby’s indignant and sassy.


  I prop my head with my elbow and watch her with utter fascination. “That’s so cool,” I say. “Your abundantly flowing ta-tas are mesmerizing me.”


  She flips the switch on the pump, rolling her eyes at me as she does—and instantly, her entire body visibly relaxes the same way it does right after orgasm. The minute milk begins squirting out of her and into the bottles attached to the pump, she lets out a loud moan of pleasure and relief.


  My hard-on twitches. That moan is the exact same noise Sarah makes whenever my hard-on slides into her after a lot of foreplay. “So fucking hot,” I say.


  “You’re insane. It’s not hot. I’m being milked like a cow. Moo. Would you like some cream with your coffee, sir? Mooooo.”


  “No, it’s hot, trust me. You’re a goddess. Mother Earth. I love it.” My hard-on is beginning to throb.


  “You’re a sicko.”


  “You know what? You need to get rid of your stupid hang-ups. They’re just holding you back.”


  “My stupid hang-ups? Jonas, if we asked one hundred people on the street, they’d all say what you want to do is totally weird, if not disgusting.”


  “Well, good thing we’re not asking one hundred people on the street. I don’t give a shit what anyone else thinks. If it turns us on, who the fuck cares what anyone else thinks?”


  “Well, that’s the thing. It doesn’t turn us on. It turns you on.”


  There’s a long beat.


  Oh.


  Well, shit.


  I guess I just assumed that when something turns me on like a motherfucker, it turns her on, too. Fuck me. If she’s not gonna get off on this, then I sure as hell won’t.


  She twists her mouth. “Although, turning you on always turns me on,” she adds, exhaling with resignation.


  I grin broadly.


  She actually looks like she’s seriously considering it for a second. “No,” she finally says. “I can’t do it.”


  “Aw, baby, don’t get all hung up on what’s normal. Who cares? I gotta know what you taste like. With that skin of yours, I bet you taste like the finest latte. Or maybe a caramel macchiato.”


  She’s suppressing a smile.


  “Come on, baby. A one-time thing.”


  She exhales again, and suddenly, she looks really fatigued to me. She closes her eyes, still holding the pump to her breasts.


  The enormity of my assholery crashes down on me all at once. She’s exhausted. She’s on pain meds. She’s been dragging her aching body to the hospital every day since we’ve been home for hours on end to visit the babies. Jesus. She’s still fucking bleeding, for Chrissakes. “You know what?” I say. “This is a conversation for another day. I’m not going anywhere and neither are your massive, milk-infused ta-tas.”


  She opens her eyes and looks down at her boobs. “They really are massive. These suckers need their own freaking zip code.” She half-smiles at me. Yeah, she looks absolutely exhausted.


  I move closer to her and stroke her cheek. “Do you need anything, baby? Anything at all?”


  “Some water, please?”


  “Coming right up.”


  “And maybe some Oreos?”


  I grin at her. “Oreos, it is.”


  “With milk for dunking?”


  “No problem, baby.”


  “Thank you.” She closes her eyes again. She looks ready to pass out.


  I pull up her nightgown slightly to reveal her angry C-section scar and kiss it gently. She runs her hand through my hair and my cock jolts at her touch.


  “I love you, Jonas,” she says softly.


  I kiss every inch of her scar before leaping up to head to the kitchen. “I love you, too, wifey.” I look up. “More than I ever thought humanly possible.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 27


  Jonas


  


  “Here you go, baby,” I say, returning from the kitchen. Sarah’s hands are both engaged with the breast pump, so I place the water, milk and Oreos I’ve brought for her on the nightstand.


  “Thank you,” she says softly. Oh man, she looks worn out.


  I sit back down on the bed, mesmerized as the two bottles attached to her pump get filled to the brim with Sarah’s creamy milk.


  “What time are you going to the hospital tomorrow?” I ask.


  “My mom’s picking me up at ten.”


  “I’ll meet you there at ten-thirty or so. I’ve got a morning meeting. Some more potential gyms.”


  “Great.” She closes her eyes again, obviously beginning to drift off.


  I watch her for a long beat, admiring the shape of her lips, the bridge of her nose, the smoothness of her skin. She shifts her position in the bed and one of her smooth thighs peeks out from under her short nightgown. I reach out and touch it and exhale a long, shaky breath as my dick begins hardening.


  Her eyes are closed. The breast pump is doing its thing. She’s obviously down for the count.


  I hop up from the bed and lurch toward the bathroom.


  “Whatcha doing?” she asks softly.


  “I’m gonna take a quick shower,” I say.


  “Now?” She looks at the clock. It’s just after 3:00 a.m.


  “Yup,” I say. “Now.” I turn around and motion to the raging hard-on that’s straining behind my boxers.


  “Oh.” She smiles. “Have fun, you two.”


  “I can’t be in your presence for five minutes and not get turned on.”


  She motions toward the breast pump. “Well, who could blame you?”


  I cross the room back to her and kiss her forehead. “You’re the goddess and the muse, Sarah Cruz. Every inch of you turns me on.” I kiss her lips gently. “Every single, delicious drop of you gets me off.”


  She smiles. “Charm me all you like, but I’m not gonna breastfeed you.”


  I smirk, kiss her again, and bound toward the bathroom, aching to relieve my cock.


  “Shake it for me, baby,” she calls after me.


  I shake my ass for her, just before entering the bathroom.


  “Hawt!” she calls out behind me.


  In the shower, I turn on the water as hot as my skin can withstand and lather myself with shower gel.


  Holy fuck, I wanna suck Sarah’s tits and taste her in a whole new way. There’s no doubt I’ve got a raging Oedipal complex, but so what? I don’t give a fuck. There are worse issues to have. Much worse. Man, I wanna suck that beautiful nipple of hers and get a sweet surprise.


  I wash my hair and then stand under the hot water for a couple minutes, rinsing my hair, letting the hot water flood me.


  If I’m depraved and fucked up, if this is some sort of fetish that other men don’t have, then I’m fine with that. Fuck it. I love the taste of that woman—and if some new flavor presents itself—especially a new flavor spurting out of a dark, erect nipple mounted atop a bountiful, glorious breast—oh, fuck, I just made my cock jolt—then I sure as hell want to give it a guzzle. Fuck yeah.


  I reach down and exhale with relief at the sensation of my own touch.


  Sarah.


  She’s home. She’s safe. Thank God.


  And so fucking hot. Hotter than ever. A fucking Botticelli.


  Oh, man, that olive skin of hers on my crisp white sheets gets me every time.


  I work my shaft up and down, letting my mind wander.


  I begin to visualize everything I always do when I begin jacking myself off. Sarah’s mouth on my cock. Sarah’s erect nipple in my mouth. Sarah sitting on my face, her sweet pussy in my mouth. Sarah making her “O” face—the extra sexy one she only recently started making after I finally figured out how to get her to orgasm simultaneously through her clit and G-spot, together. Oh, fuck, that was a happy day. Oh, yeah, I’m already getting close. That’s what two weeks without sex will do to a guy. Fuck.


  I move on to imagining Sarah’s tattooed ass cheek. “Propiedad de Jonas Faraday,” it says. Property of Jonas Faraday. Fuck yeah. Oh, yeah, fuck, yes, that’s doing the trick. Fuck you, Will—Sarah’s mine. Oh my God. Yes. Fuck yes. Fuck you, motherfucker. You want to fuck my wife? Well, you can’t, cocksucker. You wanna give my wife the ‘best orgasm of her life’? Fuck you, fuckwad. That’s my job—my fucking religion, motherfucker. My art.


  My cock is lurching, straining to erupt. Yes. I’m right on the cusp.


  I move on to imagining the granddaddy fantasy, the one that always pushes me over the edge—Sarah in the grips of the most intense and concentrated pleasure she’s ever experienced, until, finally, blissfully, after fighting me, fighting herself, she pushes out rather than holding in and ejaculates forcefully smack into my face. Oh, yeah. Fuck yes. She ejaculates, splashing me all over my smiling face with warm, sweet fluid—and then I lick it up.


  A staggering wave of pleasure wells up inside of me and releases forcefully.


  Fuck.


  Motherfucker.


  Oh my fucking God.


  I shudder with an aftershock. And then another one.


  Whew.


  I stand with my forehead against the tile, letting the water rain down my back for a very long time.


  Oh my God. I want that. I. Want. That. I want it so bad I can almost taste the deliciousness of her cum in my mouth right now. I lick my lips at the phantom flavor of melted whipped cream on my tongue. I want that and I’m going to get it, no matter what.


  Why the fuck can’t I get my little Mount Everest to squirt? There’s no physiological reason—every woman, including Sarah, has the biological anatomy necessary to ejaculate—it’s an objective fact—and it’s not me—I’ve gotten multiple women to squirt before. Which means whatever the hell’s stopping Sarah is all in her head. Her body’s built to do it, just like anyone else’s—I’ve just got to figure her out.


  Again.


  It’s all about pushing past her newest perceived limitations, whatever hang-ups are holding her back. I’ve just got to teach her it’s okay to go there. That there’s nothing she could do that would turn me off. That’s exactly what I’ve done these past three years, slowly but surely—and I’ve managed to get her to towering heights in her sexuality. I’ll just have to do it again regarding this. I just have to rewire her brain.


  I lean my forehead against the marble wall of the shower and let the hot water stream down my back.


  She’s ready to do it; I know she is. She’s standing on the edge of a new abyss. Right on the fucking edge. I just have to figure out how to push her off.


  I’ve got a solid four weeks before I can fuck her, and probably a bit of time after that before she’s completely back to being “Orgasma the All-Powerful” again. Until then I just have to be patient with her. Make her understand how badly I hunger for her, no matter what she does. I put my mouth into the stream of hot water for a minute and drink down a large gulp of hot water, imagining it’s Sarah’s cum.


  I have to hit her with something brand new, that’s all. Something she’s never experienced before. As Aristotle said, “We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, then, is not an act, but a habit.” I have to take her out of her habit. I’ve got to hit her with new stimulation, new fantasies, get her to exercise new sexual muscles to create muscle confusion, the same way I do during a workout. Yeah, that’s it. A whole new set of sexual stimulations to achieve a whole new set of reactions.


  I’m slammed with a sudden epiphany.


  I’ve got to break myself of my own habits, too.


  Holy shit.


  I turn off the shower and grab a towel.


  The box.


  Oh, shit. Yes. The box. I’d forgotten all about it.


  Yes.


  I do believe that’s exactly what the doctor ordered. For both of us. I throw the towel into the hamper and look at my naked body in the mirror. Maybe Sarah’s not the only one who needs to flex some new sexual muscles. We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, then, is not an act, but a habit. Maybe Aristotle isn’t talking to Sarah. Maybe he’s talking to me. Maybe it’s time for me to do something different to reach an entirely new level of excellence. Maybe it’s time for me to push past my baggage and bullshit once and for all.


  I exhale audibly, staring at myself in the mirror.


  I’ve never been more cut in my life. I must have lost a ton of weight these past few weeks. Not a surprise. I hardly ate for a week.


  I gaze at the galaxy of stars covering my chest, shoulder and arm.


  Sarah.


  My addiction to her hasn’t waned since day one. It’s only gotten more powerful. How is that possible? I don’t just crave this woman. I’m not just hungry for her. I’m starving for her. Now, more than ever. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. How the fuck am I gonna wait four more weeks to fuck her?


  My cock tingles.


  Fuck.


  I get back into the shower, turn the hot water on again, and reach down to touch my hardening cock again. Jesus. This is gonna be a long-ass six weeks.


  


  


  


  Chapter 28


  Jonas


  


  Three Weeks Without Sex


  


  I’m sitting at the kitchen table, eating a bowl of cottage cheese, watching porn on my laptop. Sarah and I visited the babies in the hospital all morning together, just as we’ve done every day since Sarah’s been home, and now Sarah’s gone to take a pregnancy yoga class with Kat (despite the fact that Kat is the only one of them who’s pregnant).


  When I first sat down to do some research on my computer, my focus was on learning as much as possible about bondage—both the “how to” of it and what, from a psychological standpoint, makes it such a draw for “normal” people. But my research has sort of meandered. It seems bondage often goes hand in hand with the sexual exploration of pain, and that’s just not my bag. Try as I might, I just can’t get into the idea of whipping, paddling, or otherwise bringing any kind of pain into the bedroom. So my research has wound its way to researching the psychology of domination and submission. Now this is something that peaks my interest. I like the idea of having Sarah at my physical mercy to the point where she can’t exert a shred of personal will. In fact, the thought is a total fucking turn-on.


  Quickly, one video click led me to another and then to another, which, in turn, somehow led me to videos depicting women with giant dildos shoved up their asses, losing their fucking minds with pleasure. Which, in turn, led me to a whole bunch of videos with titles like, Watch a hot woman squirt! Which is when my low-grade woody turned to steel.


  I take a big bite of cottage cheese and gaze at the boisterous fuckery happening on my computer screen. I’d clicked on this particular video because it was entitled, She’s a Squirter, Fellas! but it’s turned out to be fucking useless to me. The way the man and woman in this video are positioned would never in a million years stimulate the woman’s G-spot enough to make her squirt, let alone orgasm at all, unless the guy’s dick happens to be bent like a crowbar. Or unless she’s just a spontaneous squirter, I guess—able to cull cum out of her pussy through thought alone (which, if true, while fascinating, doesn’t help me worth a shit when it comes to Sarah). Seriously, though, I can’t imagine what I’m seeing on my screen right now would do jack-shit for ninety-nine percent of women, let alone my little Mount Everest. Stupid.


  But why am I surprised? By and large, porn is so fucking dumb. All it does is propagate the myth that a woman should be able to orgasm during intercourse after getting banged like a crack whore in a back alley. Which, in turn, encourages men to continue fucking their women sloppily, which makes women feel inadequate or defective, which, in turn, leads to women faking it, which in turn perpetuates the cycle of unsatisfying fucking. Bullshit, all of it. I’m constantly amazed at the lack of sexual enlightenment in the world.


  I click out of the video and scroll through the other search results on the side of the screen. A video entitled How to Make a Woman Squirt Every Single Time catches my eye. I click on the video and wait while it buffers.


  Based on my research, it seems a whole shitload of women who’ve never ejaculated do it for their first time during pregnancy or after giving birth. Well, obviously, it didn’t happen for Sarah during pregnancy (though I wonder if it might have if we hadn’t been hampered by not getting “too crazy-freaky”), but I’m hoping to unlock this final frontier for Sarah as soon as we get the green light for sex. Maybe the experience of Sarah’s body creating life has unleashed some sort of newfound power inside her—or maybe, hell, just made her more prone to leak.


  The video loads and a really average-looking guy with no discernible muscle tone pops up on the screen. “Hey, guys,” he says, smiling broadly. “Do you want to make your woman squirt?”


  “Fuck yes,” I say out loud.


  “And do you want to do it every single time, like clockwork?”


  “Thanks for asking. Yes, please.”


  “Well, through years and years of practice and experimentation, I’ve figured out a method for making any woman squirt, every single time, without fail. It took me years to perfect this technique, but I did it. And now, I’m demonstrating my secret technique for you. Just click on the video link below to watch step by step instructions—Paypal and credit cards accepted—and you’ll be well on your way to gliding down your own personal Slip ‘n’ Slide.”


  My gut tells me the guy’s full of shit, but I can’t resist. I click on the pay-per-view link, make my payment of a hundred bucks, and immediately click on the new video that pops up.


  “Hey, guys. Thanks for tuning in,” Mr. Squirt-Master says to the camera. “In this video, I’m gonna show you precisely how to make any woman squirt, no matter who she is—whether she’s experienced with squirting or a total newbie. It doesn’t even matter if your woman’s never even had an orgasm before—my technique, if done correctly, will make her explode with cum. I’m talking every single woman. Every single time. No matter what.” He winks.


  “Just get to it, fucker,” I say out loud.


  “And guess what? I’m not just gonna tell you about it—I’m gonna show you on three real women, so you can see exactly how it works.”


  “Bullshit,” I say out loud. But, still, I keep watching.


  “But, first, before we get to the real women, let me talk you through the technique on this model of a vagina.”


  Mr. Squirt-Master pulls out a rubber replica of the interior of a vagina and proceeds to finger it, talking in explicit detail about his “surefire” technique. A couple times, I rewind the video and watch him explain something again. What he’s saying sounds ridiculously simple, actually, but infinitely variable, depending on a particular woman’s physiology. And I’m not one hundred percent sure how this fingering technique differs from the way I give women—well, Sarah, nowadays—vaginal climaxes through G-spot stimulation. How the fuck does this differ from fingering her G-spot for an all-body orgasm? It’s not clear. Maybe it’s more of a “feel” thing than a step-by-step kind of thing?


  “You really need to be able to feel exactly what you’re looking for inside there,” he says, confirming what I was just thinking. “There’s no way for me to explain it to you precisely—it takes a little trial and error.”


  Ah. So he’s full of shit. And he knows no one can call him on it, because every guy who fails using his technique will assume he just hasn’t mastered the “trial and error” of it. Douche.


  “Just be persistent,” Squirt-Master continues. “And, soon, you’ll be able to do it on command.”


  “Mmm hmm,” I say out loud, a total skeptic.


  Now Mr. Squirt is joined by a smoking hot woman who’s way, way, way above his pay-grade.


  “Hey, guys, this is Carla.”


  “Hi,” Carla says, waving at the camera and smiling.


  I can’t help wondering how much this guy had to pay Carla to do this.


  “Have you ever squirted before, Carla?”


  She shakes her head. “Nope.”


  I don’t believe her for a second.


  “Do you want to?”


  “I sure do.” She smiles at the camera. “What woman doesn’t?”


  I smirk. Well, my wife, for one.


  “Well, then, let’s do it, shall we?” Mr. Squirt says.


  Carla stands and undresses unceremoniously, while Mr. I-Can-Make-Any-Woman-Squirt stays fully dressed, and then the two of them sit down together on the edge of a bed.


  Mr. Squirt turns to the camera again. “I’m going to show you everything I just talked about, step by step. But, first, I’m gonna kiss her and touch her skin lightly, just to get her pussy aching for me. Once I’ve got her good and wet and throbbing, then I’ll finger her the way I just explained to you a minute ago.” He holds up his hand. “To recap: I’ll use my middle and index fingers right on that spot I was telling you about, and I’ll stroke it in a ‘come hither’ motion—like this.” He demonstrates in the air. He turns to Carla. “Ready to squirt all over the bed, Carla?”


  “I sure am.” She grins sheepishly.


  Mr. Squirt proceeds to kiss Carla, slowly stroking her arms and bare back and face as he does, and the woman’s nipples visibly harden under the stimulation. I can almost smell her pussy getting wet for him through the screen. Or, hell, maybe she’s just a great actress.


  After a couple minutes, Mr. Squirt stops kissing Carla and looks at the camera. “Guys, take a note. Women really need foreplay—and lots of it. You can’t just shove your hand up inside her and expect her to be ready for you. Pro tip: women respond particularly well to kissing as foreplay.” He winks again.


  Jesus. Give me a fucking break. I roll my eyes. Is there a man alive that really needs this explained to him? For fuck’s sake, I should click out of this horseshit right now. But I don’t. I can’t. I’m fixated on the screen. God help me, I’ve gotta see for myself if Carla’s gonna blow or not.


  After a bit more kissing and stroking Carla’s bare torso and nipples, the guy finally slides his hand inside Carla, making her moan, and, thirty seconds later, holy motherfucking shit, she arches her back and shoots so much cum out of her pussy, it’s like he’s shoved a fire hose up there and turned it onto high.


  “Holy motherfucker,” I say out loud, leaning toward the screen.


  “Oh my God,” Carla blurts, looking genuinely shocked at the massive stream of ejaculation erupting from her body.


  Mr. Squirt looks at the screen and flashes a shit-eating grin. “And that’s how to do it, fellas. Every fucking time.”


  Carla looks at the guy and then at the camera. “Oh my God,” she says softly, beaming. “Amazing.”


  “You wanna do it again, honey?” he asks her.


  Carla nods vigorously.


  And, by God, he does it to her again. Within a minute. Jesus Christ.


  Okay, fuck me. This is fucking impossible. Obviously, the whole thing is rigged. A total farce. I mean, there’s no doubt Carla actually squirted (twice!) right before my eyes—I don’t think that was, like, digital special effects or something—but there’s no way this was her first time. No way. Obviously, this woman’s one of those rare specimens who squirts as easily as she sneezes. The woman must be able to charm her Skene’s gland like a snake charmer on a cobra.


  “That was pretty awesome, huh?” Mr. Squirt-Master says. He’s alone on-screen now. “One hundred percent real, too. I bet some of you are thinking I’m pulling a fast one here, though, aren’t you? You’re thinking maybe Carla is a porn star and squirts for a living or something?” He chuckles. “Wrong. What I just demonstrated was Carla’s very first squirt, unless she was lying to me, I suppose. But, regardless, it doesn’t matter. Because this will work on any woman, no matter who she is—whether it’s her first time or one hundredth. The only requirement is that the woman’s got to be turned on. And it helps if she actually wants to squirt, too. I mean, obviously, you can’t just shove your hands up some old lady in the grocery store line and make her squirt.”


  I wince. Jesus.


  “You should try to get your girl pretty ramped up and turned on before you even attempt the squirt. So, like I say, don’t skimp on the foreplay. But once you’ve got a willing woman and you turn her on, then I promise this will work for you, guys. Every fucking time.” He claps his hands together. “Okay, so for all you doubters out there, I’m gonna demonstrate my technique on two more ladies. Both of whom have never squirted before.”


  Hopefully, my house isn’t on fire right now—because, if it is, oh well. It’s gonna burn to the fucking ground.


  Woman Number Two comes on. She’s older than Carla. Attractive in an elegant sort of way. I never would have pegged her for participating in a video like this. She looks like a high-priced lawyer or something. She strips her dress off—and, damn, she’s hot as fuck underneath those clothes, holy shit—who knew?—and the two of them proceed to sit on the edge of the bed and do the exact same dog and pony show I just witnessed with Carla. And, once again, within a matter of minutes, the woman’s pussy blows like a volcano right before my eyes.


  Holy fuck.


  On to Woman Number Three. Same fucking thing: Thar she blows.


  I’m literally pulling on my hair. What the fuck does this little fucker know that I don’t? What the fuck?


  I pull out my phone, my hands trembling.


  Henn answers after one ring. “Yo.”


  “I need you to find someone for me,” I say. “Right away.”


  “Well, hello, Jonas. I’m great. Thanks for asking. How are you?”


  “It’s this guy on YouTube. I’ll send you the link to his video. It’s pay-per-view.”


  “A pay-per-view video?” He laughs. “Is this video porn, by any chance, Jonas?”


  “I just emailed you the link. Just watch the video and find me the guy.”


  “All righty. Hang on. I just got your email.” There’s a long pause during which Henn apparently clicks on my link. “Oh,” he says. “Wowzercats. I was just kidding about the porn thing. Holy shit, Jonas. It’s actually porn.”


  “Yeah, so find him for me. As soon as possible.”


  “Damn, Jonas. What the fuck?”


  “Just find him.”


  “Hang on.” I hear the video playing in the background.


  “So can you find him or not?” I ask after a minute.


  “Of course. I mean, he’s on YouTube, showing his face, telling dudes how to make women squirt. The guy’s a king among men. He’s probably got a cult following—a Squirting Feifdom. An Army of Ejaculator-orators.”


  I can’t help but laugh.


  “I’m sure it’ll be ridiculously easy to find him. You probably don’t even need me.”


  “I don’t have time to hunt this guy down and figure it out. I’d rather pay you to do it.”


  “Ha! I’m not gonna take your money to find this guy.” He chuckles. “I should be paying you for sending me this video. Made my day. And Hannah’s night. Wink.” He laughs.


  I don’t reply. I don’t like having a hard-on while talking to Henn. It’s not natural.


  There’s a long pause. I can hear the video continuing to play through the phone line.


  “Oh, hello beautiful,” Henn says. Clearly, Carla just entered Henn’s computer screen. “You want me to find the girl, too, Jonas?”


  “Of course, not the girl. Jesus, Henn. Just the guy.”


  “Just asking.”


  “I’ll never ask you to find me another girl as long as I live, motherfucker. I’m married.”


  “Jeez. I was just asking. I thought maybe the guy and girl embezzled funds from you or something, I dunno. I didn’t realize it was strictly personal.”


  “My wife just had my twin girls. You think I’m trolling the internet to find a porn star to fuck?”


  “No, not to fuck. To make squirt. Obviously.”


  “Fuck you, Henn. I’ll never as long as I live ask you to—”


  “I’m kidding, Jonas. Dude. Relax. You’re overreacting. Shocker.”


  I pause. I think Henn might have a point. I might be overreacting slightly. Shit. Maybe no sex for three weeks has made me a bit high-strung. I shake it off. “Okay. So, I’ll need this guy’s phone number. I wanna ask him a couple questions.”


  “Hell yeah, you do. So do I. Damn.”


  “Just find him.”


  “I feel like such a pimp right now. It’s totally awesome. Whoa!” Henn suddenly shouts at the top of his lungs. “Holy fuck!” I’m guessing Carla just blew her load all over the bed. Henn laughs. “Oh my God, Jonas. That was awesome.”


  I don’t reply.


  “Now that’s what I call entertainment. Hot diggity damn.”


  “Okay, so you’re on it, then?”


  “Oh, yeah, I’m on it—like purple on Barney. This is definitely a white-hat job. Absolutely free of charge.”


  “Great. Thanks.”


  “Hey, is this a thanks-for-having-my-babies surprise for Sarah?” He laughs. “Most guys usually go with jewelry, you know.”


  “I’m not going to dignify that with a response.”


  Henn is laughing his ass off.


  I pause a long time. “Most guys give their wife jewelry after a baby?” I finally ask softly, my heart beating out of my chest. “I didn’t even think of that.”


  “Yeah, well, it must have slipped your mind because you were busy worrying your entire family was gonna die.” I can still hear the video in the background. “Holy shit. Enter woman number two, stage left. Oh, man, this guy’s unbelievable.” He chuckles. “How are Sarah and the babies, by the way?”


  “Pretty good. Sarah’s still not feeling great, but—”


  “But she’s about to start feeling a whole lot better. Ka-bam!”


  “Shut the fuck up, Henn. You’re talking about my wife.”


  “Sorry.” All joviality has instantly evaporated from Henn’s voice. “How are the babies?”


  “Good. They should be coming home in about three weeks or so. They just have to get to the point where their lungs are fully developed. Pretty normal with preemies, I guess. They should be fine. I can’t believe how big they’re getting already.”


  “Send me a pic.”


  “Okay, hang on.” I scroll through my photos, finding a good one.


  “Woman number two just wet the bed, too. Oh my God. Damn.”


  I find a really cute photo of the girls and email it to Henn. “Just sent a pic.”


  “Cool. Okay, got it.” There’s a beat as Henn checks the photo. “Aw, they’re so cute, man. They’ve filled out a ton since I saw them. They look like humans now instead of raisins.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Hey, Hannah and I are planning to come to Seattle in a couple months when Josh and Kat have baby number two.”


  “Did you hear it’s a boy?” I say.


  “Yeah. They called me. Kat was freaking out about having a penis inside her at all times, and Josh was like, ‘What’s new about that?’”


  We both laugh.


  “But, anyway, I wanna see your little girlios then, too, okay? They’ll be beasts by then, I’m sure. Oh, here we go. Step right up, woman number three.”


  “You and Hannah can stay at my house when you come, if you don’t want to do a hotel.”


  “Cool. Thanks. I’ll tell Hannah to calendar it—right after I make her squirt, of course.” He snickers.


  “Of course.” I can’t help but chuckle. This is a supremely ridiculous conversation. “Well, bye, Henn. I gotta go. Thanks again.”


  “Yeah, I gotta go, too. I’m in the middle of a super-secret job. You’d get such a kick out of it.”


  “Government?”


  “Of course. Those guys love me now. They think I’m a fucking genius.”


  “Because you are.”


  “Why, thank you. Plus, I’ve got some internet porn to watch, and I’m sure you do, too... “


  “Of course, not. I’ve got actual work to do. I’m a respected member of society, if you haven’t heard.”


  “Yeah, I read that latest article about you guys in whatever magazine. The one about Peru? So rad. You looked like fucking Thor, man.”


  “Thanks. Actually, that one came out a while ago.”


  “Oh. Well, I only just saw it. I told Josh they made you look way hotter than him and he almost punched me in the teeth.”


  “Poor Josh. He’s so used to Kat lying to him about his sexual prowess day in and day out, he’s just not equipped to handle the truth when he hears it.”


  “I’ll tell him you said so.”


  “Please do.”


  We share another chuckle.


  “Talk to you later, brother,” I say. Whoa, what the fuck was that? I’ve never called Henn “brother” before—I don’t even address Josh that way—but it just slipped out.


  “So...” Henn says. “Does this mean you’re not gonna ask me if I’ve got news about The Club?”


  My carefree mood disappears instantly. “Do you?”


  “Nope.”


  I exhale.


  “I’m just shocked you didn’t ask me about it. I think that’s what the psychologists call progress, big guy.” He laughs, but I don’t join him.


  “What about Agent Eric? You checked in with him recently?”


  “Yeah, I talked to him a couple days ago on an unrelated project—they’ve got me working on several things for them nowadays—because I’m a fucking genius, as I mentioned—”


  “What’d he say, Henn?”


  “He said all’s quiet—well, at least regarding The Club. Sounds like Eric’s been climbing the ranks and kicking ass at the ol’ FBI, so he’s been plenty busy tracking down lots of evil bad guys. But not from The Club.”


  “And Oksana’s totally neutralized? She just sits there every day in her prison cell doing Sudoku?”


  “Well, obviously, those pesky Ukrainian separatists are still working hard to get back onto their mommy’s Russian tit—just check the headlines—and, from what we can tell, Oksana’s still quite the pimpstress extraordinaire, even from prison—once a pimpstress always a pimpstress, I guess—but, yeah, there’s no hint of anyone paying us any mind whatsoever. We’re still sitting pretty like Honey Boo Boo.”


  “How many shots of espresso have you had today, Henn?”


  “Like, eight.”


  “Yeah. I can tell. You gotta lay off that stuff, Henn. Seriously.”


  He audibly shrugs over the phone line.


  “You’ll tell me if something comes up, right?”


  “Indubitably.”


  “And you’re still gonna monitor things really carefully?”


  “Of course. You guys are family. I don’t take any chances with my family.”


  “Thanks, Henn.”


  “Sure thang, big guy.”


  “Okay. Talk to you soon.”


  “Talk to later. Oh, hey, Jonas?”


  “What?”


  “Happy squirt-questing.”


  I laugh despite myself. “You, too, Henn.”


  “And Jonas?”


  “What?”


  “You can never go wrong with diamonds.”


  The minute we hang up, I immediately cue up the squirting video again and re-watch the entire thing. When it’s over, I rise up from the kitchen table, taking great care not to whack my gigantic woody against the underside of the table as I stand, and beeline straight for my shower, unbuttoning my jeans as I go.


  


  


  


  Chapter 29


  Jonas


  


  Four Weeks Without Sex


  (Other Than Wacking Off, Of Course, Obviously)


  aka Oh My Fucking God, This Is Fucking Torture


  


  Sarah moans softly next to me in the bed.


  My eyes spring open. A hard rain is battering the house. It’s the dark of night.


  “Sarah?”


  I don’t understand that particular moan she just made. Is she in pain?


  “Sarah?” I say again, reaching for her. My eyes haven’t adjusted to the darkened room. “Baby?”


  Her hand skims my bare chest and then grazes the front of my boxers, right over my cock. “Jonas,” she whispers softly. “Yes.”


  Oh, thank you, God. I know that tone in my baby’s voice. That’s pure arousal right there—which means that moan she made a minute ago was the sound of my baby having a sex dream. Hallelujah. These past weeks since Sarah gave birth, her sex drive has been as dead as a doornail (and understandably so). Does this mean her body is beginning to spring back to life again?


  I pull myself close to her in the warm bed, pushing my rising erection into her, kissing her lips hungrily. “Jonas,” she mumbles, pressing herself into me and returning my kiss.


  I push her onto her back, pull up her nightgown, and begin pulling down her big ol’ granny panties with the big ol’ pad in the crotch. I know I’m not allowed to make love to her with my cock or fingers yet, per doctor’s orders, but the good doctor herself said my tongue is fair game. And that’s exactly what I’m gonna give her.


  Sarah’s body stiffens. “No, Jonas. I’m still bleeding.”


  “Ssh,” I soothe, pulling her undies down past her hips. Oh, God, my cock is already throbbing for her. “Relax, baby.”


  “No, listen. Wait. I’m bleeding a lot.” She puts her hands on mine, momentarily halting the downward progress of her underwear.


  Wordlessly, I get out of bed and head toward the bathroom, navigating my way slowly in the moonlit room.


  “What are you doing?”


  I don’t reply. There’s nothing to talk about. She doesn’t get a fucking vote. I’m gonna make her come. Right now. Come hell or high water. Or blood.


  Surprisingly, given all the pussy I’ve eaten in my lifetime, this is about to be my first ever bloody box lunch. With women before Sarah, bloody sex hasn’t come up that much, to be honest, and if so, I’ve always avoided going downtown during it, probably thanks to my long and tortured history with blood. And with Sarah, even though I’ve always been more than willing, she’s always refused me, saying it’s “too gross.” And I’ve never once pushed back. Why would I? We’ve always still had intercourse during her period; plus, Sarah’s never one to shy away from a damned fine blowjob, especially when she’s trying to deflect me from doing something. So it hasn’t been hard for me to refrain from eating rare meat during Sarah’s time of the month. But this time, all bets are off. I’m chowing down, no matter what. I’m earning my red wings right fucking now.


  I grab a couple towels from the bathroom cabinet and head back into the bedroom, stopping at my computer on the way to press play on “Sky Full of Stars” by Coldplay. Ever since I played this song for Sarah in the hospital, I’ve been dying to make it the soundtrack to an earth-shattering orgasm for her. Oh man, my cock is tingling and twitching at the mere thought of her howling with pleasure with this song swirling around us.


  I crawl back into the bed, singing along to the song, and slide two thick towels underneath her hips.


  “Jonas,” she whispers, obviously unsure.


  “Ssh,” I say. “Don’t speak.”


  She exhales, clearly ambivalent—but she doesn’t speak, as instructed.


  I kiss her deeply, running my fingertip across her collarbone. “Just relax.” My fingers slide over her erect nipples. There’s a small patch of wetness in the fabric of her nightgown, over her left nipple. The sensation makes my cock twitch again.


  I pull her to a sitting position, remove her nightgown, and assess her naked torso in the moonlight.


  Holy fuck, she’s a work of art. Mother Earth. Demeter. I lay her onto her back and lay soft kisses on her C-section scar. “Besitos for your booboo,” I say.


  She exhales again, clearly trying to force herself to relax.


  I kiss the faded scar on her ribcage, the only visible reminder of what those bastards at The Club did to Sarah in that bathroom at U Dub.


  “Besitos for your booboo,” I say again.


  She shudders.


  I work my way up from her ribcage to her bountiful, dripping breasts—and holy fuck, it’s like her skin is covered in a thin layer of sweet cream. It’s all I can do not to take her nipple into my mouth and give it a good strong suck. But I don’t. All in good time. I pull at her panties again, this time forcefully.


  She arches her back into me. “Jonas,” she begins—and it’s not clear if that’s meant to halt or encourage me.


  “Shh,” I say. “Relax. This is turning me on.”


  With her undies off, I spread her smooth thighs and the unmistakable scent of Sarah, the scent I’ve literally dreamed about, floods me. But this time, for the first time ever, that delectable aroma is tinged with something brand new—the one fragrance I’ve been hardwired to recoil from since as long as I can remember.


  And yet. I don’t recoil. Not at all. I feel nothing but hard and turned on and ready to chow down. I reach gently between her legs and touch her tip. It’s erect—hard and slippery against my fingertip. And wet. Soaking wet.


  Sarah moans softly at my touch. “Jonas.”


  Normally, I’d probably kiss her mouth for a bit while massaging her magical G-spot deep inside her. But, obviously, I can’t touch her G-spot right now. Doctor’s orders. No penetration, not even fingers, the doctor said. All righty then. Fuck it. I lean in and lap at her pussy with the full expanse of my tongue, and she lets out a loud groan.


  The wetness against my tongue is thick and slick, a different texture than usual. And the taste is something new, too—salty and sweet, with a vague hint of metallic. It’s actually pleasant to the taste—primal.


  She arches her back into me and that’s it. I’m gone. Totally in the zone.


  “A” is for Sarah’s glorious ass. A... A... A.


  “A” is for the awe-inspiring ass that belongs to me. Propiedad de Jonas Faraday, her ass cheek proclaims. Damn straight.


  A... A... A.


  Fuck you, Will, you motherfucking asswipe—or should I call you “2Real,” you little bitch? Sarah belongs to me, her cocky-bastard-asshole-motherfucker.


  A... A ... A, my tongue tells Sarah. I’m an asshole. And she loves it.


  I grab my cock and pump on it as I continue to lick. Oh yeah, this is good.


  B... B... B.


  “B” is for my baby.


  “Jonas,” Sarah breathes. She’s already writhing.


  C is for my baby’s cunt. My favorite meal of the day—any time, cooked any way. Well, shit. Apparently, I like my cunt prepared rare. Because this is fucking delicious.


  Sarah spreads her thighs wider and groans.


  The lyrics of the Coldplay song are spurring me on. Oh yeah. C... C... C. “C” is for Coldplay.


  D... D... D. “You’re the man of my dreams,” she’s told me a thousand times. That’s right, baby. Fuck yeah, I am.


  E... E... E. Because you’re my everything, Sarah.


  Sarah makes The Sound, my favorite sound in the world. I grab her hips and ferociously pull her into me. She widens her legs yet again and screams loudly, gripping my hair feverishly.


  I grip my cock and pump myself forcefully, continuing to lick her furiously as I do.


  She’s never been this wet before, or tasted this sweet. I can feel her wetness oozing out of her, lining my lips, chin, and cheeks. I feel like a lion devouring my prey. And it’s turning me the fuck on.


  F... F... F.


  I want to fuck your brains out, Sarah Faraday. Oh God, how I want to fuck you, Mrs. Faraday. All fucking night long. Fuck yeah, I do.


  G... G... G.


  You’re the goddess and the muse Sarah Cruz.


  Oh, wow. My baby loves her some “G” tonight. That’s a new favorite letter.


  I continue pumping my shaft, licking her voraciously.


  G... G ... G.


  You’re the stars in my galaxy. Oh yes, baby, come on. G... G ... G. You’re gorgeous, baby. Glorious.


  I give my baby some g...g... g, too, just for good measure. Because the goddess and the muse deserves nothing less.


  Sarah gasps for air and stiffens—and two seconds later, before I can even think about giving her some “H,” her clit, and everything connected to it, seizes violently under my tongue.


  I groan and pump my shaft harder as her body warps against me, slurping her up and burrowing my tongue even deeper inside her, as far as it will go. My nose, chin, and lips are buried in her, drenched in her. I burrow my face deeper and deeper into her, devouring her, and lick her as deeply as my tongue will go, even as she orgasms all around me.


  I’m being baptized in her blood.


  I’m reborn.


  H... H... H.


  Because I’m a hungry boy tonight. With a gigantic hard-on.


  I keep on licking, right through her seizure, something I never do. Usually, I’d be fucking her right now—plunging into her warm wetness with a loud groan—but tonight that’s not an option. So I might as well keep on going.


  I twirl my tongue around and around and around, over and over, grunting and groaning into her, pulling her body forcefully into my face, my hand working savagely on myself as I do.


  I... I... I.


  I love you, baby. Oh, how, how I love every inch of you.


  J... J... J.


  “J” is for—


  “Jonas!” she screams, convulsing violently with her second climax. “Jonas, oh my God. Yes.” I slip my fingers between her ass cheeks just in time to feel her anus contracting with her orgasm—and my cock lurches at the sensation.


  I crawl up to her mouth and kiss her fervently, and she receives me hungrily, running her hands through my hair and bucking underneath me.


  Under any other circumstance, I’d fuck her brains out right now, of course, I would, and so deep and hard we’d come together for her third time. But that’s not an option right now. So I might as well keep going.


  I reach down and touch her clit, kissing her mouth furiously as I do, and my cock jolts when I feel how hard and slippery and enlarged it is. I twirl it around and around with my fingertip as my lips migrate from her mouth to her neck and collarbone and finally find their way to her engorged breast, where the scent of breast milk sends me into a frenzy. I twirl her hard nipple around with my tongue for a brief moment, but I can’t resist another second. Without warning, I take her nipple into my mouth and suck on her like I’m trying to detach her nipple from her breast—swirling her hard clit around with my fingertip as I suck. When warm, sweet liquid gushes into my mouth, I practically convulse, and Sarah groans so loudly, in any other context, I’d think she was in horrible pain.


  Sarah begins screaming at the top of her lungs and bucking wildly, and her pussy suddenly begins rippling under my fingertips.


  “Holy fuck,” she says through gritted teeth. “Oh my God.”


  That’s three orgasms in a row by my count. But there’s no rest for the wicked.


  I take her other nipple into my mouth and give that one a good, strong suck, too, and she gasps loudly as warm milk floods my mouth again.


  Oh, Jesus. I’m so turned on, I’m delirious.


  Blood on the sheets.


  Fuck yeah, blood on the sheets. And on my lips, nose, chin, and tongue.


  I feel a near-desperate urge to plunge myself into her and fuck her so hard and deep she cries. But since that’s not possible, I crawl back down between her legs and plunge my tongue into her pussy again, penetrating her as deep as my tongue will go, eating her alive, sucking her, devouring her, lapping up the thick, sweet liquid covering every inch of her—and jerking myself off voraciously as I do it.


  She shudders into my mouth, yet again, howling as she does, and finally twitches powerfully one last time with a long, low wail.


  I look up at her from between her legs, my chest heaving, my hand working up and down my shaft.


  I’m fucking losing my mind. I don’t feel human. I’m a beast in the wild. A shark. A lion. Jesus God, I’m a sick fuck. And I like it. Everything about this moment turns me the fuck on, and I don’t give a fuck if it’s normal or not.


  I get out of the bed and scoop her up into my arms, adrenaline flooding me. I’m free. I’m not tethered anymore. Blood on the sheets. Blood on the tile. Blood on the floor. It doesn’t matter anymore. Fuck you, Blood. Blood in my mouth and on my lips. Fuck yeah.


  In the bathroom, I flip on the light, still holding her in my arms, and turn to face the mirror. We’re both completely smeared with her blood, from the tips of our noses all the way down to our thighs—as if some mad painter has used our skin as his living canvas.


  “Holy... ,” she says, staring at our ghastly reflections.


  I don’t respond. I just stare at us, my cock throbbing.


  Blood on the sheets.


  Blood on my lips.


  Blood on my tongue.


  Sarah touches my bare chest and bites my shoulder. “You’re a sexy fucking beast, Jonas Faraday. Holy shit.”


  I can’t take my eyes off the vision in the mirror.


  Blood on my chin.


  Blood on my nose.


  Fuck you, Blood.


  She’s right. I’m a beast. A savage beast. An animal. My cock is a weapon of mass destruction. My lips are covered in her blood and milk and her delicious juices. My chest is marked with my religion and smeared with the blood of my righteous battle.


  I bare my teeth at myself in the mirror and my cock twitches at the sight of myself. I’ve never been so turned on in my life. I’m a fucking shark. No, I’m a megalodon. I’m prehistorically wired to eat and fuck and nothing else. Fuck yeah, I am. Fuck yeah.


  My whole life, the Blood has come after me and rendered me powerless. Since age seven, the Blood has turned me into a cowering pussy. But now I’ve come after the Blood. I’ve made the Blood my bitch. Fuck yeah, I have. Fuck yeah.


  After a moment, I grab her hand and press it against my bare chest, right over the spray of stars adorning my flesh—right over the sticky blood smeared across my flesh. “Do you understand now?” I say, my voice straining, my cock throbbing. I track her fingertips through a large streak of blood above my left nipple. “I crave every inch of you, Sarah—every fucking drop—no matter what it is. No matter what.”


  She nods, her eyes blazing.


  “There’s nothing between us anymore. No dark spaces. No secrets. No room for doubt. We’re one and the same. Your body is mine. Your pain is mine. Your pleasure is mine. Your blood is mine.”


  She nods.


  “‘Love is composed of a single soul inhabiting two bodies,’” I say, quoting Aristotle.


  She nods again, this time with eyes like hot coals.


  Oh my God, I want to fuck this woman. To within an inch of her fucking life. Holy fuck. And yet, irony of ironies, I can’t do it tonight. Or any time soon. All I can do is lather her in the shower gently, tuck her safely into bed, and then wack myself off under the hot water, again, for the twentieth time since we’ve been home from the hospital.


  I carry her into the shower, turn on the hot water, and reach for the shower gel—but Sarah has another idea. Of course, she does. Because she’s Sarah Fucking Cruz. Orgasma the All-Powerful. OAP Cruz. Wordlessly, she slides out of my arms, kneels down in front of me, and voraciously takes the full length of my hard cock into her mouth.


  Halle-fucking-lujah. She’s back.


  Immediately, I’m a ravenous beast, gripping her hair and gyrating my entire pelvis into her hungry mouth. Oh man, I’ve never fucked her mouth quite like this before, but based on her throat’s reception to me, she can handle it.


  I look down and every goddamned thing I see makes me want to come into her voracious mouth. My cock thrusting in and out of her hungry lips. That bright red stream of blood trailing out of her kneeling body and swirling across the marble tiles and down the drain. Her olive skin glistening under the hot water. Her engorged breasts and erect nipples, bouncing softly with the movement of her bobbing head. Oh yeah. I push myself into her harder, fucking her mouth with urgent zeal. It’s been a long fucking time since I’ve enjoyed this sensation. Oh my God. This is good.


  I pull on her hair roughly and bear down on her harder than I should, plowing my cock deeper into her throat than I’ve ever gone.


  But she’s up to the task, groaning with pleasure as my cock slams into the farthest reaches of her throat. When I finally erupt into her mouth like a fucking volcano, roaring loudly as I do, Sarah guzzles me down like she’s a sorority girl doing a beer bong—and when I’m all done convulsing, she keeps sucking on me like she’s trying to coax the last drops of a milkshake through a straw.


  When she’s finally done sucking me dry, I lean my back against the shower wall, gathering myself. “Holy fuck,” I say, my chest rising and falling. “Fucking amazing, baby.”


  I look down at her below me, too overcome to say anything more.


  She smiles up at me but doesn’t speak.


  We stare at each other for a long moment, the hot water battering us, blood continuing to streak across the shower floor from between her legs.


  Blood on the sheets.


  Blood on the floor.


  Blood on the tiles.


  Blood in my mouth.


  Blood on my tongue.


  Blood on my chin.


  Blood smeared across my body—across the sun and the moon and the stars that mark my eternal devotion to Sarah and our new family.


  Fuck you, Blood.


  Fuck you.


  I’m suddenly overcome with an overpowering sensation of relief. I feel completely free. All this time, I thought Sarah was the only one holding back, but it was me, too. And now I’m not.


  I lick my lips at her.


  She blinks slowly at me, her eyes burning into me. She stands. “Hoy en adelante, renaces,” she whispers.


  I grip the back of her neck and pull her into me. “Hoy en adelante, renazco,” I reply, kissing her. “And so are you, pretty baby.”


  “Hoy en adelante, renacemos,” she says, her chest heaving. From today forward, we’re reborn.


  I nod. “Yes.” I grab her face. “I like it messy, baby. I like it fucked up. Nothing’s ever gonna scare me again. Nothing’s ever gonna keep me from getting what I want, ever again.” Without waiting for her reply, I lean down and suck a long swig of her tit, making her knees buckle, and then I kneel before her at my favorite altar, yet again.


  Blood is visibly dripping out of her crotch and down her olive thighs, mixing with the hot water streaming out of the showerhead. And in this moment, I’ve never seen anything so sexy in all my life. I reach around and grab her gorgeous ass firmly in both palms, lean into the pussy that owns me, the pussy that’s brought me the greatest happiness I’ve ever known, and help myself to a heaping second helping of my all-time favorite meat.


  


  


  


  Chapter 30


  Jonas


  Five Weeks Without Sex


  aka Lord, Hear My Prayer


  


  “Hello?”


  “Yeah, hi. Is this Sam?”


  “Who’s this?”


  “My name’s Jonas. I saw your squirting video on YouTube. I was wondering if you’d be willing to answer a couple questions for me.”


  He pauses. “Um. Yeah, sure. For a hundred bucks.”


  I resist the urge to call him a douchebag and hang up. “Really?”


  “Really.”


  “You want payment before or after we speak?”


  “Before.” He gives me his Paypal address and says he’ll wait on the line while I pay. What a dick. “Okay, you got that?” I ask after pressing the payment button.


  “Yup. Okay, what do you want to know?”


  “You seriously make women squirt, every single time?”


  “Well, every single time I want to do it, yeah. Sometimes, I don’t want to do it.”


  “When wouldn’t you want to do it?”


  “If we’re on a friend’s couch. Or in a public bathroom. Or some other place where it wouldn’t be great to have to clean up a gallon of cum.”


  I process that for a minute. I never thought about that.


  “Or if the girl’s just not that into doing it. It’s pretty intense, especially for a girl who’s not used to it. Some girls do it for the first time and get addicted. Other girls do it and kinda freak out. It depends. If they’re not down with it, I don’t force them.”


  “What do you mean they freak out?”


  “I don’t know. Some just have, like, a weird hang-up about it. It grosses them out, I guess.”


  “But every single girl can do it?”


  “Without a doubt. Most pretty easily.”


  “Ever have a really tough nut to crack?”


  “Sure.”


  “But you cracked her?”


  “Of course. Every time.”


  “How?”


  “Persistence. And getting her out of her head. And then, bam. I flip the switch.”


  I pause. Interesting. “How many girls are tough nuts to crack, would you say?”


  “Like, percentage-wise?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Hmm. Take ten girls. One will be easy-peasy squirting material, like the women in the video. Just squirting cum at the drop of a hat. One will be really, really hard—those ones are kind of fun, actually. I like a good challenge. And then the rest will fall in line and be fairly simple. One, two, three, squirt.”


  “What’s the one, two, three, though?”


  “Exactly what I demonstrated in the video.”


  “Explain it again.”


  He does, explicitly.


  I ask several pinpoint questions and he answers them.


  “But how does that differ from culling a woman into a vaginal orgasm through G-spot stimulation? I know exactly what it feels like to get an orgasm through fingering the G-spot. What should I be doing differently if I want the squirt?”


  “Well, dude, if you already know how to get an orgasm through her G-spot, then getting the squirt’s gonna be like child’s play to you.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. Most guys I talk to don’t even know how to find the G-spot.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Yeah. Bunch of rank amateurs.”


  We laugh together.


  “So when I feel the G-spot enlarging, you know how it starts filling up like a water balloon—” I begin.


  “Yeah, I love that.”


  “Incredible, right?”


  “The best.”


  “Okay, so when it fills up, what do I do to get the squirt that’s different from going for a vaginal orgasm?” I ask.


  He explains the subtle difference in what I’m feeling for deep inside a woman—the “magic trip-chord,” he calls it, for squirting—plus, oddly enough, a sound I’m listening for—that tells me the woman’s about to blow. “So you feel that gland, that kind of band, right between your middle and ring fingers, and then you just... I dunno... milk her,” he says.


  “Milk her?”


  “It sounds gross, but... yeah. That’s the movement you’re going for right at that moment, right on the Skene’s gland. Down, then inside and up. Grab ahold of it between those two fingers, and when you feel that gland fill up with fluid and hear the sound, yank down again. Milk her.”


  I can’t believe I’m supposed to be... milking Sarah. What a trip. “Okay,” I say, “let’s talk about the one in ten who’s really, really hard to conquer. The ones that take more than one, two, three, milk.”


  “Okay.”


  “What exactly do you have to do for those women?”


  “It’s complicated. So much is getting them out of their heads. It’s really not even physical with those women. It might mean doing the exact same one, two, three, only a whole lot longer than usual.”


  “But is there a four, five, six?”


  “It depends on the woman.”


  “What are the variables?”


  “Fuck, man. The variables?”


  “What else can you throw into the pot if one, two, and three don’t seem to be bearing fruit?”


  “You just gotta get her completely out of her head, like I said. A woman like that is just hung up on something. Insecure. Scared. I dunno. You gotta get her over it, whatever it is.”


  “How do you do that? What’s been your strategy?”


  “You gotta wear her down. Surprise her. Kill her with foreplay. Mess with her head a little bit. Surprise her.”


  “Shock and awe?”


  “Shock and awe. And tease her. That’s good, too. Oh, here’s something good: don’t let her have multiple orgasms, man. Let it build for so long and hard she literally can’t control herself when she finally gets off. If you do that, she’ll have no choice but to squirt all over you.”


  “Why do you know how to do this?”


  “I’ve been doing it a long time, man.”


  “How long?”


  “It happened by accident when I was nineteen. And I was like, holy shit. So I kinda figured out what I did, retraced my steps, and then I tried it again. And it worked again. And then on the next girl I fucked, I tried it again, the exact same way, and it worked again. But on the next girl, the fourth girl, it suddenly didn’t work. So it took me a half-dozen tries on her to figure it out—it turned out that spot inside her was in a slightly different place—back a little. But then, boom. I figured it out. Squirt. So it kind of clicked for me. I was like, ‘Oh, it’s a magic button.’ Then I went on this epic rampage and just started doing it to every girl I met—trial and error for about a year, and got it down to a science. After that, it was off to the races, every fucking time I wanted.”


  “How many women have you done this to?”


  “Hmm. A couple hundred I guess.”


  “Are you shitting me?”


  “No. I’ve been doing it since I was nineteen, man. I’m forty now.”


  “And you’ve seriously made a couple hundred women squirt?”


  “Yep.”


  “All on command?”


  “No, some of them went off without me doing it to them. That’s just how they were wired. But, mostly, yeah.”


  I’m speechless for a minute. The guy’s not particularly good-looking. How the fuck has a guy like him gotten that much pussy in his lifetime?


  “Are you there?” Sam asks. “Are we done, man? I wanna go smoke a bowl.”


  “Yeah, I’m here. Hang on. I’m not done.”


  “You ask a lot of questions, man. I think that’s all I’ve got for a hundred bucks.”


  I suppress the urge to say “fuck you.” “Another hundred?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Hang on.” I make the payment.


  “Got it.”


  “How have you managed to convince so many women to sleep with you?” I ask. “I mean, you’re not exactly a Fitness Magazine cover model.”


  “Oh, and I’m sure you are, man.” He snorts.


  I smirk to myself.


  “It’s easy. You don’t have to be some meathead-muscle guy to get chicks. You just have to know how to fuck ’em right. Word of mouth can get a guy a ton of pussy.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  “Yeah. If you’re not the best looking guy, don’t give up hope.”


  “Thanks, man. I appreciate that.”


  “Sure thing.”


  “Is that what happened for you? Word of mouth?”


  “Yeah. Word got around about what I can do and women started lining up. No exaggeration. Over the years, a girlfriend of mine would say, ‘I was telling my friend Ashley about what you can do to me and she wants you to show her. Will you do it?’ And I’d be like, ‘I guess so. Sure. Tell Ashley I’ll do it if she really wants me to.’ Or I’d be on a date and the girl would say, ‘I’m just not that into you, Sam, sorry.’ So I’d say, ‘Fair enough, baby. But just FYI, before you walk away, you should know I can make any woman squirt on command.’ And a good half the time, no matter who she was, no matter how hot, she’d say, ‘Oh yeah? Prove it, asshole.’ And boom. Squirt. It’s a handy talent to have, I gotta say. A pretty neat parlor trick.”


  “But that’s the main thing I want to ask you about, Sam. Is it a parlor trick for you—like you push this particular button on a woman-computer and cum squirts out the chute? Or is a squirting orgasm the culmination of sexual pleasure for these women—the absolute pinnacle of the female sexual experience?”


  “Huh?”


  I pause, trying to figure out how to make myself clear. “Are you tapping into their deepest desires and releasing the ultimate pleasure for them, or just eliciting an involuntary, knee-jerk reaction?”


  There’s a long pause. “What’s the difference?”


  What’s the difference? Holy fuck, is he mentally deficient? I don’t know how I can make myself any clearer. “I mean when you make a woman squirt, is she doing it because she’s having an involuntary but unavoidable physical response to you stroking her Skene’s gland in a specific way—like how your knee reflexively kicks up when the doctor bangs below your kneecap? In other words, you’re quite literally milking her? Or, in the alternative, are you catapulting these women into the greatest ecstasy they’ve ever known, by far, which therefore makes their body release in a whole new way and literally explode with cum?”


  “I’m not sure I follow the difference.”


  I exhale with exasperation. “Sam, are you giving these women the best orgasm of their entire life or are you just pushing a button that makes liquid reflexively shoot out of them?”


  There’s another long pause that tells me everything I need to know. The dude is literally just milking these women, plain and simple. It has nothing to do with excellence or aspiration or delivering them unto ecstasy. It has nothing to do with experiencing the culmination of human experience. It’s not his art.


  What a fucking crock.


  And what a fucking dick.


  “Well, kind of... both, I guess,” he says. But I don’t believe he’s capable of truly understanding the difference.


  “Have you ever made a woman squirt during intercourse—through pounding her G-spot with your cock at exactly the right angle? Or while going down on her for twenty minutes? Or is it always just fingering them for three minutes up front and that’s it?”


  “Well, yeah, it’s happened during sex and oral, occasionally. Sure. But mostly, it’s just fingering. And yeah, lightning speed, too. Boom. No twenty minutes required for this guy. Unless, you know, she’s a really, really tough nut to crack.”


  “And these women blow because you touch them on the exact right spot with your fingers—not because you’ve introduced them to a whole new paradigm of pleasure?”


  “What the fuck? ‘A whole new paradigm of pleasure?’” He chuckles.


  “It’s a philosophical question,” I reply evenly, my pulse pounding in my ears, “that ultimately defines the objective of the aspiration. One possibility is that you aspire to making your partner ejaculate because the mere act of squirting is, in and of itself, the most pleasurable stimulation a woman can experience. Which would mean that, by making her squirt, you de facto push her into the ultimate female experience, no matter whether you do it at three minutes or thirty. Another possibility is the other way around— the squirt itself is the byproduct of a woman experiencing the culmination of human possibility, the physical manifestation of that ecstasy, if you will. In other words, the squirt objectively and physically confirms you’ve otherwise managed to deliver her unto the highest form of pure ecstasy—the ultimate. The divine original. The last option, of course, is that the squirt is nothing but a parlor trick—a knee-jerk reaction to stimulation of her Skene’s gland. Nothing different than milking a cow.”


  There’s silence.


  “Do you understand what I’m asking you now? It’s a really important distinction.”


  He pauses a ridiculously long time. “Dude,” he finally says. “I make women squirt because I can. It’s as simple as that.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 31


  Jonas


  Six Weeks Without Sex


  


  “I wish this guy would drive a little faster,” I mumble quietly to Josh, glancing at our driver. I look at my watch.


  Josh laughs. “How does she put up with you?”


  “Who? Sarah?”


  “Yes, Sarah. I could never be married to you. You’re the most impatient man alive. Just fucking relax occasionally.”


  “Well, since you don’t have to be married to me, I’m not your problem.”


  Josh bursts out laughing. “Sure, Jonas. You’re not my problem. Ha!”


  I don’t reply.


  “And, actually, come to think of it, we’re pretty much married, other than the fucking part. What’s the difference? I see you every fucking day. And Climb and Conquer’s our baby.”


  “First off, there’s no such thing as ‘marriage’ without the fucking part, Josh. That’s called friendship. Or a business partnership.”


  “Or brotherhood.”


  I roll my eyes. “Well, yes, of course. And, second, being married to me ain’t all bad, trust me, despite what you might think. I’m an asshole and a royal pain in the ass, yes, but trust me, I earn my keep.”


  He laughs. “One would hope. Or else Sarah’s just a fucking masochist. Actually, I must admit, even without the sex part you’ve been a really good husband to me, Jonas.”


  “Why do you always try to get a reaction out of me?”


  “Because you always give me one.”


  “Fuck you.”


  “See?”


  I scowl at him.


  “You don’t think you’ve been a good husband to me, bro? Gosh, I think so.”


  “Stop it. You’re making me want to throw up.”


  Josh laughs.


  I look at my watch. “I hope Sarah’s home by now. She might be at the hospital, visiting the babies. If she’s not home, I’m gonna have a nervous breakdown waiting for her to come home.”


  “Well, text her, then. Tell her, ‘Woman, you better be home when I get there so I can plow you or there’s gonna be hell to pay.’”


  I pull out my phone. “I’ll tell her exactly that.”


  “Oh yeah, I’m sure she’s gonna love that. Kat would be thrilled.”


  “No, actually, believe it or not, that’s precisely the type of message Sarah would enjoy receiving.”


  “Oh, she loves a little caveman shit, huh?”


  I smirk.


  Josh makes a face. “Nice.”


  I pull out my phone and send Sarah a text. “Josh and I landed safely. We’re on our way home from the airport now. Probably home in thirty minutes or so, after we drop Josh at his house.”


  “Yay!” Sarah texts back. “Welcome home! Did your fancy meeting go well, Mr. Mogul?”


  “Yeah. Really well,” I write. “We came to terms pretty quickly. Price is right. Numbers crunch well. Their locations are a perfect complement to our existing gyms. Match made in heaven.”


  “Woohoo!!! Mr. Fancy-Pants strikes again! Does this mean we’re gonna be rich?”


  I laugh out loud. “Yeah, baby,” I type. “We’re gonna be rolling in it.”


  “Thank God. Because, as you know, I married you for your money.”


  “I know.”


  “How many gyms is that gonna add?”


  “Twenty. Gotta refurb them to get them branded, etc. We’ll probably be up and running with all of them within three months.”


  “Congrats, baby! You’re so fancy! Let’s drink some champagne tonight to celebrate. I’ll pump and dump.”


  “Oh, baby, you know I love it when you talk dirty.”


  “Pump and dump. Pump and dump. Pump and duuuuuuuuump.”


  “Stop turning me on. I’m gonna blow my load sitting here next to my stupid brother.”


  “I can’t help it. You know how it turns me on when you acquire shit, baby.”


  “Why do you think I keep doing it?”


  “More gyms? SQUIRT!”


  I laugh out loud again. I was about to suggest we talk instead of text, but it’s now quite clear that, with Josh sitting next to me, this particular conversation is best suited to texting.


  “Oh my God,” I write. “That’s what’s finally gonna make you squirt for me? More gyms? Well, shit. Now you tell me. I’ll buy up every fucking rock climbing gym in the world for you, baby.”


  “Squirt!”


  “Speaking of which, do you know what today is, wifey?”


  “Hellz yeah! I leaped out of bed this morning screaming ‘SIX WEEKS!!! WOOT! It’s time for some FUCKERY!!!!!!!!!! BOOYAH!!!!!!!!!!!!’”


  Oh, how I love this woman. “So does that mean you’re feeling up to it?”


  I hold my breath as I press send on that last text. God help me if she says she’s not ready.


  “Oh, NOW you’re concerned for my comfort? I seem to recall a certain husband of mine saying once upon a time you were gonna poke me right after the babies came, in any hole, ready or not.”


  I grin at my phone screen. “I said that?”


  “You sure did.”


  “Well, that was just my cocky-asshole-motherfucker talking. Your sweet husband already beat him up for you.”


  “I like my cocky-asshole-mofo.”


  “Good. Cuz he’s got a big ol’ cock and he’s ready to poke you with it. In any hole.”


  “Delish. I’m ready for some massive cock. But, honestly, you’re gonna have to be really gentle. I’m not totally back to normal yet.”


  “No worries. I don’t care how we do it as long as we FUCKING DO IT. If I have to wait one more goddamned day to fuck you, I’m gonna have to register my cock as a deadly weapon.”


  “Dude, that’s a pretty long conversation,” Josh says.


  I snap my head up from my phone. Why the fuck is Josh here? Fucking Josh.


  “Please tell me you haven’t been sexting with Sarah this entire time, sitting here next to me, you pervert.”


  “No. Sarah’s telling me about the girls.”


  “Oh yeah? How are they?”


  “They’re good.”


  “Hey, Josh is asking about the girls,” I type quickly. “How are they?”


  “LOL!!!!! Josh is asking? It didn’t cross your mind to ask about them for yourself?”


  “Baby, I’ll think about the girls after I fuck my beautiful wife. But, actually, yes, now I’m wondering. How are they?”


  “Amazing. Three days away and you’re not even gonna recognize them.”


  “Did the doctor say when they can come home?”


  “Probably next week.”


  I lift my head from my phone. “Sarah says the girls are gonna come home probably next week,” I say to Josh.


  “Awesome.”


  “She says we’re not even gonna recognize them after just three days away.”


  “I bet,” Josh says. “Tell Sarah I say hi.”


  “Josh says hi,” I type. “Fuck Josh. Let’s talk about how I’m going to fuck you with my massive cock.” I look at Josh. “Sarah says hi. And congratulations on the new gyms.”


  “Tell her thank you.”


  Fuck Josh. “So, baby,” I type. “My cock has grown at least fourteen inches since I’ve been gone.”


  “OMG! It’s now a certified weapon of mass destruction!”


  “Fuck yeah.”


  “Ka-pow! What the fuck just slammed into the barn, Jimmy? Was it a missile? A rocket? A bomb? Is this World War III? Aw, no, Tommy, golly gosh. That was just Jonas Faraday’s MASSIVE COCK. He just rolled over in bed clear across the country in Seattle.”


  I laugh. “You funny.”


  “I funny.”


  “Okay, you’ve distracted me. As usual. I was texting to tell you that if you’re not home and spread-eagle on the bed when I get there, there’s gonna be hell to pay, woman.”


  “Hell to pay? LOL.”


  “Yes, woman. HELL. TO. FUCKING. PAY.”


  “Sounds yummy. But I happen to be at the hospital right now, singing ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’ to the tiny humans who so recently sprang out of my body (thanks to your big ol’ cock).”


  “Oh fuck. You’re not home?” My head snaps up to see where we are along the route to my house. Shit.


  “Correct. I am nursing your children and showering them with motherly love.”


  “How fast can you get home?”


  “Not for a while. After I visit with the girlies, I’m gonna pump some more breast milk to leave for them overnight.”


  “Hey, excuse me,” I call up to the limo driver. “I need you to swing by the U Dub Medical Center, instead of my residence. That’s my new destination.”


  “Sure. No problem.”


  “Sarah’s at the hospital?” Josh asks.


  “Yup.”


  “So you’re gonna be a good daddy and go say hello to your daughters first thing home, huh?”


  “Yup. Because I’m a really, really good daddy.”


  “Mmm hmm.”


  “I am. I’m gonna say hi to my beautiful babies and kiss my lovely wife hello. Like the good daddy and husband that I am. Because that’s all I’ve got on my mind right now is my beautiful daughters.”


  Josh laughs. “I see a medical supply closet in your near future.”


  I flash him a cocky grin, but I don’t reply.


  “You’re not fooling anyone, Mr. Joined-The-Club-for-a-Fucking-Year.”


  I smirk again. “Six weeks is a long time to wait, man.”


  “Amen.”


  “Did you have to wait six weeks after Gracie was born?”


  “Well.” He grins. “We were supposed to wait six weeks.”


  “But you didn’t?”


  “Nah. Who could possibly wait six whole weeks?”


  “You mean I’ve waited six fucking weeks and it wasn’t even necessary?”


  “Well, no, I’m not saying that. Kat spit Gracie out the chute like a watermelon seed. Totally different situation. She was fine and raring to go way before six weeks.”


  “So you decided you knew better than the doctors, huh?”


  “Of course. I’m wise and powerful.” He winks. “I know better than everyone. About everything. You haven’t figured that out by now?”


  “Well, how long did you wait?”


  “For actual sex?” He thinks. “Four weeks, I think. But I distinctly remember Kat feeling a helluva lot better at the three-week mark, and me being very willing to oblige.” He shoots me a crooked grin. “But, you know,” Josh continues, “Kat’s delivery was nothing like Sarah’s, so it’s definitely for the best you two have waited—”


  “Oh shit,” I blurt. “I forgot to tell Sarah I’m heading her way. Hang on.” I type out a quick text. “Hey, baby. I’m coming straight to you at the hospital, instead of going home. Stay there. Don’t leave.”


  “Yay!” she writes.


  “Do. Not. Leave.”


  “Yes, sir. Yippee!”


  “Do not move or else you’re going to be in big trouble.”


  “Yes, sir. I am very scared of you so therefore I will not move.”


  I grin at the phone.


  “Hey, btw, I have a surprise for you at home,” Sarah writes.


  “Does it involve tadpoles or marshmallow chicks?”


  “You’ll see.”


  She sends me a heart emoji, an apple, and an eyeball. “You’re the apple of my eye, my sweet Jonas.”


  I laugh and look furiously for a bone emoji for my reply, but I can’t find one. Oh well. “Oh, My Magnificent Sarah,” I type. “You are the bone of my boner.”


  “Aw, how sweet.”


  “And I want to FUCK YOU, woman!!!!!!” I type furiously.


  “Whoa. That’s a lot of exclamation points, sir!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”


  I text her a ridiculously long string of exclamation points just to emphasize my point.


  “!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!” Sarah writes back.


  “LOL.”


  “I LOVE EXCLAMATION POINTS!!!!!!!!!!!!!!” Sarah writes. “AND ALL CAPS TOO!!!!!!!!!!”


  “Those aren’t exclamation points!!!!” I write.


  “No?!!!!!!!! What are they?!!!!!”


  “Cock emojis!!!!”


  “LOL. You’ve only got one ball?”


  I burst out laughing. “That’s what happens when I try to be funny.”


  “No, it was a good attempt at humor, love. Keep trying and soon you’ll get the hang of it. Persistence!” Another winking emoji. “And, anyway, I get your point, sir. You’re ready to bone! AND SO AM I. OH MY GOD. I’M EFFING ALL-CAPS READY TO BONE, BABY!”


  “ME TOO! BONE BONE BONE!!!! ALL-CAPS BONE!!!!”


  “MY LADY-BONER IS ABOUT TO EFFING BLOW!!!!!!!!!!!! Hey, btw, I have to work pretty hard to successfully write the word effing on my phone, just so you know. Autocorrect apparently really hates that word.”


  “Fuck autocorrect.”


  “Little bitch.”


  “Having fun?” Josh asks, out of nowhere.


  I look up from my phone.


  Josh is looking at me with that laughing-at-me-with-his-eyes thing he always does. “You’re giggling like a fucking tweener at a Justin Bieber concert.”


  “Shouldn’t you be doing something meaningless like posting a fucking selfie onto Instagram right now?” I say. “Making sure all your followers know you had oatmeal for breakfast?”


  Josh rolls his eyes and looks back at his phone.


  “Thanks a lot, Sarah. Thanks to you, I’m sitting next to Josh with a raging boner.”


  “Hey, the struggle is real. I’ve got a lady-boner right now, and I’m sitting here holding Sunny. I’ve got a nice little Madonna-whore thing going on—I think you’d dig it.”


  “You’ve been texting this whole time holding Sunny?”


  “No, part of the time I was holding Luna. Dude, I’m a mother now. I multi-task.” This time, her emoji is a muscled arm. “And, hey, no worries. The monkeys can’t read so we’re safe.” She adds a monkey emoji followed by a book.


  I laugh out loud again. “These poor kids. You do realize we’re gonna scar them horribly, right?”


  “Why? You mean because Mommy and Daddy wanna ALL CAPS BONE so effing much? (Fuck you, autocorrect!)”


  I laugh again. “Yes.”


  “Well, the girls can suck it. How do they think they got here in the first place? Jeez.”


  “I can’t wait to bite that ass of yours right before I fuck you. I’m not gonna be able to wait five minutes after seeing you.”


  “Please and thank you. Hey, speaking of which, I stopped bleeding yesterday. Yay!” She adds a happy-crying face, clapping hands, and a party hat.


  “Congrats. But I wouldn’t have cared.”


  “Yes, I am well aware of that factoid.” She attaches a blushing face emoji.


  I laugh out loud. “You feeling okay?”


  “Yeah. Good. Tired, but good.” Thumbs up emoji.


  “Don’t overdo.”


  “I won’t. I’ll take it easy right after I BONE my husband.” She adds a bone emoji.


  What the fuck? Where’d she find that? “Emoji wizard,” I type.


  “We’ve all got our talents.”


  “Are you wearing a skirt?” I write.


  “Yes.”


  “Good. Take off your panties before I get there. Go commando for me.”


  “Will do. You better get that massive cock of yours ready, big boy. I’m dripping wet.”


  “My cock’s been ready for six fucking weeks.”


  “Woot. I’ll just stand here with no panties and my legs spread out, dripping all over my thighs, until you get here.”


  “You’re so fucking sexy.”


  Josh’s phone rings and he picks up.


  “Hey, Henn. What’s up?” Josh listens for a minute. “Awesome! Congratulations! Hey, Henn just popped the question to Hannah. She said yes.”


  “Awesome,” I say. I quickly tap out another text to Sarah. “Henn and Hannah just got engaged.”


  “Yay!” Sarah writes. Diamond ring emoji. “Hey, now they’re ‘Hennah!’ Tell them I say big congrats.”


  I swat Josh on the knee. “Sarah says congrats and that she’s christened them ‘Hennah.’”


  Josh laughs and conveys my message to Henn.


  “What’s our couple name?” I type. “Jorah?”


  “How about Sanas?” she writes. “Because it means ‘healthy’ in Spanish.” She adds a smiley-face emoji wearing a surgical mask followed by a praying hands emoji. “Knock on wood, right?”


  “Amen.”


  “Hey, Sunny just woke up. Gotta go.”


  “See you soon, wife. I love you.”


  “I love you, too, husband.” Heart emoji.


  “Get ready to get fucked.”


  “Roger that.” She adds a yellow smiley face bearing its teeth like it’s scared.


  “Hey, sir,” Josh says to the driver. “Looks like you can drop me at the hospital, too. No second stop required.”


  “What?” I blurt, looking up from my phone.


  Josh holds up his phone. “Just found out Kat and Gracie are on their way to visit the babies right now. They’re gonna surprise Sarah and take her out to dinner.” He bursts out laughing.


  “No,” I yelp. “Tell Kat to turn around. Tell her no.”


  “Bro, I’m not gonna stop Little G from visiting her cousins just so Uncle Jo Jo can screw Auntie Sarah in a supply closet. You’ll just have to wait ’til you get home.”


  “Gracie’s got a lifetime to visit her cousins. Tell Kat to turn around.”


  “Nope.”


  I grab for Josh’s phone, but he pulls it away and puts it into his pocket. “Looks like it’s Faraday, party of five, for dinner. One big, happy family.”


  I look up to the ceiling of the limo, looking for strength I surely do not possess.


  “Hey, if I can wait another hour to be alone with my beautiful wife, then surely you can wait, too.”


  “We’re hardly in the same situation, Josh. You’ve been away from Kat for three days. I’ve been waiting six fucking weeks. Comparing our situations is like comparing the common cold to cancer.”


  “No, not being with Kat for three days ain’t no common cold, bro—that’s at least influenza. Maybe even bronchitis.”


  I look out the window of the limo, scowling.


  “Poor Jonas.”


  “Don’t talk to me.”


  Josh laughs. “Life’s not fair, bro.” There’s a long beat as we look out our respective windows of the car. “We’re lucky bastards, aren’t we?” Josh finally says.


  I’m pissed at him, it’s true, but I can’t deny the truth when I hear it. “We sure are,” I reply. I deign to look at him and we both smile about our good fortune.


  “And, anyway, I’m not just dealing with three days away from Kat,” Josh says, breaking the spell of my good feelings toward him. “I’ve got bigger fish to fry. The woman only stopped barfing a couple weeks ago, and not too long from now, my baby boy will be here, royally cock-blocking me with his never-ending cuteness, not to mention his puking and crying and breastfeeding. So that means I’ve got only a short window of time to enjoy a fairly normal sex life. You should be honored I’m willing to spend any of my precious minutes with you.”


  Well, damn. My babies are slated to come home next week. Does that make this coming week my only window of opportunity for a “normal” sex life?


  Josh laughs. “Poor Jonas.” He puts his hand on my shoulder. “I guess you’ll just have to behave like a homo sapien for a little while longer today. Sorry, bro. I know how hard that is for you.”


  I scowl and look out the window of the limo.


  “You’re so entertaining, Jonas. You know that? You never cease to amuse me.”


  I roll my eyes.


  Josh chuckles happily and then looks down at his phone again, probably busying himself with Twitter or Instagram or some other meaningless exercise in narcissism.


  I look at my watch. We should be at the hospital in about fifteen minutes.


  Fuck me.


  I feel like I’m going to explode.


  And not figuratively, either.


  Oh my fucking God.


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 32


  Jonas


  


  When Josh and I bound into the NICU, we find ourselves in the middle of a raging Faraday girl-party that’s already well underway. Sarah’s sitting in a glider chair, holding Sunny; Little G is sitting next to her in another glider, holding Luna with an assist from Kat, her pink sparkly boots barely hanging over the edge of her chair; and Gloria’s here too—what the fuck?—taking photos and ordering everyone to smile.


  All four of them are giggling and squealing and cooing up a storm, especially little Gracie, whose little exclamations to Luna would be adorable to me if I weren’t feeling so sexually frustrated right now. Oh my God. I love each and every one of these females, God knows I do, each in a very different way, but I had a much different “party” in mind when I diverted my limo to the hospital.


  Josh immediately beelines to Kat and Gracie, while I stand rooted to my spot just inside the NICU entrance. I need a minute. I wasn’t prepared to be Happy-Go-Lucky Jonas right now. I was all amped up to be Fuck-My-Woman-Till-She-Screams-My-Fucking-Name-In-a-Supply-Closet Jonas. Fuck.


  Sarah beams a smile at me. “Hi, love. I’m so excited you’re here.” There’s a bloom in Sarah’s cheeks again these days—a fairly recent and exceedingly welcome development after the long haul of the last six weeks—and she’s even got a mischievous twinkle in her eye again, too. “Kat surprised me by bringing Little G and my mom to visit the babies,” Sarah says, curling a lock of her hair around her finger and grinning broadly. “Isn’t that awesome?”


  “Awesome,” I say. “Totally and completely awesome.”


  Sarah suppresses a laugh.


  I cross the room toward Sarah and suddenly notice she’s wearing the white sundress I bought her in Belize. “You’re wearing the dress,” I say, flashing back to the memory of that dress crumpled on the floor of our tree house. I lean down to kiss her.


  “Today’s a special occasion,” she whispers into my lips. “Another round of delicious anticipation.”


  I’m about to whisper something suggestive to Sarah about meeting me in the nearest supply closet, but all of a sudden, I’m getting hugged by Kat and Gloria, and kissed by Little G, and ordered by Gloria to pose for photos—and it’s abundantly clear that any form of covert fuckery with Sarah here at the hospital is a pipe dream.


  “Take Sunny, love,” Sarah says. “She’s been missing her daddy.”


  I take little Sunny from Sarah’s arms, and the minute I do, I magically forget all about my initial motives for getting dropped off at the hospital. “Hi, Sunshine,” I say, settling myself into a glider next to Sarah. “Wow, she’s grown so much in just three days. Her growth is literally visible.”


  “I know, right? Both of them,” Sarah says. “Aren’t they incredible? They’re getting so big.”


  I glance at Luna on Gracie’s lap. “They’re so pretty. They’re quite literally the prettiest babies the world has ever seen—besides Gracie, of course.” I wink at Gracie and she tries to wink back at me, closing both of her eyes in an exaggerated blink.


  “A couple of beasts-in-training,” Josh says. “I’d expect nothing less from your mighty spawn, Uncle Jo Jo.”


  “What do you think of your cousins, Gracie?” Sarah asks. “Are they cutie patooties, or what?”


  Gracie nods.


  “Say it for me, Gracie,” Sarah prompts. “Cutie patooties.”


  “Cootee patoooootsh.”


  Sarah giggles. “You never disappoint me, Gracie-cakes. You funny.”


  Gracie puffs out her little chest with pride. “I funny.”


  Everyone laughs. Gracie’s never known what to do on the receiving end of this little family joke before.


  “I funny,” Gracie says again, obviously enjoying the reaction she got the first time—and, of course, we all oblige her.


  “Isn’t Luna little?” Sarah asks Gracie. “You used to be a little baby and now you’re such a big girl.”


  Gracie nods. “Cuzn Loona da baybee. Grassy da big girl.”


  “That’s right, mamacita,” Sarah says. “You got that right. You’re the big cheese in town—la Quesota.”


  Gloria giggles. “Oh, Sarah.” Apparently, Sarah’s made some sort of Sarah-ism, even in Spanish.


  Sarah laughs. “Yeah, that doesn’t really translate, does it?”


  Gloria shakes her head, still laughing. “No. Not at all.”


  “Ahm hungy, Mommy,” Gracie says. “I want da cheese.”


  “The cheese? You mean string cheese?”


  “No, Mommy, da big cheese. Wit Auntie Sah.”


  “You see what you do to me, Sarah?” Kat chastises. “No, honey, no snacks. We’re all going to a restaurant for dinner in just a few minutes.”


  Gracie looks like she’s about to protest. And loudly, too.


  “Hey, Little G,” I say, flashing her my most charming smile. “You wanna hold Sunny now?”


  Gracie’s face lights up. “Sunneeeee,” she squeals, instantly distracted from whatever cheese-related tantrum she was about to throw.


  “Oh, you’re good,” Kat says to me.


  I swap Sunny for Luna in Gracie’s lap and she instantly busies herself with the business of kissing and cuddling her newest baby doll.


  “Hi, Crazy Monkey,” I whisper to Luna, kissing her little head. “I missed you, my love. Do you know I love you to the moon and back again?” I look up, intending to make a comment about how much Luna looks like Sarah, and I’m met with Sarah’s teary-eyed gaze.


  I grin at her, my heart beating out of my chest with pure joy. And for the life of me, all of a sudden, I can’t remember what the fuck I was so crabby about when I first walked into the NICU.


  


  


  


  Chapter 33


  Jonas


  


  “Do you want the pizza or the chicken fingers?” Kat asks Gracie.


  “Peesuh,” Gracie says, her face lighting up.


  “Pizza, please,” Kat corrects.


  “Peesuh, please.”


  “Thank you for your nice manners.”


  Fuck me. Okay, I’m crabby again. And then some.


  The six of us are just one big, happy family. Just one, big, it’s-been-six-fucking-weeks-since-I’ve-fucked-my-wife-and-I’m-sitting-at-a-fucking-chain-restaurant-with-my-brother-and-mother-in-law-and-sister-in-law-and-niece-rather-than-fucking-my-smokin’-hot-wife-right-now-happy-fucking family.


  The minute we got to this deep-fried travesty of a restaurant, a restaurant with fucking kiddie menus for the love of God, I tried to get Sarah to pop into the bathroom with me for a quickie, but her mom was on her like white on rice about one thing or another, and absconding Sarah for some lightning-fast bathroom-fuckery wasn’t in the cards.


  And then, fuck me, the nanosecond after Gloria finally left Sarah alone, when I thought I might have a brief window of opportunity to get inside Sarah, Gracie suddenly wanted her Auntie Sarah above all other humans, and there was nothing to do but pile into the restaurant booth with everyone—with Gracie wedged between Sarah and me, stuck to her Auntie Sarah like glue.


  “Oh, that’s pretty,” Sarah says, referring to Gracie’s crayon-scribbles on her fucking kiddie menu. “Hey, will you give me a bite of your pizza when it comes, Little G?” Sarah asks, stroking Gracie’s hair. “I’m gonna order a salad, but I’m craving a big ol’ bite of your pizza. Yummo.”


  Gracie nods, hard at work on her masterpiece. “Mmm hmm.”


  “Thank you, baby.”


  “Grassy not a baybee.”


  “Oh, I forgot. You’re a big girl now.”


  “Grassy da big sissy.”


  “That’s right.”


  “Are you excited to meet your baby brother in a few months, Gracie?” Gloria asks.


  Gracie smiles broadly and nods. “Jack.”


  Sarah looks at Josh and Kat, instantly elated. “You guys went with my suggestion?”


  “So much for surprises,” Kat says. “Thanks, Gracie.”


  Gracie smiles broadly at her mother, clearly not understanding sarcasm.


  “Oh, come on, Kat. Surprises aren’t allowed in this family,” Sarah says. She squeals. “I’m so excited. Jack Faraday. I just love it.”


  “Jack Faraday,” Josh repeats proudly. “Now that’s a name. That’s a guy who drinks scotch neat.”


  “That’s a guy who knows how to land a right hook—and a babe,” Kat adds.


  “Jack Faraday doesn’t even own a wrench,” Josh says. “He just uses his teeth.”


  “When Jack Faraday crosses the border into a new country, they immediately put his face on their currency,” Sarah says, and everyone laughs.


  “The Pope calls Jack Faraday and asks him to bless his water,” Josh says.


  “When the groundhog comes out of his hole in February, he asks Jack Faraday what he should do,” Kat says.


  “Gravity asks Jack Faraday for permission,” Sarah says.


  We’re all laughing pretty hard by now, even me.


  “When Jack Faraday wipes his ass, the toilet paper writes him a ‘Thank You’ note,” Josh says, and we all roll with laughter. Even Gloria’s wiping her eyes and holding her sides.


  “After Jack Faraday visits the Virgin Islands, they officially rename them... the Islands,” Sarah adds, wiggling her eyebrows, and we all lose it.


  “Hey now,” Kat says primly. “Speaking as Jack Faraday’s mother, I can assure you Jack’s gonna be a complete gentleman to all the ladies he encounters.”


  We all share a loud, rollicking laugh at that one.


  “Well, jeez, I was trying to be funny, but not that funny.”


  Sarah reaches over to touch Kat’s belly. “Don’t kid yourself, Kitty Kat. With the Playboy and the Party Girl with a Hyphen as this boy’s parents, he’s genetically fated to become a world-class ladies’ man.”


  Kat shrugs. “Yeah. Probably.”


  “Definitely,” Josh says. “Until he meets the right girl, that is.” He winks at Kat.


  “Aw,” Kat says. “Are you trying to get laid tonight, Playboy? Because you most certainly will.”


  Gloria covers her face with her hands, blushing and shaking her head.


  “Oh, sorry, Gloria,” Kat says, breaking into a giggle. “But, you know, I had to get pregnant somehow.”


  Gloria laughs.


  “Okay, I’ve got one for you, Kitty Kat,” Sarah says. “When Jack Faraday glances at a woman, she gets pregnant.”


  “With quadruplets,” Kat adds.


  We all laugh, yet again.


  “Oh, I’ve got one,” Gloria says. “When Jack Faraday visits the Queen, she curtsies to him.”


  “Good one, Gloria,” Josh says, high-fiving her. “Now I see where OAP Cruz gets her mad skillz.”


  Sarah and I exchange a look. What the fuck does Josh think “OAP” means?


  Gloria giggles. “Oh, I just thought of another one: Jack Faraday’s grocery lists are New York Times bestsellers.”


  “Wow, Mom,” Sarah says. “You’re on a roll.”


  Gloria giggles, clearly having a ball.


  Well, shit. Even Gloria’s getting laughs with this crowd? Come on. I love the woman, but she’s not exactly hilarious. I don’t usually join in when our foursome is having a group ‘clever-fest’ like this, since I’m clearly fourth in the pecking order when it comes to being funny. Sure, they laugh at shit I say all the time, but its not when I’m actually trying to be funny. But this time I think I’ve got a pretty good one. And if fucking Gloria’s getting laughs, for fuck’s sake, then I’m gonna go for it.


  “The doctors tried to circumcise Jack Faraday, but their scalpels kept breaking,” I say, and everyone, including Gloria and Gracie (although why Gracie’s laughing is a mystery) bursts into hysterical laughter.


  “That was actually funny, Jonas,” Josh finally says, still chuckling. “Really funny. Wow. Intentional humor from Jonas Patrick Faraday.” He glances out the window of the restaurant. “Are there frogs falling from the sky right now?”


  I laugh.


  “Looks like we’ll make a homo sapien out of you yet, huh, bro?”


  I can’t help smiling from ear to ear. “Eh. It’s fifty-fifty.”


  “Oh, man. That was really funny, Jonas,” Kat says, wiping her eyes and getting ahold of herself. “I just peed a little bit.”


  “Me, too,” Sarah says. “A lot bit.”


  “Welcome to motherhood,” Gloria says, and all three ladies burst into an enthusiastic dialog about how they pee their pants every time they sneeze or laugh or jump.


  “So, will this legendary Jack Faraday have a middle name?” Sarah asks. “Jack William Faraday, maybe?”


  Josh looks at Kat for some sort of permission and she motions to him like she’s giving him the floor.


  “As a matter of fact,” Josh says, looking at me with his patented laughing-at-me-with-his-eyes look, “my beast of a son will bear the noble name of Jack Jonas Faraday.” His eyes sparkle at me. “Now that’s a dude who’ll climb the tallest mountain and slay the fiercest dragon for you. A beast of a man, in every way. And, hey, I’ve just learned he might even be funny on occasion, too. On purpose.”


  My heart is racing. I can’t form words, so I nod. I feel electrified right now.


  Sarah grabs my hand and squeezes. “Wow, guys. That’s such an honor.” Her face looks exactly the way I feel right now.


  “Thank you,” I manage to say. “That’s... Thank you.”


  Josh shoots me a beaming smile. “Of course, bro. We’ll be lucky if our little guy grows up to be even remotely like his Uncle Jo Jo the Dancing Clown.”


  “Hey, that’s your cue, Gracie,” Sarah says. “Say it: ‘Uncle Jo Jo the Dancing Clown.’”


  “Unkie Jo-Jo-da-danseen-clahn.”


  “Wow, Gracie. You’re getting a lot better at that. Kat, give that girl a cookie.”


  “Oh, a cookie, Mommy!” Gracie squeals, bopping up and down in her seat.


  “Gee, thanks, Sarah,” Kat says. “No, honey. No cookie until after you eat your pizza and broccoli.” Kat shakes her head at Sarah. “I can’t wait to return the favor to you in the very near future—twofold.”


  Sarah beams. “I can’t wait, either.”


  “Or maybe I’ll take it easy on you, seeing as how you supplied Jack’s name and all. I didn’t think we’d ever be able to pick a name, what with Mr. Opinionated over here vetoing every fabulous idea I had.”


  “Oh, yeah. Remy. Such a fabulous idea.”


  “I like Remy,” Kat says.


  “I do, too,” Sarah says.


  “But, of course, I like Jack even better,” Kat says. And without further ado, Kat launches into a detailed story about how she and Josh couldn’t agree on a boy-name until Sarah swooped in a couple days ago with two fantastic suggestions: Jack and Jeremiah.


  I glance at Sarah, surprised, and she bites her lip. I didn’t know Sarah had offered Kat and Josh her treasured boy-names for their own use, and the revelation makes my heart pang for her. Of course, we have no use for Sarah’s chosen boy-names—the doctor told us our chances of getting pregnant again are practically nil. And even though that’s for the best, since just the idea of going through another pregnancy makes my hair fall out, it nonetheless broke my heart to watch Sarah break down in tears when she heard the doctor’s news.


  “Hey, at least you’re getting to name one Faraday boy, huh?” I whisper to her, squeezing her hand. She nods, a bittersweet smile on her face.


  God, I love this woman. My heart is suddenly aching for her.


  I pat Gracie on the head. “Little G, will you crawl to the other side of Auntie Sarah, next to your mommy? I wanna cuddle Auntie Sarah for a minute.”


  Gracie crawls out from between us, over Sarah’s lap, and flops herself onto the bench next to Kat’s ever-growing belly. Immediately, I fill the void vacated by Gracie, scooting my body right against Sarah’s, as close as humanly possible, forcing her legs over my thighs under the table.


  Sarah smiles at me and puts her cheek on my shoulder. “Hi, love.”


  “Hi,” I say, wrapping one arm around her shoulders and grabbing her thigh with my free hand.


  She lays her hand on my chest and melts into me. “You smell good, baby. God, I missed you.” Her hand traverses my chest and slowly works its way down to the tattoo on the inside of my left forearm—and, just like that, the pang in my heart turns into a tingling sensation in my dick.


  I’m vaguely aware that Gloria’s saying something about baby-naming traditions in Latino culture. I shift in my seat, trying to relieve the sudden pressure on my cock, to no avail. Shit. I love Sarah’s mom, I really do, but right now I don’t give a flying fuck about baby-naming traditions in Latino culture.


  Slowly, I move my hand from Sarah’s thigh down the length of her pretty white dress. When my hand reaches the hem of Sarah’s dress, her eyes lock onto mine with sudden understanding of what I’m about to do.


  I smile.


  She bites her lip.


  “Yeah, that’s a lot like my dad’s side of the family,” Kat says. “I think they’ve passed down the name Edwin as a middle name for boys for, like, four generations or something crazy like that.”


  I slide my fingers underneath the hem of Sarah’s dress and then all the way back up her bare legs, skimming the insides of her smooth thighs with my fingertips.


  Up, up, up my fingertips go.


  Until.


  Yes.


  Pay dirt.


  My cock twitches.


  My lovely wife’s not wearing underwear, exactly as instructed.


  Good girl.


  “But I was like, ‘No son of mine is gonna have the middle name Edwin. I don’t care how many generations... ‘”


  My fingers glide up to Sarah’s sweet pussy and brush lightly against her tip. She’s wet. My cock thickens in my pants. My fingers zero in on her clit. It’s hard. She shudders and so do I. Oh God, how I’ve missed getting inside this woman.


  “I mean life is hard enough without having Edwin on your driver’s license your whole freakin’ life...”


  When my fingers slip into Sarah’s wetness, she lets out a low moan, which she quickly passes off as a cough. Holy fuck, it’s been six fucking weeks since I’ve been allowed to put anything whatsoever inside my wife, and the sensation of her warm slickness tightening around my finger after all these weeks is making my hard-on jolt like a rabid watchdog on a chain.


  Sarah’s pussy clenches around my fingers with her arousal. She squeezes my thigh under the table—all the while looking at Kat and nodding like she’s thoroughly engrossed in whatever Kat’s saying. Damn, Sarah’s good.


  Sarah’s crotch is getting noticeably wetter and wetter under my touch—deliciously so. I slide my fingertip from her wetness to her tip and back again, over and over and over—and then back to her clit to stay a while—and, suddenly, Sarah’s hand moves from my thigh to my hard-on under the table. She squeezes.


  I glance at her and her cheeks are bright red.


  I smirk. This is fun.


  Josh laughs and begins babbling about something or other—I think he’s telling a story about our business trip to San Diego these past three days. Blah, blah, fucking blah.


  “It was so funny...” Josh is saying. “Jonas was just sitting there, crunching numbers, smashing every cockamamie valuation the guy had to Kingdom Come...”


  Whatever Josh is babbling about right now, I don’t give a fuck. There’s only one thing I care about.


  Sarah opens her thighs wider and thrusts her hips toward my hand and I continue working her up and down and in and out with increased fervor. Again my fingertips land on her clit and begin massaging her in earnest.


  A strange noise catches in Sarah’s throat.


  Her pussy flutters.


  My cock jolts.


  Oh, God, I’ve got to get inside this woman.


  “Right, Jonas?” Josh suddenly asks.


  “Right, Josh,” I say evenly, not missing a beat. I don’t know what the fuck I just agreed to, and I don’t care.


  I begin finger fucking Sarah in earnest under the table, reaching deep inside her, stimulating her G-spot, enjoying the sensation of that secret bundle of nerves filling up like a water balloon at my command. Fuck, I can’t wait another minute to get inside her. My cock is throbbing outrageously. If we were alone, I’d already be inside her right now, riding her ’til she screamed.


  Sarah shifts in her seat and suddenly jerks her body away from me. Oh, she’s getting close. I’m a shark smelling blood. I pull her into me, sliding her ass on the bench right up against me, and reach up inside her again, flicking her G-spot with my fingertips with purposeful strokes.


  “Oh,” Sarah says, arching her body into my hand. She suddenly slaps her hand over her mouth and bows her head.


  I’ve never wanted to fuck Sarah as much as I do right this moment. I’m in pain with my arousal. For a split second, I imagine myself trying out that fingering technique Sam the Squirt-Master told me about the other day—the supposedly surefire way to induce any woman into involuntary squirtitude—and, even in the midst of my arousal, I almost burst out laughing at the idea of making poor Sarah ejaculate for the first time all over her own mother. While sitting in a fucking chain restaurant. Next to her niece.


  Just for the sheer amusement of it, I switch to massaging Sarah’s clit again, even though it’s a bush-league move at best, and based on Sarah’s reaction—she likes bush-league moves a whole fucking lot. After about fifteen seconds of working on her clit in earnest, Sarah throws her elbows down on the table, covers her face with both hands, and makes a weird noise, obviously stifling a moan.


  “Sarah?” Gloria asks. “Are you sick?”


  Sarah doesn’t respond.


  “Sarah?” Gloria asks again, obviously deeply concerned.


  Sarah shakes her head, unable to speak.


  “Sarah, what’s wrong?”


  “I’m fine,” Sarah says, her voice trembling. She removes her hands from her face. “I’m fine, Mom. Just had a weird hot flash or something.” A little yelp escapes from her mouth and she shudders. “I’m fine now.”


  I don’t let up. This is too hot to stop now.


  Sarah slams her fist down on the table. “I’m fine,” she says, gritting her teeth. “Yes.”


  “Are you feeling like you’re gonna throw up?” Gloria asks, her face awash in pure anxiety. “You look like you’re gonna throw up.”


  “Auntie Sarah trow up.”


  “Nope. I’m fine,” Sarah says, her voice tight.


  I’m merciless under the table, a fucking sniper. The God of the Old Testament—a wrathful and vengeful God. I don’t know why I’m deriving sick pleasure from pushing Sarah to climax right under the nose of our entire family—in a restaurant with fucking kiddie menus, no less—but I am. Oh God, yes, I am.


  “Are you sure, querida?” Gloria says. “You don’t look well at all.”


  Sarah nods. “Yup,” she squeaks out, her voice straining. “Yes. I’m. Sure. Yes. I. Am. Yes.”


  “Okay,” Gloria says. She squints at Sarah for a beat before turning her attention to Gracie. “How’s your pizza, querida? Is it yummy?”


  With Gloria’s attention diverted from Sarah, I lean into her ear and whisper to her. “I wanna fuck you so bad.” And that’s all it takes to push her over the edge. Like a storm door slamming open and shut in a tornado, her sweet pussy suddenly contracts around my fingers, over and over—her juices dripping down my hand.


  And yet, somehow, through it all, my little howler monkey manages to keep quiet as a mouse... until the bitter end when she gasps audibly, drawing her mother’s attention yet again.


  “Oh my God, Sarah. You’re sweating. Honey, I think we need to get you to the hospital. Something’s wrong.”


  Sarah looks down at the table for what seems like forever. Finally, she lifts her head calmly and wipes her beaded brow. “No, I... I’m okay, Mom. I think I just need to... “ Sarah takes a big, steadying breath. “I think I need go to the bathroom for a second just to... splash some cold water on my face.” She visibly shudders. “I’m just a little nauseated.”


  “I’ll take you, baby,” I say. “Let me help you.”


  Sarah looks at me and nods furiously. “Yes, please. Yes. Thank you, Jonas. Yes. Right now. Good idea. Yes.”


  I pull my hand out of her and, slowly, slowly—with Sarah’s eyes tracking my every movement—slide my glistening fingers into my mouth. “Come on, baby. Let’s get you feeling all better.”


  A small tremor rocks Sarah’s body. She squeezes my thigh forcefully. “Kat, can you and Gracie scoot down to let us out, please?”


  “Sure thing, sis.” She flashes Sarah a look that makes it clear she knows exactly what Sarah and I are intending to do in the bathroom.


  “Don’t be silly, mi hija,” Gloria says, standing. “Jonas can’t go with you into the ladies’ room—I’ll help you.”


  Sarah looks at me for help, but I’ve got nothing.


  “Come on, honey. You don’t look well. Come with me.”


  “No, actually, I’m okay now,” Sarah says abruptly. “Perfect, in fact. I don’t need to go the bathroom, after all.” She grabs an ice cube out of her water and touches her forehead with it. “See? This is all I need. A little cold water, and, boom, I’m great. Wow. That was weird. Just came on suddenly. But I’m fine now.”


  “Do you think you have a fever?”


  Sarah shakes her head.


  Gloria sits back down slowly, but she’s clearly on edge—and understandably so after what the poor woman’s been through with her beloved daughter these past few weeks. “You know what, querida? I think I know what’s going on here.”


  Sarah looks at me, obviously gripped with sudden anxiety, and I almost burst out laughing at the expression on her adorable face.


  “You’re trying to do way too much too soon,” Gloria declares emphatically. “That’s the problem.”


  Sarah exhales audibly and her body relaxes next to me in the booth. “You think?”


  “Of course. You always push yourself too hard. You have to realize you can’t keep going at the same pace you always have. Your body’s still healing—and it’s producing milk for the babies, too. Both of those things take a lot of extra energy. You’ve got to rest. Listen to your body and give it exactly what it needs.”


  Sarah’s been squeezing my hand like a vise during her mother’s entire lecture. “You know what, Mom? Thank you for that advice. I’ll do exactly that—I’ll start giving my body exactly what it needs.”


  “Are you just pacifying me, mi hija, or are you really gonna take my advice?”


  “Mom, I swear on all things holy, right after we leave this restaurant—the very second I get home, in fact—I’m gonna start following your advice to a tee.” Sarah shoots me a secret smirk that makes me cover my mouth with my hand.


  “I gotta go pee-pee,” Gracie suddenly blurts. “Mommy, I gonna pee-pee.”


  Kat’s face lights up. “You wanna go pee-pee in the toilet, Gracie? Oh my God! Good girl. Hang on.” Kat struggles to scoot Gracie and herself out of the booth quickly, but it’s slow go with Kat’s belly.


  Gloria bolts up from her chair on the outside of the table, putting her arms out. “Hand Gracie over the table. I’ll run with her to the bathroom.”


  I lean over Sarah and grab Gracie like the kid’s on fire and practically throw her to Gloria, who then darts off toward the bathroom with Gracie in her arms.


  “Oh my God, that’s so exciting,” Kat says, her gaze following Gloria and Gracie across the restaurant. “If Gracie could be out of diapers by the time Jack comes, I’d be a happy momma.”


  “To potty training!” Josh says, holding up his beer.


  “Here, here!” Kat says, clinking Josh’s beer with her club soda.


  I tap Kat’s glass with my beer. “Here, here,” I say.


  “Come on, OAP Cruz,” Josh says, holding up his beer to Sarah.


  Sarah raises her glass, but she’s clearly still distracted by her arousal.


  “Hey, Josh,” I say. “Do me a favor and stop calling Sarah ‘OAP’ all the time, would you? You don’t even know what it means.”


  “Of course I know what ‘OAP’ means—that’s why I say it all the time,” Josh says. “Will told Reed exactly what it means that night in Thailand, and Reed told me.” Josh winks at Sarah. “I think it’s hilarious.”


  Sarah’s face drops and I’m sure mine does, too. Motherfucker. I’m gonna track down that motherfucking piece of shit “2Real” and pummel his goddamned, fucking face for blabbing Sarah’s secret. It was one thing for Sarah to babble it to Will, but she was drunk off her ass and under the spell of the mega-star on her ringtone. In retrospect, I don’t even blame her. But that piece of shit? I can’t believe he had so little respect for Sarah that he immediately shot his mouth off to—


  “Other Asshole’s Property,” Josh says slowly, interrupting my rambling thoughts. Josh laughs. “So fucking hilarious.”


  My jaw hangs open.


  “I don’t know why you’re so touchy about it, bro,” Josh continues. “I mean, so what if Will called Sarah that ’cause he had the hots for her? It’s actually an indirect compliment to you.” He swigs his beer. “Asshole.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 34


  Sarah


  


  My mom is sweet.


  My mom is kind.


  My mom is nurturing and good.


  I love her. I love her. I love her.


  I have to keep reminding myself of these positive and loving affirmations so I don’t haul off and throttle her. After dinner, my mom was so worried about me, she insisted on riding back home with Jonas and me in our car, despite Kat being the one who picked her up and brought her to the hospital in the first place, goddammit. And no matter how much I insisted I was fine and she didn’t need to come home with us, no matter how much I assured her Jonas would take care of me, just like he always does, and always will—because he’s my husband, Mom!—she still wouldn’t back down. Jeez. Now I know how it feels to be married to me. Talk about having a woman go Latina on my ass.


  “Let’s get you out of that dress and into your pajamas,” Mom says as we enter the house.


  “No, Mom,” I say, because there’s no way in frickin’ hell I wore my delicious-anticipation dress from Belize just so that my dearest mother could rip it off my goddamned body. Jeupucha culo.


  “Well, let me get you some tea, then. And where’s your thermometer? I want to take your temperature.”


  “Oh my God, Mom. I’m fine.” I settle onto the couch. “Please. You shouldn’t have come. Jonas is gonna take extra good care of me—just like he always does.”


  “Well, I know that. But he just got back from an important business trip. Let him get himself situated and de-stressed while I get you settled in and make sure you’re okay.”


  “Mom, I’m just gonna pump and go to bed.”


  “Fine. You pump while I make you some tea and find the thermometer. And then we’ll get you into bed. I won’t be able to sleep tonight unless I know you’re getting plenty of rest.”


  Where the heck is Jonas, I suddenly wonder? Why is he leaving me all alone to face this demon-woman on my own? But the thought has no sooner formed in my mind than Jonas is handing me my pump, his eyes burning like hot coals.


  “Thank you, love,” I say.


  He nods and walks away without a word.


  Oh dear. I can only imagine the homicidal thoughts he must be having toward my mother right now. Well, actually, I don’t need to imagine them because I’m having them, too.


  Jonas leaves the room and I don’t blame him. The man wants to bone! Bone, bone, bone! And so do I. Good lord, so do I. I wanna effing all-caps bone. Right after I show him something, that is. Something epic. Something I did for him while he was gone on his business trip. Something I have no intention of showing him with my freaking mother looking on. Good lord.


  


  Fifty-seven sexless minutes after Jonas and I first arrived home with Mom in tow, Jonas re-enters the front door of our house, having just dropped my mother off at her house. I’m still sitting on the couch, right where my mother left me, having just finished emptying my boobs and drinking the mug of chamomile tea she insisted I drink. The minute Jonas enters the door, he pulls out his phone and emphatically presses a button—and “Radioactive” by Imagine Dragons immediately starts blaring through the sound system.


  “It’s bonin’ time, baby,” he barks, bounding toward me, unzipping his pants as he goes, a look of sheer elation on his face. “Bone, bone, bone.”


  I stand from the couch and put up my hand. “Hang on. I’ve got something I wanna show you first.”


  “Ha, ha.” He grabs me and kisses my neck, his hard-on spearing me in the hip.


  “I’m not kidding. There’s something I want to show you first. It’ll just take two minutes.”


  “The only thing I want you to show me is the inside of your vagina.” He pulls on my dress.


  “I’ve got a surprise for you, baby. I’m dying to show it to you.”


  “The only surprise I want from you is your vagina. Surrounding my radioactive dick. Right now.” He grabs my ass.


  “Baby, please. It’ll take two minutes. Come on.” I tug on his hand and pull him toward the nursery.


  He exhales. “Are you serious?”


  “Totally. Please. You won’t regret it. Come on. It’s a huge surprise.”


  He exhales, resigned. He pulls out his phone and taps a button and the blaring song abruptly ceases. “It’s times like this I wonder if you love me at all.”


  I laugh. “I do, baby. With all my heart. Come on.” I grab his hand and lead him across the house toward the nursery—my stomach suddenly fluttering with a thousand butterflies. I’ve worked almost nonstop on this surprise for the last three days while Jonas has been out of town on his business trip, all the while fantasizing about the look on his face when he finally gets to see it.


  “Are you taking me to our bedroom?”


  I shake my head.


  “To the nursery?” Jonas says.


  I don’t reply, but that’s clearly the only other place this hallway leads.


  “Oh, hey, did you finally paint the mural?”


  “Stop trying to guess. Just go with the flow.”


  We continue walking down the hall.


  “Uh oh. Have you planned another grand gesture, Sarah Faraday?”


  “Maybe.”


  “What did I tell you about that?”


  “To leave the grand gestures and metaphors to you.”


  “That’s right.”


  “Some women just don’t listen, I guess.”


  “Bossy women.”


  We’re just outside the nursery door. I’m shaking with anticipation. “Ready?” I say, my hand on the doorknob.


  He shoots me a look that says, “Hurry the fuck up.”


  I take a deep breath, open the door, and lead the love of my life inside the room.


  


  


  Chapter 35


  Jonas


  


  I don’t know how my baby did it, but she did: I’m not thinking about my throbbing dick right now—not at all. I’m too consumed with the outrageous throbbing of my heart. I’m stunned. In complete awe at what my eyes are beholding. The lavender walls of the nursery are littered with twinkling stars. A giant moon and yellow sun, both of them smiling broadly, adorn two opposite corners of the walls—and an array of scenes and images are bursting with color across all four walls. I can’t focus on any one image; I’m just too overwhelmed by the enormity of it all.


  Sarah squeezes my hand and points up to where three phrases are scrolling across the tops of three contiguous walls: “Love is the joy of the good... the wonder of the wise... the amazement of the gods.”


  Goose bumps erupt all over my body.


  Sarah touches my forearm and strokes my tattoo bearing the same words. “We’re the greatest love story ever told,” she whispers.


  I nod, at a complete loss for words. I feel lightheaded.


  Sarah turns me around and points behind us, to the top of the fourth wall.


  “You are the divine original form of you,” the wall says. “And this family is the divine original form of love.”


  “Sarah,” I say softly, but there are no words for what I’m feeling.


  Sarah turns me back around and directs my attention to a painted scene on the wall in front of us.


  There’s a big, blue, shaggy monster with one enormous eye and a huge goofy grin, beating his massive chest. He’s standing on a flowery hilltop, next to a slightly smaller, yellow monster with long eyelashes, red lips, and a noticeably huge ass, while two little girl-monsters with colorful bows on the tops of their shaggy heads frolic in the flower fields around them.


  I look at Sarah, my mouth hanging open.


  “We’re a family of beasts,” Sarah says matter-of-factly. “And our leader is our beloved Daddy Beast. The one and only.”


  I shake my head, incapable of forming words.


  Sarah giggles and points to the next wall.


  There’s a muscled knight in shining armor, sitting gallantly atop a powerful white steed. A dark-haired queen in a flowing white dress sits behind the knight, squeezing him tightly, her cheek pressed against his broad back and little pink hearts flowing out of her chest. Two dark-haired princesses in flowing pink and yellow gowns ride alongside the knight, each one riding her own brown pony.


  “You’re my knight in shining armor, Jonas,” Sarah says.


  She points to the left and my eyes drift in the direction of her hand.


  There’s a cartoon version of me with ridiculous He-Man muscles, a whoosh of Prince Charming hair, and a chin that’s three times larger than the real thing (I hope). The cartoon version of me is shirtless and positioned in the classic thinker’s pose, a platinum bracelet on my wrist, holding a book with a big, red heart on its cover. Two little babies are nestled in my muscled arm, opposite the book in my hand, and a cartoon version of Sarah with flowing hair lies on the ground at my feet, gazing up at me adoringly, little hearts floating up from her chest and a prominent platinum bracelet on her wrist.


  “Sarah,” I say, completely overwhelmed. “This is amazing.”


  “You’re reading to me, love—you’re teaching me what true love is.”


  “Oh, baby. No. This one should be the other way around.”


  She shakes her head, grinning, and points again, to another wall.


  I look like me in this next painting—no more or less. No gleaming armor. No white horse. No Prince Charming hair. No overblown muscles. I’m wearing a simple T-shirt and jeans, smiling at the viewer, standing on a cloud. Sarah’s behind me, way off in the distance, on another cloud, gazing at me and holding a baby in each arm. Once again, little red hearts flow from her chest and float up into the starry sky.


  “Why am I standing on a cloud?” I ask. “Is this is the afterlife?”


  She laughs. “It’s the ideal realm. You’re the divine original, just the way you are.” She shrugs. “And you’re also the man of my dreams.”


  My chest tightens. This is too much. I move to kiss her, but she holds up her hand.


  “One more, mi amor. Almost done, I promise.” She points to the wall behind us and we turn around to face it.


  The wall is adorned with a towering, snow-capped mountain, topped at its highest peak by our little family. I’m holding Sarah’s hand and raising it to the sky in triumph, and our dark-haired little girls are standing on either side of us, holding each of our hands. Pink and red hearts float above all four of our heads and mingle with the stars.


  “We’re climbing and conquering together,” Sarah says reverently. She sighs. “It’s the culmination of human possibility, Jonas.”


  I’m literally dizzy for a second. I can’t wait another moment to make love to this beautiful, amazing woman.


  “Sarah,” I say. But there are no words.


  I pull her white dress above her head and she lifts her arms, her entire body quivering with anticipation.


  All I’ve been thinking about for six weeks is plunging my cock into Sarah and fucking the living shit out of her—and yet after what she’s just given me, I have no greater desire than to drop to my knees and worship at her altar. I throw Sarah’s dress to the floor, rip my own clothes off, and kneel before her.


  “Thank you,” I breathe, just before pulling her into my mouth.


  This is the first time in two weeks I’ve tasted Sarah’s natural sweetness not mingled with the taste of blood, and I have to admit, it’s refreshing to get back to basics. Her scent is intoxicating; her taste is divine; and her clit is hard and slippery and throbbing under my tongue, just the way I like it. I’m instantly fully aroused.


  After a few minutes of making love to her with just my mouth and tongue, I slide my fingers deep inside her and find that bundle of nerves I love so much. But this time, when I shift my fingers the way Sam the Squirt-Master instructed, holy fuck, I feel something I’ve never noticed before—the “trip-chord” Sam told me about. It’s right there. Holy shit. It’s smack in the middle of Sarah’s G-spot, exactly where that little bastard said it’d be. I can’t believe it. How did I not understand what I was feeling before? How did I not understand its significance?


  I clamp my two fingers tightly around that little chord and stroke her a few times, and, I’ll be damned, I feel her respond exactly the way he explained: she’s enlarging. I do it again. And again. And again. Until I hear a whooshing sound deep inside her, exactly the way Sam described it. Well, I’ll be damned. The guy wasn’t full of shit, after all.


  I shift my fingers inside and up and down, and then I stroke downward with purpose, and then downward again, like I’m culling toothpaste out of a near-empty tube—exactly the way Sam told me to do it, and... Boom. All of a sudden, warm liquid bursts out of Sarah’s pussy and rains on me like someone turned on a faucet.


  “Oh my God, Jonas!” Sarah shrieks, leaping back. “Holy shit! Oh my God! Did I just pee on you?”


  I’m laughing with glee. “No, baby,” I say. “You squirted.” I lick my lips and I’m elated to discover they’re covered in Sarah’s cum. “You did it.”


  “I did what?” she screams. “What the fuck did you just do to me?”


  “I made you squirt, baby.” I grin at her. “All over my face.” I lick my lips again and laugh. “That was fucking amazing.”


  There’s a long pause as Sarah processes what just happened.


  “How’d it feel?” I ask.


  “Like you zapped me with a Taser gun inside my cooch.”


  “Did you like it?”


  “No, not particularly.”


  “It didn’t feel good?”


  “Good would not be the word for what just happened to me.”


  “Not good at all?”


  “You touched a certain spot and I lost complete control of my... I don’t know how to explain it. It’s like I lost control of my bladder, only it wasn’t my bladder. It was uncomfortable, and then the pressure released. But it wasn’t... orgasmic. It just... happened. Like you forced it.”


  “You wanna do it again?”


  “No. I wanna just, you know, get off. Like usual. With a real orgasm.” Her chest is heaving. Her eyes are wild. “Goddammit, Jonas. You just made me squirt all over the floor of my babies’ nursery!”


  I burst out laughing.


  “It’s not funny! Now I’m gonna have to get the carpets cleaned before the babies come home!”


  That makes me laugh even harder.


  “Why are you laughing?”


  “Because you’re funny.”


  “I’m not funny. This is not funny. Every goddamned time I come into this room from here on out, I’m gonna think about how I squirted all over my babies’ carpet.”


  I’m laughing so hard, I can barely stand upright. I hold my sides, trying to quell the pain of my laughter, but I can’t.


  “Jonas, this isn’t funny. What the hell did you do to me? Did you zap me with some sort of zapper?” She grabs my empty hands and scrutinizes them.


  Oh man. I can’t stop laughing. She thinks I’m hiding some kind of Taser in my palm?


  She looks baffled by my open, bare hands.


  “So awesome, baby,” I say, regaining a modicum of control. “So fucking hot.”


  “But it didn’t feel good. It just felt... unavoidable. Like I’m a vending machine and you pressed the button for Ding Dongs and out they came.”


  “Let’s do it again.”


  “What? No.”


  My hard-on is massive. “Come on, baby. Let’s do it.”


  “No,” she says again. She looks anxious. “Are you sure I didn’t pee?”


  “It’s not pee. Trust me.” I run my finger through a swath of cum on the carpet and stick it in my mouth. “Not pee.”


  She gets down on her hands and knees and sniffs the wet stain on the carpet.


  “Taste it,” I say. “It’s not pee.”


  She slowly dips her finger into a streak of wetness and sticks it in her mouth with trepidation. She makes a face like, “Could use a little more salt,” but then she looks back up at me and grimaces. “God, Jonas. It’s dripping all over your face.”


  I lick my lips again. “It’s the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted.” I touch my hard-on and begin stroking it. “So hot. Come on, baby. Let’s do it again.”


  “Wow, you really liked that, huh?”


  I nod, licking my lips and stroking my shaft.


  “Oh,” she says, her eyelids suddenly heavy. She stands up and licks my face, making my cock lurch. “Your enthusiasm is contagious.”


  “You’re so fucking hot. Let’s do it again.” She takes over stroking my erection for a moment, and my legs buckle. “Oh my God, baby. I’m gonna come all over your hand if you keep doing that.”


  She stops, clearly invested in keeping me hard for her.


  “Do you find it at all strange we’re doing this in the babies’ room?” she asks.


  “Not at all.”


  She laughs. “We’re so depraved.”


  “I like us.”


  “Me, too.” She sighs. “Okay. One more time. But if it’s not pleasurable, then that’s it—we move on.”


  I whoop in celebration. “Okay, lie down, woman. It’s squirtin’ time—which shall be followed immediately by bonin’ time.” I hoot to the ceiling.


  She laughs and lies down.


  “Hang on.” I leave the room and quickly return with towels from across the hall. She lifts her hips, anticipating my request, and I lay the towels underneath her. “You ready to shoot cum all over me, baby?”


  She makes a face. “Please don’t phrase it that way. That’s so gross.”


  “It’s not gross. You’ve got to stop telling yourself that. Nothing’s gross. It’s all very, very good. And very, very natural. Stop being negative. You’re training your brain to cast judgment.”


  She rolls her eyes.


  “Prude.”


  “I’m not a prude.”


  “You are. I don’t know why, but you are. But we’re gonna retrain you; don’t you worry, my precious baby.”


  She sighs.


  “Okay, baby, relax.” I touch between her legs and she tenses. “Just relax, baby.”


  “I’m nervous. It felt weird.”


  “Shh. Don’t think. Just focus on how good my fingers are making you feel.” I kiss her again, deeply, and her body begins responding the way it always does.


  I continue stroking her, kissing her all the while, and then, when I feel her arousal spiking, I go in with my middle and ring fingers, all the way, exactly the way Sam instructed, and feel around with my fingertips. Holy fucking shit. There it is again, right in between my fingers—that little chord behind her G-spot. My cock lurches. Why haven’t I ever noticed this specific spot inside her before—or what to do with it? Well, regardless, I know exactly what to do with it now.


  I stroke her in a downward motion, then move my fingers inside and up, something I wouldn’t have thought to do in a million years if I hadn’t heard about it from Sam the Squirt Guru—and I keep on stroking it, over and over, downward, downward, then inside and up, until I hear a subtle whooshing sound inside her again. Well, holy fuck. Amazing. It’s like fucking clockwork. I pull that little gland in a firm downward motion, and ... Boom.


  She squirts all over my hand like a geyser—way more than Carla did in Sam’s video. Damn.


  “Jesus!” Sarah screams. “What the fuck?” She scrambles up to a sitting position. “How do you keep doing that?” Her eyes are bugging out.


  “Holy fuck, baby.” I laugh with glee. “You’re a squirter!”


  “But...” She looks at me, incredulous. “What?”


  “You just squirted again.”


  “Are you sure it’s not pee?”


  I lick my hand. “Not pee. Definitely cum.” I offer her my hand, and when she licks my finger my cock lurches.


  She looks aghast. “That’s squirting? But it didn’t even feel good. It just felt like... I dunno. It wasn’t ecstasy, Jonas. There wasn’t enough ramp-up. It was like you pressed a button on a vending machine and a big ol’ bag of Doritos popped out.” She squints at me. “Why are you grinning like that?”


  “Because you’re a squirter, baby.” I let out a long, evil, villain-laugh and lick a giant gob of cum off my knuckles.


  “That can’t be all there is to it. You just press some weird button inside me and a package of Ding Dongs pops out? It’s so weird.”


  I laugh. “Who cares if it’s weird? This is a huge breakthrough—fucking fantastic.”


  “Why is it a breakthrough? You pushed a button. I didn’t do anything.”


  “But now you know you can—you know how it feels. We’ve just primed your pump—taught your body what to do. And now that your body knows what to do, it will—all on its own. And when it finally does it on its own, it’s gonna feel amazing for you. That’s how we’re gonna achieve your greatest ecstasy, ever.”


  She looks apprehensive.


  “God, that was hot,” I say.


  “Maybe for you. Next time, let me get there myself,” she says. “Okay? I didn’t like feeling out of control like that.”


  I laugh.


  “I’m serious. Promise you won’t press the button for Ding Dongs next time. Let me get there organically, if it’s meant to be.”


  I chuckle. “Okay, baby. Next time won’t be Doritos and Ding Dongs. It’ll be the culmination of the highest form of pleasure your body has ever experienced. Oh man, I can’t wait to see you do it all on your own. It’s gonna be glorious.”


  “Why do you look like Dr. Evil right now?”


  “Because I’m thinking evil thoughts,” I say, pushing her back onto the floor.


  “Promise you won’t do it like that again. Promise you’ll let it happen naturally if it’s meant to be.”


  “I promise. Now ssh. Watching all that cum spurting out of you was so fucking hot, I’m about to blow.”


  “But wait, first tell me how the heck you figured out how to—”


  “Ssh, woman. No more talking. It’s bonin’ time. It’s been six goddamned weeks and my boner says it’s time to effing all-caps bone.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 36


  Sarah


  


  “Thank you, God,” Jonas says. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.” He rolls off me, onto his back, sweat beading down his broad chest, his chest heaving from the insanely pleasurable sex we just had. “Six weeks is a long fucking time to wait to fuck the woman you love—oh my fucking God.”


  “Yeah, well, I imagine six weeks would be a long time to wait to fuck a woman you only mildly tolerate, let alone love.”


  “Fuck yeah. This was the longest six weeks of my entire life. Oh my fucking God.”


  “That’s a lot of f-bombs, sir.”


  “Fuck yeah.”


  We stretch out on the floor of the nursery and gaze at the images of our family on the walls, our naked, sweaty bodies intertwined.


  “When did you start getting really horny again?” Jonas asks.


  I scrunch my face, thinking. “Only about two weeks ago. But it hit me like a ton of bricks.”


  He laughs. “You feeling okay down there? Everything in working order?”


  I smile. I love it when Jonas uses phrases like “down there.” “Yeah, I’m good. I’m damn good, in fact. That felt awesome. All systems go, apparently.”


  “Fantastic.”


  “Dr. Johnston said it might be a long road back to normalcy—that I shouldn’t worry if things hurt or feel uncomfortable for a few months—but based on how that just felt, I think it’s gonna be more of a short footpath back to normalcy.”


  He laughs. “Excellent.” There’s a long beat. He grabs my hand. “Thank you, Sarah.”


  “Oh no, thank you. I definitely enjoyed that as much as you did.” I snicker.


  “No, thank you for the mural.” He motions to the room around us. “Now that I’m getting a chance to look at the details, it’s even more amazing than I realized.”


  “Oh man, I was so frickin’ excited to show it to you. I was bursting out of my skin.”


  “Did you do it all yourself?”


  “No. Not even Michelangelo could have painted all this in three days. I designed everything and then hired two artists to help me paint it. I did all the detail work on the vignettes—but the other painters took the heavy lifting on creating the forms.”


  “I love that our girls will grow up surrounded by these words and images.”


  “I figure we’ll use this room as a nursery for now. And when they get older and want their own rooms, we’ll make this room a playroom or library or something.”


  “I love it.” He beams at me, his eyes sparkling. “Our girls are so lucky to have you as their mom, Sarah.”


  I squeeze his hand. “They’re lucky to have you as their sweet daddy.”


  He shakes his head in disbelief. “I can’t imagine what it’s gonna be like for them. You know, having a mom and a dad.”


  I shrug. “I have no idea.”


  “And not just a mom and dad—but a mom and dad who are crazy about each other and them. That’s pretty cool.”


  “Do you think your mom and dad loved each other the way we do?”


  “Of course not. Nobody loves each other the way we do. We’re the greatest love story ever told.”


  I grin. I love it when he says that. “Well, do you think your parents at least had a love story?”


  He pauses, considering. “I don’t know. I was too young to know one way or the other. I know my dad loved my mom, insofar as he was capable—but I’ve often wondered how the fuck she could have loved him?” He purses his lips, a thought almost visibly winding its way through the gray matter of his complicated brain. “But, maybe... hmm. Maybe when she was alive, he was a different man than the guy I knew later in life? Maybe she was his goddess and muse, the way you are for me?” His entire body stiffens with an apparent epiphany. “Holy shit.”


  “What?”


  “I just realized something—something big. Oh my God.”


  “What?”


  He sits up. “I’m him.”


  There’s a long beat. I keep thinking he’s going to elaborate, but he doesn’t.


  “Jonas? What are you saying, love?”


  “I’m saying I’m my fucking father—the only thing standing between me and him is you. But for the Grace of God I go.”


  I’m flabbergasted. “You’re nothing like your father, Jonas. Nothing.”


  He gesticulates wildly, his realization apparently slamming him upside the head. “Oh my God. Sarah. I am.” He rubs his face. “I just realized my mom did for my dad what you do for me. She saved him. She redeemed him.” His mind is clearly racing right now. “When he lost her, he reverted to his natural shittiness and spiraled. If my mom hadn’t died, who knows what kind of man my dad would have become? What kind of father to Josh and me he might have been?”


  I’ve got goose bumps. “You’re not like him, Jonas,” I say flatly. “You’re not capable of cruelty—I don’t care what the circumstance. You’re just not capable of it.”


  “If something were to happen to you, I guarantee you everyone would say about me what I just said about my father: I can’t imagine how the fuck could she have loved him.”


  “Oh my God. Stop. Just stop. You’re being crazy right now, Jonas.”


  He stares at me, his eyes blazing.


  I jut my chin at him. “You’re nothing like him, Jonas.”


  He exhales and his entire body visibly relaxes. He lies back down, heat wafting off his body.


  We gaze at the walls in silence for a long minute.


  “You’re so much like her,” he says quietly.


  He’s never said this to me before. I know this is his highest compliment.


  He weaves his fingers into mine and we lie quietly for a few minutes, staring at the images on the walls.


  


  “Thank you for saving me, Sarah.”


  I touch the tattoo on his chest. “We saved each other, baby.”


  He pulls me to him and we gaze quietly at the images surrounding us for several minutes.


  “My chin isn’t really that big, is it?” he finally says, breaking the silence.


  I chuckle. “No.”


  “Thank God. And why do I only have one eye in that one?” He points to himself depicted as a shaggy, blue beast. “You and the girls have two eyes. Why am I the only one-eyed weirdo of the family?”


  I start singing the Sesame Street song about one thing not being like the others and he laughs heartily.


  “Actually, I just thought one eye seemed sillier. I had to make sure all the monsters were silly—didn’t want to cause any monster-induced nightmares in this room.”


  “I thought maybe it was a coded reference to my ‘one-eyed monster’?”


  “Ew, Jonas, no. This is our babies’ room. You’re the only person alive who would ever think that.”


  He laughs and looks around again. “Whoa,” he suddenly says. “There are quotes intertwined in the stars.”


  “Yeah.”


  “How did I not notice that before?”


  “They just look like swirls in the galaxy if you’re not paying close attention, especially in this low lighting.”


  “That’s so cool.”


  “Isn’t it? It turned out so well.”


  “‘Never lose infinite hope,’” he says, reading one of the many quotes swirling among the stars on the wall. “You’ve always loved that one.”


  “Yup. Martin Luther King Jr.”


  “‘Hope is the dream of the waking man,’” Jonas continues, reading Aristotle’s quote.


  “Epic Rap Battles of History!” I shout, harkening back to the exact thing I said about these two quotes in one of our very first email exchanges.


  Jonas laughs. “That was my first clue you weren’t gonna be the usual kind of girl.”


  “That was your first clue? Not the fact that I emailed you in the first place?”


  “Actually, yeah, I knew you were unlike anyone I’d ever met the minute I saw the header on your very first email.” He sighs. “My Beautiful Intake Agent.”


  “You were so damned irresistible, Jonas.” I sigh. “My Brutally Honest Mr. Faraday. Oh my God. Those sad eyes. Those tattoos on your forearms. That cocky attitude. Those abs. Good lord, you were sex on a stick.”


  “I was sex on a stick?” He motions to his ripped abs with a cocky grin on his face. “There’s nothing past tense about me, baby.” He grabs his balls. “This right here is one hundred percent present-tense.”


  I know he’s being funny, and I realize my timing is strange, considering Jonas is grabbing his balls right now, but I’m suddenly overcome with sentimentality. I can’t believe that damned application landing in my inbox three and a half years ago has led me to this moment—to being a wife and mother. To being part of a family. I swallow hard.


  “Sarah?”


  I touch Jonas’ chiseled face. “You’re the love of my life, Jonas Faraday.”


  He bites his lip, obviously surprised by my sudden earnestness.


  My heart is suddenly racing. “You always express yourself so beautifully, and I never know how to convey the depth of my feelings to you.”


  He motions to the room. “I think you conveyed your message pretty damned well.” He pulls me to him and kisses me deeply, and the minute his tongue slides into my mouth, my entire body electrifies.


  I put my forehead on his chest, right on the sun and the moon. “Read some more quotes to me, my love.”


  His fingertips glide down my naked back for a moment. “‘Courage is a kind of salvation,’” he says softly. “Are we planning to raise daughters or Marines?”


  “We’re planning to raise beasts. Ass-kicking little Faraday beasts.”


  “Amen.”


  “Hellz yeah.”


  His fingers travel down to my ass. My skin is starting to ignite. My crotch is starting to throb.


  “Ah, there’s a good one. ‘Sometimes the questions are complicated and the answers are simple.’ Who said that?”


  “Dr. Seuss.”


  He laughs. “Oh my God, I love it. I thought you were gonna say Gandhi or someone like that.”


  “No, Gandhi’s over there.” I point.


  “‘Where there is love there is life.’ Another good one. You can always count on Gandhi to say something smart.”


  “Yeah, that Gandhi was a smarty-pants—or, rather, a smarty-sari.”


  Jonas laughs. “You funny.”


  “I funny.”


  “‘The best thing to hold onto in life is each other,’” he says, reading yet another quote. “That’s a sweet one. Who said that?”


  “Audrey Hepburn.”


  “Really?”


  “Yep.”


  “Wow, you’ve assembled quite an eclectic assortment of philosophers on these walls.”


  “I figured it was time to give Plato and Aristotle a little backup—get a little fresh perspective, maybe.”


  “Plato, Aristotle, and Audrey Hepburn.”


  “Are you implying Audrey doesn’t belong on the wall with your boys?”


  “Not at all.”


  “Because that woman was pretty spectacular.”


  “Indubitably.” He pulls me into him. “So I have a question, Mrs. Faraday. Do you want to channel all that passion of yours into defending the spectacular Audrey Hepburn or do you want to use it to get spectacularly fucked by your horny husband again?” He presses himself into me and it’s quite plain he’s ready to deliver on option number two.


  “Hmm. I think I’m gonna go with ‘Getting Spectacularly Fucked by my Horny Husband’ for four hundred, Alex.”


  Jonas puts on his game-show-announcer voice. “The answer is... eighteen feet.”


  I press my finger against the tip of his penis and make a buzzing noise. “What is the length of Jonas Faraday’s erect penis?”


  “That is correct, Mrs. Faraday. What does she win, Johnny? Well, Alex, Mrs. Faraday wins... a brand new washer-dryer set.”


  “Yay!”


  We both laugh.


  “Although, actually,” Jonas says, “you won’t need that brand new washer-dryer any time soon. I’ve been meaning to tell you: I lined up a housekeeper. She’ll be starting in a couple weeks.”


  “What? You mean to live here?”


  “Yeah. Live-in.” He pauses. “She’ll be our housekeeper slash nanny.”


  I sit up. “You hired a nanny?”


  “We talked about this, remember?”


  “Yeah, and I said no.”


  “No, you didn’t. You said, ‘We’ll see.’”


  “That’s code for no.”


  “Well, how was I supposed to know that?” He smiles, clearly trying to be charming, but I scowl. He exhales. “She’s Mariela’s cousin. Rosario. She’s coming from Venezuela. I just got all the immigration paperwork settled this morning. She’ll be here in two weeks.”


  “And you’re just now mentioning this to me?”


  He sits up and lets out a long exhale. “Sarah, for fuck’s sake, don’t go all Latina on my ass. You were lying in a hospital bed. I thought you were dying. I panicked and called Mariela.”


  I soften. “Oh.” My stomach tightens just thinking about the hell poor Jonas endured while I was lying blissfully unconscious in my hospital bed.


  Jonas’ face has turned red. He looks genuinely upset. “How the fuck was I supposed to take care of two newborns all by myself and try to run a company at the same time?”


  I touch his cheek. “I understand. I get it. It’s okay.”


  He looks distressed. “How was I supposed to do that, Sarah?”


  “I understand, baby. But I’m okay now, love—there’s no need for any help now. We can do this, just you and me.”


  He rolls his eyes.


  “Why did you just roll your eyes?”


  “Because you’re being stubborn. I’m trying to make our life easier and you’re just so damned set on being self-sufficient all the time, to a fault.”


  “It’d just be weird to have some other woman living here, helping me care for my own children.”


  “That’s not weird at all.”


  “Yes, it is. My mom never had any help from anyone. Growing up, it was always just my mom and me—the two Musketeers. And that’s why we’re so close to this day—because we only had each other.”


  “That’s what you’re worried about—your babies not bonding with you because Rosario’s here to help us out?” He touches my hair. “Baby, no one can ever take a mother’s place.” He cups my cheeks in his large palms. “I happen to know this from personal experience.”


  He’s melting my resolve. I think it’s distinctly possible I’m being irrationally stubborn about this issue, but I’m not sure. I’ve never been a mother before. And I’ve certainly never been a wealthy mother before. I bite my lip.


  He flashes his most magnetic smile. “How about this? Let’s agree that Rosario will come live with us as our housekeeper.” He runs his fingertips down the length of my arm. “She’ll help with the cooking and cleaning and that’s it. Okay? Whether or not it ever evolves into pitching in with the babies now and again will be totally up to you. You’ll just play it by ear. See how you feel.”


  Well, jeez. When he puts it like that, it’s a no-brainer. “Well...” I say. “Can we give her one of the rooms way on the other side of the house so she doesn’t hear me when I howl like a monkey?”


  “Of course, baby.”


  “Why are you smirking like that?”


  “Because when you get going, anyone within a mile radius of this house can hear you loud and clear. Speaking of which...” His fingers brush between my legs, making my skin pop with goose bumps. “I think it’s time to make my little MILF howl like a monkey right now.”


  “Oh, I’m a MILF?”


  “Of course, you are.”


  “Yay. I’ve always wanted to be a MILF. That’s so cool.”


  He kisses me deeply and slips his fingers inside me. “Well, actually,” he mumbles into my lips, “you’re a MIGF.”


  “A MIGF?”


  He spreads my legs and positions his hard-on right at my entrance. “A Mom I’m Gonna Fuck. Right fucking now.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 37


  Sarah


  


  Jonas and I are standing in the entryway to our house, having just arrived home from the hospital, each of us holding a baby—a baby we made all by ourselves, just by sticking our private parts together and rocking our hips back and forth a few times. Voila. Just that easy.


  “So what do we do now?” Jonas asks.


  “I think we just... live our life? Except that now we live our life with two babies in tow?”


  Jonas looks at his watch. “What time do we need to return them to the rental place?”


  I laugh. “Midnight.”


  “Good. Then there’s time.”


  “Time for what?”


  “To sit and stare at them for hours and marvel at their beauty. I’m not sure what else we should be doing right now.”


  “Me, either.”


  We move to the couch and sit and stare and marvel at their beauty.


  Sunny starts to fuss so I pull my boob out and stick it into her mouth. She begins sucking happily. “Well, that was easy,” I say. I smirk. “’Cause, you know, I’m a mother.”


  We both laugh.


  “You’re a mother.”


  “And you’re a father.”


  We laugh again.


  “We’re parents,” I say. “‘Excuse me, young lady, are your parents home?’ ‘Yes, sir.’ And then she’d go get us.”


  We laugh again.


  “What a trip,” Jonas says.


  “Seriously.” I look down at Sunny on my boob. “You’re making this easy, kid.” I look back up at Jonas. He’s staring at me, an indecipherable expression on his face. “What are you thinking?”


  He shoots me a crooked grin.


  “What does that little smirk mean?”


  “It means I’m totally freaking out.”


  I laugh. That’s not what I expected him to say. “Nothing to freak out about. We got this.”


  “We’re a family of four, Sarah. Forever. Like, no turning back.” He shakes his head. “This is totally effing nuts.”


  A smile bursts across my face. Jonas Faraday just said effing. And he wasn’t even mocking Josh.


  He grins adorably. “Let’s listen to music, shall we?”


  “Great.”


  He pulls out his phone, scrolls for a second, and pushes a button. “Thinking Out Loud” by Ed Sheeran comes on over the sound system.


  We sit listening for a moment, staring at the babies and each other.


  “When’s your mom gonna be here?” Jonas asks.


  I look at my watch. “In a couple hours. She said she’d stay overnight for a full week, if we want.” I look down at Sunny, nursing serenely from my breast, and then at Luna, sleeping soundly in her father’s muscular arms. “But I think I might tell her we don’t need her to stay overnight, after all. This parent-thing seems like it’s gonna be a piece of cake.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 38


  Sarah


  


  “Shit just got real,” I say, handing a shrieking Sunny to Jonas. I scoop up Luna, who also happens to be screaming her little lungs out, and settle into a chair to nurse her. Oh good Lord, my children are screaming in stereo. I’m trembling with adrenaline and sleep deprivation and milk production and the physical need to soothe my hysterical love monkeys.


  “Shh, baby,” I say to Luna, frantically trying to pull down the flap on my nursing nightgown, but she’s practically lurching out of my hands with her distress. “Oh my God, baby. You’re acting like a lunatic. Luna the Lunatic.” I fumble with my maternity bra, trying to get the poor girl what she wants, but apparently my fingers don’t work at maximum capacity when there are small humans shrieking like banshees in my ears.


  “When did Sunny eat last?” Jonas says, patting Sunny’s back and bouncing up and down. “Is she hungry, you think?”


  “I just fed her an hour ago. Maybe she has gas? Try burping her.”


  Luna’s cries are gaining steam, making me feel like my brain is short-circuiting. I finally manage to free my breast for her, but before she can get down to business, milk literally spurts out of my nipple and shoots across the room in a long, white stream.


  “Whoa, circus tricks,” Jonas says. “You’re really digging this squirting-in-the-nursery thing, huh?”


  “This isn’t funny, Jonas.” I scowl at him. “This is Armageddon right here, dude.”


  Jonas laughs, totally unfazed by my bitchiness, God bless him.


  I offer my breast to Luna, but she’s so distressed, she can’t calm down enough to suck on it. She throws her head back and howls, her little nostrils flaring. “Oh, come on, mamacita. Please.”


  “Maybe Lu just needs a diaper change?”


  “No, she’s definitely hungry.”


  “Why are you crying, Sunshine?” Jonas coos, laying Sunny down on the changing table. “Whoa! I think I know why Sunny’s bawling. Holy shit, literally.”


  My mom appears in the doorway, bleary-eyed. “What can I do to help, queridos?” The poor woman is sleeping standing up.


  “Thanks, Mom. It’s okay. Get some sleep this time and we’ll let Jonas sleep next time.”


  “I don’t need sleep, baby,” Jonas says. “I’m a droid, remember?”


  “But you’ve got to work in the morning.”


  “Meh, it’s okay. My boss is a super cool guy.” He winks.


  God, I love this man.


  “Honey, I’m here to help,” my mom says. “Put me to work.”


  “Thanks, Gloria,” Jonas says. “Could you grab me a footie sleeper from the drawer? Sunny’s exploded like a grenade over here. I think she just passed half her body weight.”


  “Here you go,” my mom says, handing Jonas the pajamas.


  All of a sudden, the babies’ wails synch up perfectly. It’s a perfect storm of baby-shrieking in stereo, a primal call from the wild. I start laughing. But it’s the kind of laughter that comes right before a woman on the verge of a nervous breakdown bursts into tears. I try to entice Luna to latch onto my nipple again, but she’s too wound up to focus. “Shhh, baby,” I say softly to Luna. “Here you go. Shhh. Come on.”


  “Should I heat up a bottle?” Mom offers.


  “Yeah, that’d be good. Sunny will be hungry soon, anyway, so we’ll probably need it.”


  “How ’bout you take diaper duty, Gloria?” Jonas says. “And I’ll get the bottle.”


  Mom takes over with Sunny at the changing table, and Jonas practically sprints out of the room like a prisoner of war set free.


  “Coward!” I yell to Jonas’ back.


  “Sorry not sorry!” he calls back to me, quickly disappearing down the hallway.


  “That man is absolutely fearless,” I say, “except when it comes to baby poop.”


  Mom chuckles. “Well, if you saw this diaper, you wouldn’t blame him.”


  “Oh, I’m sure I’ve seen my share of diapers just like it.”


  Luna finally latches onto my nipple and begins sucking voraciously, and milk begins gushing into her mouth. “Oh, thank God,” I mumble, melting into my chair.


  Mom sits in the glider across from me with Sunny. She sticks her pinky into Sunny’s crying mouth, and Sunny instantly begins sucking it and calms down.


  We stare at each other in the blessed silence for a long beat.


  “Holy crappola. Did I actually birth eighty babies and not realize it? What am I—a sea turtle? This is insanity.”


  Mom chuckles. “Things will get easier. I promise.”


  At my mom’s reassuring words, tears spring into my eyes.


  “Aw, Sarah.” Mom flashes me a look of empathy. “I’ll stay with you guys until Rosario comes next week, okay? Don’t worry, mi hija. The first few weeks are the hardest.”


  I sigh with relief. “Thanks, Mom.”


  Mom is obviously suppressing a smile. “So are you starting to think you might let Rosario pitch in with the babies now and again? Or are you still bound and determined to do everything yourself?”


  I glare at her. Leave it to Mom to sound so sweet while calling me a frickin’ idiot. “Maybe,” I reply, trying to keep my face neutral.


  Mom shakes her head. “Jonas is right. You can be stubborn to a fault.”


  I roll my eyes. “Just don’t let Jonas hear you say that. I’m so sleep-deprived and crabby, I guarantee you I’m not gonna be gracious when he says ‘I told you so.’”


  “Well, he did tell you so.”


  I twist my mouth. “I realize that. Thank you.”


  “He’s such a good man, Sarah.”


  “I know. He’s the absolute best.” Tears well up in my eyes again. Oh, jeez. What’s with the waterworks lately? “I’m really happy—you know that, right?” I say, wiping my eyes. “I don’t know what’s with these constant tears.”


  “Oh, honey.” She sighs. “Look, no one ever talks about it, but this motherhood thing is hard. It’s an adjustment. You’re allowed to be overwhelmed and sleep-deprived and even a little bit blue.”


  Well, damn. She just described every emotion I’ve been feeling this past week since the babies finally came home—emotions that have made me wonder what the hell is wrong with me. I’ve got everything I’ve ever dreamed about and more—so why have I been feeling like I could cry at the drop of a hat? “Thanks, Mom.” I wipe my eyes again. “Yeah, I think I’m just a bit overwhelmed.”


  “Perfectly natural,” Mom says firmly. “No one could adjust overnight to having a baby, let alone twins.”


  I swallow hard. “Mom, I don’t think I’m gonna come back to work.”


  She doesn’t miss a beat. “I know that, love.”


  “You do?”


  “Of course.”


  “But you always worked.”


  “Because I had to. There was no choice for me. But you have choices—infinite choices. Just follow your heart, my love. Let the truth be your guide.”


  I pause, letting my mother’s words wash over me. “Thanks, Mom. I’m gonna add that to the girls’ Wall of Wisdom, right next to Gandhi and Audrey Hepburn.”


  Mom smiles.


  “I thought you were gonna be upset with me,” I say quietly.


  “For what? For wanting to stay home with your babies?” Mom asks. “Oh, Sarah. You’ve got me all wrong. I fight for women every day because I want them to have options. I want them to be whoever they want to be, whatever that means. And that goes for my own daughter, too.” She flashes me a sympathetic smile. “Querida, you’ve got choices and resources and a husband most women can only dream about. You’ve got the chance to figure out who you are and what you want and to live that truth. Don’t waste that precious opportunity by trying to be the person you think someone else wants you to be. Even if that someone else is your mother.”


  Every drop of anxiety I’ve been feeling for the past week has just vanished. “Thank you, Mom.”


  She nods. “Sarah, you’re my daughter. My greatest hope in life is your happiness—whatever form that takes. You’re the only one who knows what happiness means to you.”


  I look down at Luna who’s nursing happily and a tidal wave of motherly love crashes into me. Looking at her serene little face, warm and safe in my arms, I know exactly what happiness means to me—it’s depicted on the walls of this room.


  When Jonas enters the room, bottle in hand, Mom and I are rocking serene, quiet babies. “Wow,” Jonas says softly. “Looks like I should leave the room more often.” He hands me the bottle. “What’d you do you to them—drug them?”


  “No, we just went Latina on their little tiny asses,” I say.


  Mom laughs.


  “Amazing.”


  “What’d I tell you, Jonas? This whole baby thing’s gonna be easy as pie.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 39


  Jonas


  


  Sunny screams with laughter.


  “Do it again, baby,” Sarah squeals, holding up her iPhone. “I wanna get it on video this time.”


  I dip into another push-up, kissing Sunny’s nose underneath me, and Sunny giggles wildly again, right on cue.


  “Oh my God, this is hilarious. Hang on,” Sarah says, scooping up Luna from the blanket on the floor next to her. I remain propped up in a plank position hovering over Sunny, making crazy faces at her, waiting for whatever Sarah’s about to do.


  Sarah lays Luna’s naked belly onto my bare back. “Okay, Daddy,” Sarah says, holding up her iPhone again. “Resume.”


  I dip down into another push-up, kissing Sunny underneath me, and she screams with laughter. And when I push back up, Luna starts giggling from atop my back. I do it again, this time gaining speed, and both girls shriek with glee. I do it again. And again. Same result both times. Giggles and gurgles and squeals and shrieks swirl all around me. Up and down I go, up and down—creating happiness no matter which direction my body moves. Oh my God, my babies are laughing so hard, I think they’re going to piss themselves.


  Soon, I’m laughing too hard to continue. “Grab Lu,” I choke out. “I can’t.”


  Sarah grabs Luna off my back, laughing pretty hard herself, and lays Luna on her back underneath me, right next to her giggling sister.


  “Am I funny?” I ask the girls, and they giggle.


  “You should do baby-stand-up,” Sarah says. “Apparently, you’re freakin’ hysterical.”


  “Well, yeah, if your name happens to be Sunny or Luna Faraday, I’m hilarious.”


  “Or Sarah Faraday. I think you’re hilarious, too.”


  “Yeah, but you think I’m funny when I’m not trying to be.”


  Sarah shrugs. “True.”


  I dip into another push-up, this time blowing a raspberry onto Sunny’s bare belly as I do, and she screams with delight. I lower back down again and blow a raspberry onto Luna’s potbelly, right onto her poked-out little belly button, and she looks at me in complete silence like I’m from Mars.


  Sarah and I burst out laughing at Luna’s perplexed expression.


  I sit on the floor, right next to the babies, buckled over laughing and Sarah sits down next to me, collapsing into my side.


  “My sides hurt,” she gasps. “That was so freakin’ hilarious. She looked at you like, ‘What the bleep?’”


  I wipe my eyes. “Oh my God,” I breathe. “She’s so fucking funny.”


  Sunny giggles spontaneously.


  “Fucking funny,” I say to her gently. “So fucking funny.”


  “Don’t, Jonas. Soon they’re gonna be old enough to start repeating that.”


  “Aw, come on. We’re a long ways away from that. Let me have my fun for a little bit longer.” I flash Sunny a silly look. “So fucking funny.”


  Sunny giggles uproariously.


  “Jonas,” Sarah says, but she’s obviously as amused as I am.


  “What the heck are you laughing about, Sunshine?” I say. “Do you think your daddy’s a flaming idiot like Luna does?”


  She giggles again.


  “Don’t you wonder what she’s thinking?” I ask.


  “Oh, no doubt she’s coming up with jokes for her comedy tour,” Sarah says. She pulls Sunny onto her lap and holds her like a ventriloquist’s dummy. “Aren’t mommy’s weird? Take my mom... Please.”


  I laugh.


  “You think your mom’s embarrassing?” Sarah continues, talking in her chipper Sunny-voice and pulling an imaginary string at the back of Sunny’s head. “Well, my mom sniffs my butt—in public!”


  “Ba-dam-sssh,” I say. I pick up Luna and position her on my lap as my own ventriloquist’s dummy, the same way Sarah’s holding Sunny. “Knock, knock,” I say in a bored, intellectual voice, the one we always use for Luna.


  “Who’s there?” Sarah asks in her cheery-Sunny voice.


  “A-hole,” I say, still in Luna’s voice.


  Sarah laughs. “A-hole who?”


  “A... whole bunch of poop in my diaper!”


  Sarah bursts out laughing.


  “What did you think I was gonna say?” I ask, speaking for Luna again. “I’m a bay-bay. I don’t know curse words yet.”


  “It’s only a matter of time, sissy, with a daddy like ours,” Sarah says in Sunny’s voice. “Pretty soon, you’re gonna tell daddy he’s so fucking funny!”


  I’m laughing too hard to reply.


  “Hey, Luna!” Sarah says in her happy Sunny-voice, pulling that imaginary string at the back of Sunny’s head again.


  “Yes, Sunny?” I ask, tilting Luna’s body toward her sister like she’s leaning in to hear a secret.


  “Ya wanna hear a joke, sissy?”


  I take Luna’s hand and bring it to her mouth, like she’s yawning. “Awwwwwhhhh,” I say for Luna. “I suppose. But you’d better make it quick. I’m teaching a seminar on development and poverty reduction through micro-finance in a few minutes.”


  Sarah hoots with laughter at that one and keeps on laughing for a solid minute before she pulls herself together enough to make Sunny’s voice again. “What did the baby say after breastfeeding?”


  “What?” I say on Luna’s behalf, making her sound bored as hell again.


  Sarah can’t get the rest out. She’s laughing too hard.


  I sit and stare at her for two minutes while she cries with laughter. Finally, she pulls herself together. “What did the baby say after breastfeeding?” she repeats, still laughing.


  “What?” I say in my Luna-voice. “Tell me already for the love of God.”


  “Nothing! Nothing at all! The baby puked, pooped, and then fell fast asleep at her mommy’s boobies! And it was totes awesome!”


  “I waited ten minutes for that?”


  Sarah nods, once again incapable of coherent speech.


  “You’re such a dork, Sarah Faraday.”


  Sarah beams at me. “Thank you. Back at you, baby.”


  I turn Luna toward me. “How are we supposed to tolerate this kind of banal humor, Daddy?” I ask myself in Luna’s intellectual voice. “I don’t know,” I reply in my own, deep voice. “It’s totally beneath us.” I whip Luna back around and tilt her back like she’s looking me up and down. “Wait a cotton pickin’ minute,” I say in Luna’s voice. “This whole time I thought the one with the delicious boobies was holding me! What the heck! Give me to the one with the massive tits!”


  Sarah and I both laugh hysterically.


  “Oh my God,” Sarah says. “My sides hurt.” She takes a deep breath, gathering herself enough to carry on. “Aw, come on, Lu,” Sarah says in Sunny’s cheery voice, moving Sunny’s hand to make it point at me in scolding motion. “That big mountain over there without titties is our sweet daddy. He may not have boobies, it’s true, but he has big, strong muscles. And a heart the size of the Grand Canyon. Oh, and he’s a super-smart-fancy-pants-mogul dude, too—he’s even been on the cover of some important magazines and stuff—so let’s at least give him a chance.”


  “Do muscles fill my belly, you imbecile?” I ask in Luna’s voice. I pause so that Sarah can gently squeeze Sunny’s little rosebud mouth into an “O” of pure shock. “Does a heart the size of the Grand Canyon help me write my thesis on The Affective Recognition in Multilingual Chinese-Canadian Literature?”


  Sarah bursts out laughing again and then pivots Sunny back and forth like she’s shaking her head in shame. “Naw. I guess not, sissy. I sowwy. Pwease fo-give me.”


  “That’s what I thought,” I say, continuing with Luna’s bossy affect. “Pull your shit together, Sunny. I’m tired of carrying you on my fucking back all the time.” I turn Luna back to face me again. “And you. Listen here, you meathead. I’ve been exceedingly patient and tolerant about your obvious idiocy and non-lactating nipples. Now, for the love of all things holy, give me to the one with the big ol’ titties!”


  Sarah screams with laughter and I join her—which, of course, makes Sunny laugh hysterically, too. We’re all having so much fun; even Luna’s smiling and giggling. Sort of.


  “Good to know I married as big a weirdo as me,” Sarah says.


  “Well, if this is weird then I don’t ever wanna be normal,” I reply.


  “I could do this all day long. Literally.”


  “I think we have been doing this all day, literally,” I say. I look at my watch. “Yeah. Pretty much all day.”


  “Weren’t we planning to do something productive today?” Sarah asks. “Didn’t we have somewhere we were supposed to go?”


  “Yeah, actually. I think there was a fundraiser for the children’s hospital we were supposed to attend.” I shrug. “But, meh, I’ll just triple my donation. I’d rather be here with the three loves of my life, telling knock-knock jokes, than putting on a tuxedo and making small talk.”


  Sunny spontaneously giggles again, making us both laugh—which finally makes Luna join in wholeheartedly with a deep belly laugh.


  “There it is,” Sarah says. “So hard to elicit, but so freaking rewarding when she finally gives it up.”


  “I pity the poor guy who tries to win Luna’s heart one day,” I say. “He’s gonna have his work cut out for him.”


  “Are you kidding? The guys are gonna be all over Lu like a cheap suit. From what I hear, men love a good challenge.” She winks.


  “Any self-respecting man does, anyway.”


  Sarah makes the slightest face at Sunny and she squeals with glee. “And then there’s gonna be Little Miss Sunshine, gleefully wearing her heart on her sleeve, throwing her love into the sky like confetti.” Sarah makes an exaggerated sad face. “And getting it crushed into a trillion tiny pieces.”


  I feel like she just punched me in the stomach. “Why would you say that? Even thinking about Sunny getting her heart broken makes me want to beat him up, whoever he is.”


  “Who?”


  “Whatever future asshole is gonna break my daughter’s innocent little heart.”


  “Oh, Jonas.” She shakes her head. “Both of our daughters will get their hearts broken. It’s unavoidable.”


  “Why is it unavoidable?”


  “Because the future Jonas and Josh Faradays of the world are out there, and they’re gonna break a lot of hearts before they finally figure themselves out. It’s just the way it is.”


  I pause, considering. “Well, maybe Sunny and Lu will be the girls who help the future Jonas and Josh Faradays finally figure themselves out.”


  “Maybe.”


  I look down at Sunny’s smiling face. “I’m gonna kill the bastards.”


  Sarah laughs. “I can only imagine how some poor sixteen-year-old is gonna crap his pants when he shows up to take Sunny to the movies and the Incredible Hulk answers the door.”


  “Oh, well that I can assure you will never happen because our daughters will never be allowed to date.”


  “Oh, really?”


  “Really. And certainly not at sixteen.”


  Sarah chuckles. “Well, good luck with that, Daddy. You do realize you’ve just guaranteed they’re gonna sneak out their windows in the middle of the night?”


  “I’ll put bars on the windows and doors, then.”


  “Ah. Well. Problem solved. That’s why they pay you the big bucks, Mr. Mogul.”


  “I’ve got to do something. Just look at them. They’re already knockouts.”


  We gaze at our daughters for a long minute, both of us sighing. I slip my hand into Sarah’s. “I know everyone says this about their own babies, but the objective fact is that our girls are the cutest babies ever in the history of time.”


  “Truth.”


  “If they’re this beautiful at five months old, I can’t even imagine how off-the-charts gorgeous they’re gonna be when they’re teenagers,” I say.


  “But you’re not biased or anything.”


  “Sarah. Look at them. This isn’t bias. It’s purely mathematical.”


  Sarah grins at me, and, just like that, I’m overcome with an all-consuming happiness. I pull her face into mine and kiss her deeply.


  “Zowie,” she says.


  “You’re the only human who says zowie.”


  She shrugs. “Bugs Bunny says it.”


  “Case in point.” I kiss her again, and my cock springs to life. “What do you think about us finally taking a weekend away?” I ask.


  She looks anxious.


  “I’ll plan everything. Rosario and your mom will stay with the girls. You won’t have to do a thing.” Shit. I’d meant to sound cool and collected, to lull her into a sense of calmness with my words, but I’m suddenly rambling with uncontained excitement.


  She considers for a minute. “Kat’s gonna pop any day now. I don’t wanna miss Jack’s arrival.”


  I try to breathe naturally. “We’ll go two weeks after Jack’s born, whenever that is. It’ll be Jack’s birthday present to us.” I put on my ‘Jack Faraday is a fucking beast’ voice. “When Jack Faraday celebrates a birthday, he gives his beloved aunt and uncle the best fuck of their life.” I laugh, but Sarah doesn’t join me. She’s chewing on the inside of her cheek, obviously filled with anxiety.


  “I dunno, Jonas. I’m not sure I’m ready to leave the girls overnight quite yet. Why don’t we go to a nearby hotel for an afternoon?”


  I sigh. Our sex life has returned to almost normal—which is pretty fucking awesome, I must say. But I’m ready to take it to a whole new level—a new normal—and I’m damned sure we have to get the hell out of Dodge, to a place where Sarah can lose herself completely and not think about whether one of her daughters is hungry or needs a nap, to get there.


  “Soon, Jonas. Okay?” Sarah says. “Really soon. Just give me a little bit more time to get used to the idea. The girls are still nursing so much.”


  I kiss her again. “Okay, baby. We’ll take it slow. Whenever you’re ready. You just let me know.”


  I glance down at Sunny and she giggles at me. “This is all your fucking fault, you know.”


  Sunny sticks her entire fist into her mouth and squeals.


  I lean down and nuzzle my nose into Sunny’s neck and she giggles. “All your fucking fault, my precious baby,” I say softly. “Do you know that? All. Your. Fucking. Fault.”


  “Gaaaaaahbuh,” Sunny replies.


  “That means, ‘I sowwy,’” Sarah says.


  I shift my face to the left and nuzzle Luna’s cheek. “Hello, my precious baby number two. It’s all your fucking fault, too.” I pull back to look into Luna’s dark eyes and she crinkles her nose at me, totally unimpressed. “Oh, really? How the hell did I piss you off this time, Lu?”


  Sarah laughs. “I wouldn’t take it too personally. I think she’s just pooping.” She picks Luna up and sniffs her butt. “Yep.” She scoops Luna off the blanket. “Come on, Lunatic. Let’s get you cleaned up.”


  I scoop up Sunny and follow Sarah. “I tell you what, love. How about I work out while you and Rosario get the girls changed and fed? And when I get back, we’ll have Rosario take the girls out for a nice, long walk in their stroller.” I grin. “A nice, looooong walk to the park, perhaps? Long enough for me to take my hot wife to bed and make her howl like a monkey. No hotel required.”


  “Hmm. That sounds like a fantastic idea to me,” Sarah says, her eyes sparkling. “I never would have guessed it, but hanging out laughing with you and the babies makes me horny as hell.”


  I press myself into her and kiss her again. “I love you, Sarah.”


  “I love you, too, Jonas.” She touches the tattoo on my bare chest—something she does quite frequently, actually. “Todo mi mundo.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 40


  Jonas


  


  Fucking finally.


  She finally said yes.


  Thank you, God. I owe you one.


  I’ve got Uncle William’s private jet waiting for us at the airport.


  I’ve reserved a five-thousand-square-foot private villa for us in San Diego, atop the beachside cliffs in swanky Del Mar, at the top-rated luxury resort in all of California, complete with a private butler. And, of course, I’ve got Sarah’s bondage sheet and box of toys packed up and ready for action, along with a whole bunch of lingerie I bought for Sarah to wear tonight. We’ll be in San Diego for just two nights and I bought her ten night’s worth. I think I’m a bit excited.


  Tonight’s the night.


  Tonight’s the fucking night.


  I love my girls—God knows I do—but tonight I’m gonna forget they were ever born. Tonight we’re gonna fuck like we don’t have a care in the world. Fuck yeah.


  It’s been five months since the babies came home from the hospital. They’re seven months old... And, by God, that’s old enough to survive two fucking nights without Sarah personally putting them to bed. Rosario is a trusted member of our family by now, for Chrissakes—and Jack was born six weeks ago. (And, damn, that boy sure lives up to his epic name.) There are no more excuses. No more reasons to wait. Tonight’s the night. I’m gonna fuck my wife like she’s never been fucked before. I’m gonna scramble her brain and confuse her muscles and break her long-established habits. And I’m gonna make her squirt like a fucking geyser, all by her little self. And she’s gonna fucking love it.


  The babies are taking their morning nap in the nursery. We said goodbye to them before putting them down.


  I check my watch. “Come on, baby. The limo’s probably already out front.”


  “Just a sec,” Sarah says. She’s flitting around the house with Rosario and her mother, checking and re-checking supplies, reminding Rosario which stuffed animal is each girl’s favorite and which yogurt Sunny prefers and how to rub Luna’s back so she falls right to sleep. It’s ridiculous, actually. Rosario lives here, for the love of God, and she knows our babies as well as we do. Probably better than I do, actually, since I have no idea which yogurt Sunny likes or whether Luna likes the purple stuffed kitty or the yellow dinosaur.


  I look at my watch again, but it’s an act. When you’ve chartered a private plane, the crew waits for you. As they should. Because I’m a fucking god among men. And I’m gonna fuck my wife ’til she sees God. And when she does, she’s gonna say, “Oh, hi, Jonas.”


  One of the babies fusses through the monitor Sarah’s holding in her hand (of course) and she freezes, listening intently to decipher the nature of the sound. If I had to guess, I’d say it was Sunny rolling over in her crib.


  “No te preocupes,” Rosario assures Sarah.


  “Just go and have fun,” Gloria adds.


  Sunny’s agonized wail suddenly blares through the monitor.


  “That was Sunny,” Sarah says, panic seizing her face—and, actually, I don’t blame her. Sunny never shrieks like that.


  All four of us rush toward the nursery.


  “Maybe she’s hungry?” Gloria says.


  But even I know that’s not the sound Sunny makes when she wants to eat.


  “Maybe she knows we’re leaving? And she’s upset?” Sarah says, her voice spiking with concern. “Babies are little sponges, you know. Maybe she senses we’re going and she’s distraught.”


  When we get to the nursery, Sunny’s sitting up in her crib, red-faced and crying, hot tears streaming down her cheeks. Luna’s still fast asleep, blissfully ignoring her sister. The minute Sunny sees Sarah, she reaches up to her with both arms, her little body jerking with violent sobs. Sarah clutches Sunny and kisses her forehead. “Oh my God, Jonas. She’s burning up.”


  “Will you get the thermometer, Rosario?” Sarah asks in Spanish.


  Sarah puts her hand on Sunny’s forehead. “Jonas. Come feel her.”


  I waltz over, words of assurance already on the tip of my tongue—but when I put my hand on Sunny’s forehead, a wave of anxiety streaks through me. “Yeah, definitely warm.” In truth, I agree with Sarah: little Sunny’s burning up. But I don’t want to freak Sarah out any more than she already is.


  Sarah’s face flashes with anxiety—and I must admit her face looks exactly the way I feel. I touch Sunny’s face again. Holy fuck. My heart squeezes in my chest.


  


  


  


  Chapter 41


  Jonas


  


  This is not the way I expected to be spending tonight with Sarah. After spending three hours with Sunny in urgent care, followed by coming home and bathing her in a cool bath, followed by bouncing her for two hours while she sobbed uncontrollably, we’re now sitting with Sunny and Luna in the nursery in the wee hours of the morning, rocking them gently, lit only by a dim lamp in the corner.


  Gloria went home hours ago and Rosario finally went to bed just before midnight.


  Poor Sunny’s fever is still raging, though she’s finally quieted down, and wild horses couldn’t drag either of us away from her side.


  Sarah’s clutching Sunny to her chest and I’ve got Luna pressed against mine. There’s really no reason for me to be holding Luna right now, actually—I should probably leave the poor girl alone and let her sleep in her crib—but tonight I feel a particular need to hold her and keep her safe.


  Sarah takes Sunny’s temperature again.


  “Same as before?” I ask.


  “Same. But, hey, at least it’s not going up. That’s a good sign. The doctor said it’s not dangerous unless it goes up.”


  “Should we put her in a cool bath again?”


  “If it doesn’t go down in half an hour, we will. She’s finally quiet—let’s let her rest.”


  “When can we give her Tylenol again?”


  “Another hour.”


  “Is she sleeping?” I ask.


  “Yeah. Out like a light. Poor thing. What about Lu?”


  “Asleep.”


  We rock in silence for a couple minutes.


  “It broke my heart to see her crying like that tonight,” Sarah says. “Sunny never cries like that.”


  “I know. I thought I was gonna cry right along with her. I’d rather cut off my right arm than see her cry like that ever again.”


  Sarah chuckles. “Well, jeez, at least cut off your left arm. You kinda need your right arm.”


  “I’d cut off whatever it takes not to see my baby cry like that again.”


  “That’s a twisted game of Would You Rather right there: Would you rather cut off your right arm or see your baby cry?”


  “Cut off my arm.”


  “Would you rather cut off your penis or see your baby cry?”


  “Why you gotta go there, Sarah?”


  “Well, you said whatever it takes.”


  “I’m not gonna answer that question.”


  We rock in silence again for a minute.


  “Would you rather be born with no penis or have one and have it cut off?”


  “What’s with you and cutting off penises?”


  “Would you rather.”


  “I’m not gonna answer any question that involves cutting off my dick.”


  “So you’d rather be born without one?”


  “Yeah. Then I wouldn’t know what I was missing.”


  “Good answer. But what if you got to have a lot of sex before it was cut off? You’d rather be born without one and never get to experience sex?”


  “If I was born without a dick, I wouldn’t know what I was missing. I’d be the shackled man in Plato’s cave. Blissfully ignorant. There’s something to be said for blissful ignorance.”


  “Okay. Would you rather have no penis or five?” Sarah asks.


  “Five,” I answer quickly, and she laughs. “That’s an easy one.”


  “You could use a latex glove as a condom. Would you rather have no elbows or no knees?”


  “Um. No elbows.”


  “Me, too.” She chuckles.


  “We’d just hug each other all the time.”


  “Aw. Another greeting card for your collection. ‘Darling, if we were born without elbows, I’d hug you all the time. Happy Valentine’s Day.’”


  I laugh.


  “Would you rather crap your pants in public once a year for the rest of your life or crap yourself in private every single day?”


  I’m laughing too hard to respond.


  “Come on. Answer.”


  I can’t stop laughing. “You’re so fucking weird.”


  “Answer.”


  “Once a year in public,” I finally say.


  She belly laughs. “Me, too. Why?”


  “Because I’d just fly to some foreign country, crap my pants, and fly home. Not that big a deal. One day of my life.”


  She laughs for a good long minute. “You’re so good at strategizing. I never would have thought of that. Can I come with you and crap my pants in some exotic locale with you?”


  “Sure. Sounds kinda romantic.”


  Sarah laughs. “Seriously, baby, you gotta call Hallmark.”


  “It’s on my to do list.” We rock the babies quietly for a moment. “What country?” I ask.


  “What country what?”


  “What country should we pick to fly to and crap our pants together?”


  “You can pick, love. Surprise me. Just make it a place where I couldn’t understand the exclamations of disgust being hurled at me.”


  “Okay. How about Bhutan?” I ask.


  “Never heard of it.”


  “Then it’s perfect.”


  “Okay, book it. Jonas and Sarah’s Craptastic Adventure,” Sarah says.


  “Another round of delicious anticipation.”


  Sarah chuckles. “Okay, another one. Would you rather have a time machine that only goes back in time or a time machine that only goes forward in time?”


  “That’s easy. Forward. Always forward.”


  Sarah smiles. “You wouldn’t want to go back to Athens and hang out with Plato and talk about the meaning of life?”


  “No. I’d want to visit Sunny and Lu as old ladies. I’d want to sit and talk to my girls and ask them about their life.”


  “Aw.” She’s clearly moved by that answer.


  “Plus, I’m dying to find out if we ever cure cancer or invent flying cars and find out if global warming obliterates the planet like they say it will. What about you?”


  “Oh, future all the way. Fuck the past.”


  “Fuck it.”


  “Bitch.”


  “Motherfucker.” I laugh. “Okay. Ask me a really good one. Something that’d be really hard to choose.”


  She thinks. “Would you rather have to listen to One Direction or Justin Bieber every single time we engage in any kind of sexual act for the rest of our lives?”


  “Oh my God! Are you Satan?”


  She laughs. “You have to choose.”


  “No.”


  “Yes. You can’t play the game and not follow the rules.”


  I scowl.


  “Pick.”


  I shake my head.


  “Jonas Faraday. Yes. No pussing out.”


  I exhale. “One Direction.”


  “I knew it!” She hoots with laughter. “You secretly like my boys as much as I do.”


  I try to suppress my smile. “They’re okay, actually. Except for that one with the douche-y hair and the butterfly tattoos.”


  “Harry.”


  “Yeah. Harry.”


  “Oh my God, Jonas. He’s the cutest one—the bad boy.”


  “Douche.”


  “Aw, you’re just jealous.”


  “Yeah, I’m jealous of Harry from One Direction. That’s me.”


  She laughs. “He’s adorable. Seriously. Now there’s one I’d go back in a time machine for.”


  “You wanna steal Harry Styles’ eighteen-year-old virginity?”


  “Yeah, good thing I’d only have to go back in my time machine by two years. Probably wouldn’t even get jet lag.”


  I laugh. “You funny.”


  “I funny.” She beams at me. “You’ve got to admit their songs are hella catchy.”


  “I will admit that many of One Direction’s songs are extremely well written by their team of professional songwriters.”


  She laughs. “Oh, Jonas, I love you.”


  “And I love you.”


  “Okay. I’ve got a good one. Would you rather never go down on me again, ever, or never fuck me again?”


  I shake my head. “You’re evil.”


  “Answer it.”


  “I refuse to answer based on the religious freedoms granted to me by the First Amendment.”


  She scoffs.


  “You’re asking me to choose between my religion and my vice.”


  “That’s the whole point of this game—you have to pick between two impossible choices.”


  “Well, in this hypothetical, if I go down on you, can you give me a handjob while I do it?”


  “Yes. With lots and lots of lube—followed by the best blowjob ever, every freaking time. And we can sixty-nine, too, every single day. Just no intercourse. Ever again. As long as you live. No cock burrowing deep, deep into me, never, ever, ever, ever—”


  “Stop! Enough already! The pain.” I shake my head like she’s torturing me. “Fine. You wore me down. I can’t live without fucking you, baby—you know that.”


  She laughs.


  “But it pains me even hypothetically to give up tasting you for the rest of my life. Even hypothetically, the thought of never going down on you again, never giving you that exquisite kind of pleasure again, never feeling your hard clit swirling around against my tongue until you start opening and shutting against my mouth ...” I pause. “Shit.”


  “You just gave yourself a giant woody?”


  I nod.


  She laughs.


  “Having a massive boner while holding my infant daughter isn’t my favorite thing.”


  Sunny makes a little whimpering noise against Sarah’s chest.


  “Take her temperature again, baby. I’m worried.”


  Sarah grabs the sensory thermometer and puts it against Sunny’s forehead. She sighs with relief. “It went down a full degree,” she says. “Thank God. You think that means her fever’s breaking?”


  “I sure hope so. Is it time for Tylenol yet?”


  Sarah looks at her watch. “No, thirty minutes.”


  We rock in the gliders for a long moment, both of us stroking whichever baby we happen to be holding.


  “How about this one?” I say. “Would you rather piss yourself every time you listen to music or every time you have an orgasm?”


  She flashes me a sardonic look. “Oh, real subtle, Jonas.”


  “What?” I ask, feigning innocence.


  “Oh, gosh, I dunno. Hmm,” Sarah says. “Could your question possibly be designed to create a teaching moment, oh, Lord-God-Master?”


  “And here I thought I was so clever.”


  “You can’t use your Jedi mind tricks on me, Jonas. I’m too smart.”


  “Fine. But at least tell me your answer, even if my motives are obvious.”


  Genuine anxiety flickers across her face, but then disappears. “No. I’m not gonna answer this one,” she says matter-of-factly.


  “You’re the one who said we have to answer the questions no matter what. I answered a really tough one. Come on.”


  “That wasn’t a tough one. Every man on the planet would pick intercourse over giving a woman oral sex, for the love of Pete. It was a harder choice for you than the average man, but still a no-brainer.”


  “Still, it was a horribly painful decision.”


  She smirks.


  “Come on, Sarah. Answer my question. Are you gonna piss yourself when you hear music or when you orgasm?”


  “When I hear music.”


  “Seriously? You’d honestly prefer to piss yourself any time you hear music than in the privacy of our bed, just you and me?”


  “I told you I don’t want to answer this one. I’ve already pissed myself enough in real life. I don’t need to do it hypothetically, too. Ask a different question.”


  “What do you mean you’ve already pissed yourself enough in real life?”


  She smashes her lips together but doesn’t reply.


  “Sarah? What do you mean?”


  She pauses for a long beat before speaking again. “I was a bed-wetter for a really long time,” she finally says. Her cheeks are turning a bright red.


  “Really?” For a nanosecond, I feel the urge to laugh about this revelation, but the look of complete vulnerability on Sarah’s face stops me. “How long is ‘a really long time’?”


  “Until I was ten or eleven. Until about a year after my mom and I finally got the hell out of Dodge.” She sighs loudly. “So, yeah,” she finally says. “Good times.”


  “How is it possible I didn’t know this about you?”


  She shrugs. “I’m sure at some point I’m gonna find out you secretly hate pistachios or had sex with a man and I’m gonna go, ‘Huh. Learn something new every day.’”


  “Well, no. I love pistachios and I’ve never had sex with a man.”


  “Well, still, I’m sure there’s something about you I don’t know.”


  “So you, like, full-on wet your bed ’til you were eleven?”


  “Well, not every single day. Whenever I had nightmares or got really, really scared, I just totally lost control of my bladder.”


  “What happened?” I say, trying my damnedest to keep my voice calm and reassuring.


  She shakes her head.


  “Hey, I’m the guy who loves you, remember? You can tell me anything.” I flash her a reassuring smile.


  “You sound like you’re coaxing a wild horse with a carrot so you can throw a saddle on her back.”


  I smile. She’s got me pegged. That’s exactly what I’m doing. “Tell me, baby,” I say. “Let me throw a saddle on you.”


  She shrugs. “It’s not that big a deal. There were just times when my father would scream or start getting all irate and I’d run and hide in the closet or under my bed and just... you know, pee myself—right down my leg and onto the floor—and then I’d be too scared to move so I’d just sit there in a puddle of pee for who knows how long. Sometimes, I’d have a nightmare and wet my bed. Nothing much to tell. I couldn’t control it. It just happened.”


  “Jesus,” I say, a light bulb going off in my head. Suddenly, so much about Sarah makes perfect sense. “You know...” I begin. “I think this relates directly to your history of sexual dysfunction.”


  She looks at me quizzically.


  “You don’t see the connection?”


  She shakes her head.


  How does she not see what I see? “Just before you have an intense orgasm, it feels like you’re gonna pee, right?”


  She nods.


  “And the more intense the orgasm, the more intense that sensation?”


  She purses her lips, considering.


  “Well, duh, baby. For years you’ve associated that gotta-pee feeling with being absolutely terrified and doing something you were ashamed about. Before I came along to rock your world as only the Woman Wizard could, you’d become hardwired to pull back from that sensation. No wonder you couldn’t orgasm for so long. It was a royal mind-fuck.”


  Her face is absolutely precious right now.


  “You’ve been worried about wetting the bed your whole life. Literally.”


  Her mouth hangs open. “Could it really be that literal?”


  “Occam’s Razor, baby. The simplest answer is usually correct.”


  She rocks in her glider chair silently for a long beat. “Holy moly,” she finally says. “I think you might be on to something here.”


  “Of course, I am. I’m fucking brilliant. U Dub should give me an honorary doctorate in female psychology.”


  “Holy Epiphany, Batman,” she says. “I actually think this might not be psychobabble.”


  “Of course, it’s not psychobabble. It’s gold. Solid gold, baby—as golden as a golden shower brought to you by Sarah Cruz.”


  She doesn’t want to laugh, but she does.


  “This is a breakthrough, baby.”


  “You might be right.”


  “Of course, I am. If there’s one thing I’m always right about it’s hot girls with daddy issues.” I flash her a cocky grin.


  “You woman wizard you.”


  “At your service.”


  I feel like I just unscrambled a fucking Rubik’s cube. Sarah’s been hardwired her whole life to hold in rather than push out. Yes. And now she craves letting go completely more than anything, obviously, but she literally doesn’t know how to do it for herself. Yes. That’s what Thailand was all about, I suddenly realize—her desperate desire to get out of her own fucking way and let go completely. Because she can’t let go by herself, she needs someone or something outside herself to take her there. She needs to feel dominated by a greater power so she can just submit and take herself out of the equation. Jesus. No wonder she’s been browsing bondage gear and dildos—she wants to be dominated in every sense, figuratively and literally.


  My cock twitches.


  I shift Luna in my arms and smile at Sarah.


  “What are you thinking about?” Sarah says. “Your smile is pure evil.”


  “I’m not thinking anything.”


  Sunny begins fussing and Sarah gives her a boob.


  “How’s the fever?”


  Sarah grabs the thermometer and puts it against Sunny’s forehead. She sighs with relief. “One-oh-one. Thank goodness. I think the fever broke.”


  “Whew. Thank God.”


  I get up and carefully lay Luna into her crib. She rustles, briefly, and then becomes still again.


  I watch Sarah nursing Sunny for a long moment.


  My baby yearns to be dragged to the top of the highest waterfall with no other way down and shoved off. Well, maybe it’s time for both of us to leave the past—and our childhood hang-ups—behind. Maybe it’s time for us to get into our time machine and step on the gas.


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 42


  Sarah


  


  I throw open the glass doors leading out to the patio and gape over the side of the cliff at the sapphire-blue ocean yawning before me. “Incredible!” I yell. “Heaven!”


  Jonas laughs behind my back.


  I race back into the villa and twirl around like a little girl. “It’s gorgeous!”


  “Shall I open the bottle for you, sir?” our personal butler asks Jonas, motioning to a bottle of champagne on ice. (Did I mention this place comes with a personal butler? Redonk!)


  “No, I’ve got it,” Jonas says calmly. He offers the guy a bill.


  “No, Mr. Faraday. My gratuity will be included at the end of your stay.”


  I race past Jeeves into the bathroom and immediately marvel at the Jacuzzi tub. “Oooooh la la!” I call to Jonas, crawling into the empty tub. “Oh, Joooooooooonas. It’s a gooood one.”


  Jonas ambles into the doorway of the bathroom and smiles at me, his T-shirt clinging tightly to his broad chest. Oh, his tattooed arms are bulging. His eyes are smoldering. His jaw is chiseled as ever. Good lord, the man is sex on a stick and hot as fuck. Holy hell, I’m ready to have some dirty fun that involves that man’s big ol’ penis poking me, any which way he pleases.


  I hear the front door close.


  “Did Jeeves just leave?”


  Jonas nods.


  “Woohoo! Let the games begin! So you wanna start things off with an underwater breath-holding contest?”


  He doesn’t reply. His jaw muscles pulse.


  “As you may recall, I’m currently the world-record holder in the sport.” I giggle. Holy crap. I’m feeling good. I had three rather large goblets of champagne during our flight to San Diego—our flight on a private plane, I should add—and I’m feeling abso-frickin-lutely fabulous.


  Damn, that private jet was incredible. In addition to ever-flowing champagne, that nice flight attendant gave me a warm towellette and fuzzy booties and a lovely platter of sushi—and all of that for a measly two-hour flight. But, of course, the best part of the flight was getting fucked by my hunky-monkey husband at thirty thousand feet. Hellz yeah and booyah. My husband ate me out ’til I hummed louder than the jet engines and then plowed my field ’til the pilot turned on the seatbelt signs. And now I’m here in this spacious and swanky villa overlooking the sparkling blue ocean on a gloriously sunny day, feeling freaktastically relaxed and happy! Life cannot get any—


  Wait.


  Gloriously sunny day.


  Sunny.


  My heart misses a beat.


  Luna.


  Maybe I should call home and check up on the girls?


  Jonas crosses his arms over his chest and leans his shoulder against the doorjamb of the bathroom, and every goddamned muscle on his spectacular body flexes all at once.


  Oh, pfft. I’m sure the girls are just fine.


  I lean back in the empty tub alluringly, trying to beckon my sexy-as-sin husband to join me. But he’s clearly just going to keep standing there, oozing his fierce brand of homicidal charm. Okay. Fine. There are worse things in the world than sitting here staring at the divine original form of hotness.


  I motion to the tub. “Are you not tempted, my sweet Jonas?”


  Jonas looks like he’s gonna rip me limb from limb, but he doesn’t move, other than to absentmindedly touch the platinum bracelet around his wrist.


  “Okay, well, you snooze, you lose,” I say. I crawl out of the empty tub and lope into the master suite.


  Jonas follows me into the bedroom.


  “Whaddaya wanna do first, hubsters?” I say, falling back onto the mammoth bed. “A little his and hers oral? Some back-door action, maybe?” I wink. “I know I’m hiding it well, but I’m actually kinda drunky-drunkerton, so this might be a great time to sneak in a little boom-boom in my boom-boom, if you know what I mean. Or maybe you wanna do that Cirque Du Soleil sixty-nine thing? We haven’t done that in a while.”


  Jonas bites his lip, turns on his heel, and wordlessly heads into the bathroom again.


  “Jonas?”


  I hear the sound of water running in the bathtub. “Oh, so you want a little underwater Olympics, huh?” I call to him, leaping off the bed to join him. “Splendid idea, sir.”


  When I enter the bathroom, Jonas is bent over, checking the temperature of the water, his bicep flexing as he runs his hand back and forth through the streaming water.


  “Great idea,” I say. I begin unbuttoning my shirt.


  “Wait,” Jonas says, straightening up.


  I stop unbuttoning my shirt and look at him, perplexed.


  “I want to explain the ground rules for the weekend first.”


  I tilt my head like a cockatiel. Did I hear that right? “The...ground rules?” I say, smiling. Have I had that much champagne? I thought Jonas just said he was gonna “explain the ground rules for the weekend.” I laugh and start disrobing again.


  “Wait,” he says, his voice commanding. “Stop undressing, please. I need to tell you how this weekend is gonna go, Sarah. And I want you to listen very closely.”


  I freeze. “Huh?” The hairs on the nape of my neck stand up.


  Jonas glides toward me like a panther, takes my hand, and pulls me to a cushioned stool in the corner of the large bathroom. “Sit.”


  I obey. Why is my crotch suddenly pulsing?


  “Hold on,” he says. He leaves the bathroom.


  I touch my lower lip. It’s numb.


  He returns. He’s got a black velvet box in his hand, which he places on the ledge of the tub. When his gaze returns to me, his eyes are burning like lasers. “Sarah, what’s the sole mission and purpose of the Jonas Faraday Club?”


  I glance at the black velvet box. Sure looks like a jewelry box. Kinda hard to concentrate with a box like that sitting on a ledge a few feet away.


  “Sarah?”


  “Sorry. The supreme sexual satisfaction of one Sarah Cruz. Faraday,” I say.


  “Correct. In summary, sexcellence.”


  “Hellz yeah. And let me just say a big ol’—”


  “Ssh.”


  I shut my mouth.


  “Over the years, this club’s deep and abiding commitment to its mission has never faltered, not in the slightest. In fact, I can honestly say the Club’s commitment to its sacred mission has only intensified over time. You might even say it’s morphed into something akin to a religious calling.” One side of his mouth curls up.


  I bite my lip. Yummy. I sense some yummy is coming my way on a bullet train.


  “Thanks to our club’s unwavering devotion to its mission, our sole member and reason for being, one Mrs. Sarah Cruz Faraday, has now experienced virtually every variation of sexcellence known to womankind. Except for one glaring exception. One towering peak she has not yet climbed and conquered.”


  I can’t help but smirk. Oh, Jonas. This whole weekend is about getting me to squirt without him pressing the button for Ding Dongs? Really? Oh, why am I surprised? The man is a climber, through and through.


  “But over the past year,” Jonas continues, “due to our club’s decision to create two teeny-tiny Faradays, we took a brief hiatus from our upward climb up this as yet unconquered peak of sexcellence.” His eyes darken. “But now it’s time to begin our climb anew, and with renewed vigor, my precious baby. It’s time to climb and conquer again.” His lips twist into a wicked grin. “This weekend, we’re going to climb the highest peak of all: fuck-sellence.”


  “Oh,” I say, a sudden pulsing announcing itself inside my panties.


  “Do you remember the singular rule of the Jonas Faraday Club, my precious baby?”


  I swallow hard and nod.


  “Say it, please.”


  “You’re in charge,” I breathe.


  Oh my God. I’ve got goose bumps. And a lady-boner. Yes, yes, yes, yes. This is gonna be good.


  “And why am I in charge, Sarah?”


  “Because you’re the only one in the entire world who knows how to make me howl like a monkey, weep like a guitar, squawk like a seagull.” I laugh at that last one—I don’t know where that came from. I funny. I slap my cheek, forcing myself to stop acting like a dork. “Because you know how to bring me to the light outside the cave, Jonas P. Faraday, oh lord-god-master,” I say reverently. “Because. You. Are. God.”


  “That’s exactly right. Good girl.”


  I shift in my seat. My mouth is dry. Hot damn, this is gonna be good.


  He bends down and turns off the faucet on the tub. “Are you ready to climb and conquer the epic and towering peak of fucksellence, my precious baby?”


  I nod like a bobblehead doll. “I sure am, my sweet Jonas. Hellz yeah.”


  He glides over to me and my skin bursts into flames at his mere proximity.


  He cups my face in his hands. “Nothing worth having comes easy,” he says. “The path to greatness comes with great sacrifice. To conquer it, we must carve new pathways inside ourselves—forge new wiring inside our brains. In summary, we must try something new and untested. Do you understand?”


  Um, no, I don’t know what the hell he’s talking about. But it doesn’t matter. I trust him one hundred percent. He’d never, ever hurt me, and I know that. So whatever the heck he wants to do to me, whatever his little speech means, I’m in. In, in, in.


  “I understand completely,” I say solemnly. “I’m in.”


  “In the past, I’ve always served you and your desires. Your pleasure has been mine. Your orgasm mine. Your blood mine. But now that changes. Now, the tables are turned. And my pleasure is yours.”


  I raise my eyebrow. Interesting.


  “From here on out, you’ll serve me—totally and completely—with no regard for your own pleasure. You’ll serve me with your blood, sweat, and tears. And cum.”


  Damn, he’s a good-looking man. He’s truly the sexiest man alive. I nod, though, yet again, I don’t know what he’s talking about. How is this any different than what we’ve always done? The man has sucked milk from my boobs and slurped up blood from between my legs and pushed the button for Ding Dongs on my vending machine—and, for years before that, licked sweat off my every crease and curve of my body like a thirsty dog with a dry bone. But, never mind, this speech of his is hawt.


  “Yes,” I say, though I don’t really know exactly what I just agreed to.


  He grabs the velvet box off the ledge and strides gracefully back to me, his muscles taut. “Repeat after me: Jonas, you’re completely in charge for every fucking minute of this entire weekend.”


  Oh, he just grabbed the velvet box. Yay! For a moment, I can’t focus. I smell jewelry. “Could you repeat that, baby?” I ask.


  “Jonas, you’re completely in charge for every fucking minute of this entire weekend.”


  “Jonas, you’re completely in charge for every fucking minute of this entire fucking weekend,” I say.


  “There will be absolutely no bossy bullshit from me, I promise.”


  “Well, since I am literally incapable of bossy bullshit in the first place, there will most definitely be no bossy bullshit from me.”


  He stifles a laugh. “My body is yours to do with as you please.”


  I laugh. “Oh my God. I’m soaking my panties clean through right now, baby. You’ve got me losing my mind and we haven’t even—”


  “My body is yours to do with as you please, Jonas,” he says sternly.


  “My body is yours to do with as you please, Jonas.” I grin. “Take it. Take every drop of me. Me, me, me. Take meeeeeeeeee.” I giggle. “I’m yours. Propiedad de Jonas Faraday. Mi amor. Todo mi mundo. The man who—”


  “Ssh.”


  I shut my mouth.


  Jonas shifts the velvet box to his other hand.


  What the heckity heck is inside that frickin’ box?


  “Now, as we both know,” he continues, “I’m incapable of deriving pleasure from your pain. That’s an immutable truth, no matter what peak we’re trying to climb. But let me be clear about something: I do intend to fuck you so hard you lose control of your bodily functions. And I do intend to fuck you so hard you can’t walk properly afterwards. And I do intend to fuck you so hard you beg for mercy.”


  A semi-squeal erupts from my throat. Hawt.


  His eyes flicker. “Do you consent to my terms?”


  I nod. “Yes, lord-god-master. Jonas, oh my God, you look so effing hot right now.”


  “If you’re experiencing discomfort or anxiety or anything else short of actual pain, then I don’t give a fuck. You can say ‘no’ or ‘stop’ or beg or cry and I won’t stop what I’m doing. But if you say the word ‘mercy,’ then I’ll immediately stop whatever I’m doing. All I ask is that you take great care before using that special word, because, no matter what, I’m going to honor it, instantly, no questions asked. It’s a magic word, Sarah, so use it only when absolutely necessary.”


  Oh my fucking God. Did Jonas just give me a safe word? Holy Dungeons and Dragons, Batman, my tormented, baggage-laden husband is really doing this? I truly never thought I’d see the day. “Yes, sir,” I say, but I can’t help but grin when I say it.


  A flicker of a smile dances on his luscious lips. “All right. Now that I’ve explained the rules for our ascent up the peak of fucksellence, I’ve got a little token of my feelings for you.”


  Without further ado, he (finally) opens the rectangular velvet box in his hand to reveal the most stunning diamond bracelet I’ve ever seen. Holy frickity-frack, that’s a crap-ton of diamonds all in one place. Mine eyes! Mine eyes! The sparkling light doth blind me! Lawdy, lawdy! I’m coming home, dear lawd, I’m-a coming home to you!


  “Happy Valentine’s Day, baby,” Jonas says, grinning.


  I raise a shaking hand to my mouth and lean in, peering more closely at the dazzling amazingness. Oh my God. This thing is gonna sear my corneas. Some of the diamonds are big ol’ rocks—how many freaking carats are those things?—did he steal them from Queen Elizabeth?—and other stones are smaller diamonds clustered together, set into various shapes. Oh God. The clustered shapes are the sun, the moon, and a whole bunch of stars. I’m seriously in danger of fainting right now. “Oh,” I breathe, swooning like Minnie Mouse. “Oh,” I say again. “Oh,” I say a third time. Am I having an orgasm right now? Holy shit, yes, I am. Like, literally. I am having an orgasm! “Oh,” I say again. “Oh, oh, oh.” Good lord, I’m having a diamond-induced orgasm! “Oh!”


  “You like it?”


  I nod, but I’m too overwhelmed physically and emotionally to speak.


  “I’ve been meaning to upgrade your membership bracelet for quite some time,” Jonas says softly, his face glowing with his excitement.


  “Jonas,” I finally say, my voice trembling. “Thank you so much. It’s amazing.”


  He removes my engraved platinum bracelet, places it on the marble counter next to the sink, and fills the now-empty space on my wrist with my new bling. “Thank you for being my wife and the mother of my girls and the sole member of the Jonas Faraday Club, Sarah Faraday.”


  I bite my lip for the twentieth time in the last twenty minutes. My clit is zigging and zagging. My heart is lurching out of my chest. My pulse is pounding in my ears. My entire body is electrified. Holy hell, I want to make love to this man. I motion to my now discarded platinum bracelet next to the sink. “How about I wear that one on my other wrist? That way, we’ll still be matching?”


  He kisses me softly and I jolt with desire at the touch of his lips.


  “We’re still matching,” he says. He peels off his T-shirt and throws it on the ground of the bathroom. He places his hand over the sun, moon, and stars adorning his chest. “My matching bracelet is right here.”


  Oh, Jesus. That’s too much. I attack him, devouring his lips like a starving man on a sandwich. For a brief, delicious moment, he overpowers me, his muscles, lips—his sheer physicality—swallowing me alive, but then he pulls back, his eyes blazing.


  I want him to rip my clothes off my body and fuck me without mercy on the bathroom floor the way he did on the airplane—good God, that was scrumptious. But he surprises me by pushing a lock of hair out of my face and taking a long, deep breath.


  “Our quest for fucksellence begins now, baby. Take off your clothes and get into the warm tub. I want to wash my pretty toy from head to toe before I start playing with her.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 43


  Jonas


  


  Gloria puts Sunny on the phone and the line is suddenly filled with the sound of happy babbling.


  “Hi, Sunshine,” I whisper, taking care not to let Sarah hear me from the bathroom. “It’s Daddy.”


  “Dada!”


  My heart melts. “Hi, baby. I just wanted to say goodnight. Are you having fun with Grandma and Rosario?”


  “Rosa babbabba dada goobuh!”


  “Wow, that sounds like fun. Okay, well, I just wanted to tell you Daddy loves you. And Mommy loves you, too.”


  Gloria gets back on the line to say she’s switching the phone to Luna’s ear and I go through the exact same routine with baby number two—only compared to Sunny’s babbling, Luna sounds like she’s comparing and contrasting modern-day Egyptian religious practices to those of the pre-dynastic period—and doing all of it in German.


  Gloria gets back on the phone. “They’re both doing great, Jonas. We just finished dinner and now we’re gonna take a bath and do story-time. Don’t worry about a thing, querido. And tell Sarah not to worry.”


  “Sarah’s in a Jacuzzi tub right now with her fourth glass of champagne.”


  “Oh, well, it sounds like Sarah’s already doing a great job of not worrying.” She laughs. “It also sounds like you’d better get the heck off the phone, honey.”


  We both laugh.


  “Thanks so much, Gloria. We really needed this weekend.”


  “I know you did, honey. It’s my pleasure.”


  “Kiss them for me. Tell them I love them before you put them down.”


  “I will. Now go.”


  We hang up.


  Who the fuck am I right now? There’s only a few minutes to spare before Sarah gets out of the tub and glides into the bedroom, her skin glowing, her clit tingling, her imagination running wild about what the fuck I’m gonna do to her to extract that blood, sweat, tears, and cum I’ve demanded of her, and I’m in here secretly calling to check on the girls? If I’d had a crystal ball five years ago and glimpsed my current self, I would have smashed the fucking thing against the wall in disgust—or, even more likely, called Josh to chew him out for rigging the cruelest practical joke ever.


  Okay, I need to get my head in the game. No more fucking around. I already veered off strategy once today, even before calling home, by fucking Sarah on the plane (and giving her three shrieking orgasms in rapid succession). Was it a masterful bit of fuckery by the legendary woman wizard? Yes. Was it fucking awesome? Hell yes. Was it utterly hilarious when the flight attendant tried to say her patented farewell as we de-boarded—“We hope you enjoyed your flight, Mr. and Mrs. Faraday”—but involuntarily burst into laughter, mid-sentence? Yes, it was. But was it helpful to achieving my mission for tonight? Emphatically, no. Because to lead Sarah to the absolute culmination of sexual satisfaction, it’s quite clear she needs a slow burn all day long—delicious anticipation to the nth degree—which means I’ve got to get her close to orgasm and then pull her back, over and over, until she’s finally ready to release a day’s worth of sexual energy all at once, in a manner so violently involuntary, she couldn’t stop to think—or hold back—even if she tried. So that’s what I’m gonna do. Starting now.


  I take a deep breath and remove the bondage sheet from my suitcase. Looks simple enough. I browse the accompanying pre-printed instructions for a minute. Yep. Super easy to install and use.


  Per the instructions, I fit the four corners of the sheet onto the thick hotel mattress, pull on the drawstring at the base, and then slide my hands between the mattress and box spring to connect and tighten the security straps attached to the sides of the sheet. Voila.


  When I stand back upright, I tug on the sheet forcefully to test its sturdiness, and, I’ll be damned, it doesn’t move in the slightest. I tug again, with even more force, and it doesn’t budge. Yep, when Sarah’s tied up, she’s not going to be able to move an inch, no matter how forcefully she thrashes or tries to free herself from her bindings.


  All of a sudden, a horrific vision of my mother floods me: she’s thrashing around, whimpering, her limbs bound by course ropes. What the fuck? For a jarring, unsettling instant, I feel like I’m gonna throw up. And then the image is gone.


  Holy fuck. I sit on the edge of the bed, my stomach twisting into knots. What the fuck was that? Jesus Christ. No. I slap my face. Fuck that, Jonas. I slap myself again. No. This is simple, harmless bondage with the woman I love more than life itself. It has absolutely nothing to do with what I witnessed twenty-five fucking years ago from a fucking closet.


  God, I wish Josh were here right now to punch me in my stupid fucking face—and rightfully so. “Jonas” he’d say. “Would you lose your shit at the sight of a fucking goldfish if you’d been attacked by a shark twenty-five years ago? Give me a fucking break. Now go tie up your wife and fuck her like any normal, red-blooded man would gladly do.”


  I exhale. Okay, I’m good. Thanks, Imaginary Josh. You’re right. I’m being a lunatic. Not to mention a puss. Millions of people tie each other up for pleasure every day—and doing it gets them off hard. It’s time for me to experience what everyone else does and act like a normal deviant—no, wait, it’s time for me to actually be a normal deviant. It’s time for me to stop cowering in a fucking closet, once and for all. Amen.


  I shake it off. I’m a beast. No more bullshit.


  I hear Sarah moan softly in the bathroom and I’m instantly pulled out of my own head. I know that moan. That’s the lovely moan Sarah makes right before making the sound that immediately precedes The Sound—which means Sarah is in there, following my instructions, and will therefore be joining me here the bedroom in a matter of minutes.


  “When I go into the bedroom, I want you to touch yourself,” I instructed Sarah twenty minutes ago from the side of the tub. I was just finishing up the pleasurable and sensual task of washing every inch of my beautiful wife’s smooth skin. “When you touch yourself, I want you to bring yourself to the very cusp of climax and then stop. If you give yourself an orgasm,” I warned, my hands gliding over her curves, my voice calm and commanding, “I’ll punish you for breaking the cardinal rule of the Jonas Faraday Club.”


  She grinned. “How will you punish me, lord-god-master?”


  “By gagging you with my cock.”


  “Oh.”


  “So do as you’re told.”


  “Yes, sir,” she responded, her nipples visibly hardening under the warm water.


  At the sight of her obvious arousal, I had to get up and leave right then or I was gonna throw my precious strategy out the window and climb into that tub with her.


  There’s splashing noise in the bathroom and Sarah moans again, only a little bit louder this time, and my cock responds like a trumpeter swan hearing the call of its mate.


  Okay. Focus. Back to the task at hand.


  I reach into the box, pull out the four soft cuffs designed to attach to the bondage sheet, and position them onto the bed. Okay. Bondage sheet done. Easy. No problem. Pussy-ass bullshit conquered. Now for the toys.


  I poke inside the duffel bag of sex toys I’ve curated for this evening’s festivities. Well, first things first, I pull out the blindfold and put it on the nightstand. That one’s a no-brainer—every single “how to get started with bondage” video I watched named the blindfold as the most basic implement of beginners’ kink. But what else should I christen the good ship Dirty Girl with tonight? Well, based on my hours of research, ticklers are the next obvious choice. So ticklers it is.


  I pull three ticklers of various materials and designs out of the box and place them on the nightstand next to the blindfold. Fine. Good. Blindfold. Ticklers. Check. Check.


  I continue shifting around my bag of goodies. There are several kinds of dildos here. Pleasure balls of varying sizes and shapes. A gag. Nipple clamps. A vibrating butt plug. I run my hand through my hair. Fuck, I don’t know. It’s all the same to me. A big, fat bunch of who-gives-a-shit bullshit. Fuck. I just don’t get the appeal.


  During my hours of research into these gadgets and this culture, I realized something about myself, quite plainly: this shit doesn’t turn me on. Why am I like this? I have no idea. And I don’t fucking care. I like me. I like the way I fuck. I do it exceedingly well, thank you very much. Fuck yeah. I’m a tenth-degree black belt in Judo, motherfuckers. I go into competition against my opponent and subdue her with nothing but my bare fucking hands (and dick and tongue and fingers), which means there’s nothing to taint the purity of the art form.


  When I feel Sarah’s flesh ripple or twitch against my fingertip or tongue or cock, that’s how I know what her body wants me to do next, whether her brain knows it or not. That’s how I know whether to press harder or pull back, slow down or speed up. How the fuck would I be able to gauge any of that if I’m trying to subdue my opponent with a giant dildo?


  In the bathroom, Sarah makes the sound before The Sound, snapping me out of my spiraling thoughts. Holy shit, she’s gonna walk into this room in a minute. And I’ve got to be ready for her. Chop, chop, Jonas. Come on, motherfucker.


  Whether I’m interested in this shit or not, Sarah is. And so is half the adult population in the Western world—maybe even more than that, given recent revenue figures in the sex-toy industry—so, obviously, I’m the weird one. (Surprise!) So, fuck it, I’m gonna give the girl what she craves. And I’ll pretend it’s my fucking idea the whole time. And I’ll make her surrender in a whole new way. And that will be worth it. Nothing worth having is easy, right? Right.


  I pull out a big, fat dildo from the duffel bag—holy shit, that’s a huge fucking dildo—plus a much smaller, beaded, vibrating dildo for anal play, plus some lube (of course), and a glass dildo thing that looks more like a bong than a sex toy to me, but what the fuck do I know? I lay it all on the nightstand with the blindfold and ticklers. And then I sit on the edge of the bed, my chest tight, my nipples hard, my stomach in knots, my cock tingling, waiting for my little submissive-in-training to come out of the bathroom, as instructed, to meet her maker.


  Within a minute, I hear some splashing and dripping sounds coming from the bathroom. Sarah must be getting out of the tub.


  I stand and shake out my arms and legs. And then I beat my bare chest like a gorilla. It’s game time for the cocky-bastard-asshole-motherfucker. Let’s do this.


  Thirty seconds later, Sarah enters the bedroom, and, oh my God, she’s Aphrodite. She’s dressed in a barely there white lace teddy that sets off her smooth olive skin and accentuates every curve, her dark nipples and “OAP” tattoo visible underneath the sheer fabric. Good God, she’s a fantasy come to life. The goddess and the muse. Oh, fuck, I wanna eat her and fuck her right now. Right this fucking minute. Fuck all these gadgets and gizmos. I wanna make her come the way I did on the plane ride here, with nothing but my own body doing the honors, and then I wanna reach up inside her and touch that little spot I’ve only recently discovered...


  “Stop,” I blurt.


  Sarah abruptly stops walking toward me, her eyes wide.


  Oh. That’s funny. I was talking to myself. But I can work with this. “I didn’t tell you to walk toward me, did I?”


  She shakes her head, her entire face blazing with her arousal. “No, sir.” Her chest is heaving as much as mine.


  “You look sexy as hell, Sarah,” I say. Shit, my cock is throbbing. Why the hell did I make such a big deal about us doing everything differently tonight? All I wanna do right now is what I always do: eat her and fuck her and make her come over and over.


  “Thank you. Oh. Wait. May I speak?”


  “No. Only if asked a question.” Her erect nipples are like magnets to me.


  “I just wanted to say thank you in response to you saying I look sexy.”


  “Don’t speak.”


  “Okay. I won’t speak—unless asked a direct question, of course.” An unmistakable smirk flashes across her beautiful face. “Sir.”


  “I saw that little smirk just now, Sarah Cruz. Do it again and I’ll fuck it right off your face.”


  Her mouth straightens out and she adopts what I imagine is her attempt at an obedient expression, though she still looks like a total and complete smart-ass to me.


  I’m dizzy with my desire for her.


  “Turn around,” I say smoothly.


  She complies and my mouth literally waters at the sight of her backside. The teddy she’s wearing turns into nothing but a network of sparse strings in the back, all converging into one thin, white line that disappears down her ass crack—or, rather, down my ass crack, I should say. Propiedad de Jonas Faraday, the tattoo on her ass-cheek declares in bold lettering. Which, roughly translated, means, Fuck you, Will Motherfucking “2Real” Piece-of-Shit-Asswipe-Hip-Hop-Motherfucking-Douche, and anyone else who even thinks about fucking my property. She’s all mine.


  I remove my jeans and briefs and then move to my laptop. After briefly scrolling through my music, I find what I’m looking for: “Uprising” by Muse. Yes, victory will be ours tonight. I press play on the thumping song and turn back around.


  “Bend over,” I say. “And grab your ankles.”


  She bends over, exactly as instructed, and I’m treated to the delectable sight of the underside of her pussy peeking out through the sheer fabric of her lingerie. My mouth waters again. Shit. I want her. I touch my cock. My tip is already wet. I stroke my shaft for a moment, letting her stand there bent over, marinating deliciously in her excited anticipation.


  Fuck what I said about a slow burn. I want to bite her and nip her and suck her and eat her and lick her and fuck her. I wanna make her come and plunge my cock into her and feel her body constricting and clenching around me. In other words, I wanna do what I always do to her—because what I always do is fucking awesome. Because I’m a fucking samurai—and my cock is my sword. I’m a Judo master. I’m a woman wizard. An artist. A climber.


  I’m a god among men.


  I really am.


  Just the way I am.


  But no.


  My baby wants to try kink. She’s curious. Not dissatisfied, she says, just curious. But curiosity is a distant cousin of dissatisfaction, whether she knows it or not—and I’m not planning on my baby ever experiencing even a hint of dissatisfaction, ever. Not on my watch.


  She’s still standing there, bent over, her pussy peeking out between her thighs, her ass-tattoo making me salivate.


  I exhale slowly, trying to calm my arousal. I need to calm my shit down. I need to keep my eye on the prize. Slow burn, motherfucker. Slow fucking burn.


  I stand for a long moment, staring at her, stroking my erection, letting the loud music wash over me. I’ve always particularly liked this view of a woman.


  “Jonas?” she asks, still bent over and waiting for me.


  “I didn’t give you permission to speak,” I say, stroking myself. “I’m doing exactly what I want to be doing right now. You can wait like that forever, for all I care. I’m getting off and that’s all that matters.”


  She makes a sound of pleasure and shifts her weight slightly. “Okay, sir. Sorry.”


  What would I normally do right now? Kneel down and go to church, no doubt, and then fuck her. Which means I need to do something different. Well, looks like I’m an ass-man tonight.


  I grab the lube and the vibrating anal dildo off the nightstand and move toward her, my cock throbbing. I bend down behind her, push her G-string aside, part her ass cheeks, and lick the rim of her anus, eliciting instantaneous moans from her. I lick her for not even a minute when, without warning, her asshole clenches under my tongue and begins convulsing with what seems like a powerful orgasm.


  I pull back in shock. Holy fuck. That wasn’t supposed to happen. I was just trying to get her loosened up before slipping the dildo inside her. Okay, obviously this whole get-her-close-to-orgasm-repeatedly-and-then-pull-back strategy is a non-starter. This woman is on fire tonight in a way I’ve never seen her before.


  “Stand back up and face me.”


  She does.


  Oh man, she’s glowing with her arousal.


  I slowly peel the teddy off her body, letting my hands graze the entire length of her as I pull it down to the floor. “It’s awfully pretty,” I say. “But I don’t want a goddamned thing impeding my access to my pretty baby.” I throw the teddy across the room emphatically. “Fuck that shit.”


  Her chest is rising and falling violently. She looks ready to come at the slightest touch.


  “Resume your position,” I say.


  She turns around and bends over again.


  “Grab your ankles.”


  She does.


  I lube up my finger and slide it down her ass crack and then all the way to her pussy and she lets out a long, guttural moan. I massage her clit for a few minutes, until she’s making the sound before The Sound, and then slide my fingers back to her ass and gently slide the dildo into her.


  Her entire body stiffens.


  I pause. “Relax,” I say, rubbing her back with my free hand. “Take a deep breath,” I coax, and she does. “Another one,” I say softly, and she inhales long and deep. As she exhales, I push gently on the dildo again and it slides into her ass with ease. I rub her back one more time, commanding her to stay bent over, and then flip the switch on the dildo to the lowest vibration setting.


  “Oh my God,” she moans. “Wow.”


  “Ssh.”


  I slide my fingers back to her pussy and slip them inside her, finding my target, and then slowly slide my cock inside her.


  Whoa. The low vibration from the dildo next-door feels incredible. Holy fucking shit. Oh my God. This feels amazing. I begin thrusting in and out of her warm wetness, slowly, ever so slowly, acclimating myself to the vibrations from the dildo next door—each rhythmic movement of my body against hers gently pushing that dildo in and out of her ass.


  “Oh my God,” Sarah says. “Jonas. Oh my God.”


  I thrust in and out of her, increasing my speed and depth, pulling her hips into me as I do, pushing rhythmically against that dildo, reveling in the sensation of her tight wetness vibrating and constricting around my cock. Holy fuck, this is like nothing I’ve experienced before. This is good. Damn, I owe the sex-toy industry a huge apology for not appreciating their brilliance before this moment. You’re geniuses, all of you.


  I reach down to the vibe, flip it to the next highest speed, and simultaneously increase the depth and speed of my thrusts—and Sarah and I both simultaneously lose our shit.


  “Oh my God!” she screams, her entire body lurching and jolting. “Stop, Jonas. It’s too much. Oh my God. You’ve got to stop. Oh. My. God. Oh. My. God. Oh. My. Fucking. God.”


  But I don’t stop. Fuck no, I don’t. In fact, a minute later, I flip the vibe on high and fuck her even harder, splitting her in two with my cock and ramming that dildo up her ass with each slamming thrust of my body.


  The sounds she’s making aren’t human. I half expect her to use the magic word and force me to stop, but she doesn’t. Hallelujah, she doesn’t. I reach underneath my balls to find her clit and when I touch her there, she convulses like I’ve thrown a hairdryer into her bath.


  “Oh shit. Fuck,” she says. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Oh, fuck.”


  And that’s the last thing she says before her body twists and wrenches so violently against my cock—so forcefully—I’m momentarily afraid for her. Oh my God. I can physically feel her innards twisting like a wet washcloth being wrung out over a tub. This isn’t a convulsion. I don’t know what the fuck this is. Whatever it is, it’s so hot, so fucking hot, I’m this close to losing myself completely.


  Which means I have to stop. Motherfucker.


  I pull out of her, though it physically pains me to do it, and gently glide the dildo out of her ass.


  She crumples to the ground, a glistening, nonverbal pile of olive skin and matted hair and big brown eyes and glistening pussy and erect, dark nipples, all of it mouthwatering.


  My hard-on is raging. My chest is heaving. My head is spinning. The Muse song is thumping in my ears, spurring me on. Victory will be mine.


  I part her legs and lick her juices off her thighs and then mack down on her lips and clit and hole like I’m competing in a blueberry-pie-eating contest on the Fourth of July. She throws her head back against the marble floor with a loud thwack and makes a tortured yelping sound as her body begins warping against my lips.


  I know I’m supposed to be “tickling” her on a bondage sheet right now like the Dom-in-training I am, but fuck it. All that bullshit can wait. Fuck what Sarah wants. For once this is about what I want and nothing else. Fuck yeah, it is. And I want to make my baby squirt all over the goddamned floor.


  I bring one of her legs up to her ear and plunge myself into her sweet, warm wetness and fuck the shit out of her until she’s growling like a bear caught in a trap.


  “Yes,” she says between gritted teeth, sweat pouring down her face. “Yes.”


  “Push out,” I say. “Let go, baby.”


  She comes again, this time like a roaring freight train, howling and cursing and convulsing. It’s good—it’s very, very good—but it’s definitely not The Culmination. And, tonight, I won’t settle for anything less.


  Her hair is matted against her face. Her skin is soaking wet. She’s a ragged, wretched, hot mess. I pull my cock out of her and slide my fingers deep inside her and find her G-spot.


  “No more,” she says. “I can’t. Please, Jonas. I’m done.”


  I ignore her. My fingers find her G-spot, my usual stomping grounds these days, and then migrate to that delicious trip-chord I’ve only recently discovered. Holy shit. That sucker’s twice as engorged as when I milked her in the nursery. It’s literally throbbing under my fingertip, on the very cusp of releasing. But, shit, I promised I wouldn’t push the Ding Dong button on her vending machine ever again—and a promise is a promise. Fuck me. I go back to her G-spot and stroke her fervently, kissing her mouth as I do, and she writhes feverishly under my touch.


  All of a sudden, I hear a subtle whooshing sound from deep inside her and my cock jolts as surely as if she just licked it from ball to tip. My finger inside her physically twitches with yearning. Oh, how I wanna pull on her magic trip-chord and push that delicious Ding Dong button of hers. Oh, yeah, baby, I wanna make it rain.


  But shit. No. I promised not to push that goddamned button ever again. I promised to let her do it for herself, organically. Fuck me. Motherfucking fuck me.


  I go back to working her G-spot, getting her ramped up the way she likes it best. And she responds like a champ, like she always does.


  But I don’t want what she always does tonight. Tonight, I’m getting The Culmination and nothing less. Fucksellence. A brand new peak.


  “Oh my God,” she says, writhing under me, clawing at me, beads of sweat trickling down the space between her breasts. “I can’t. Oh, fuck.”


  I keep massaging her, stroking her with my fingers, teasing her salty breasts with my tongue. Fuck. I know I’m supposed to be cuffing her to a fucking bondage sheet right now, but I can’t bring myself to bother with that bullshit just yet. Maybe, instead of using a tickler on her, I’ll just tickle the button on her vending machine? I won’t push it, no, because a promise is a promise, but how about I just tickle it enough to coax her into pushing it herself?


  I stroke her trip-chord, ever so gently, hardly at all. “Push out, baby,” I groan. “Let go.”


  “Oh my God. Oh my God,” she says, her voice desperate.


  I’m about to lose control of myself, even with no direct stimulation to my cock at all. It’s just that good. How the hell is she hanging on right now? Jesus God Lord Almighty.


  I touch her magic trip-chord again. It’s so full, one little flick of my fingertip ought to make her blow like a geyser. I flick. And then I flick again. But nothing happens. So I give it the gentlest stroke downward, just a teeny bit, coaxing her to let go, but nope. Nothing again.


  Fuck.


  “Come on, baby,” I whisper. “You can do it.”


  I go back to stroking her G-spot, but this time with a savage vengeance.


  “Jonas, no. Oh, fuck. Fuck.” She’s gasping for air, involuntarily thrusting her pelvis back and forth, whimpering and groaning as my fingers continue to work her.


  I flick her trip-chord again. And then I return to stroking her G-spot. Back and forth I go, back and forth. Luring her to the edge of the towering waterfall and inviting her to jump off all by herself like a big girl. Back and forth. To the edge of the waterfall and away. But she doesn’t fucking jump. She just stands at the rocky edge, her knees knocking, her eyes wide. Oh, she’s on fire, that’s for sure. No doubt about it. Hot as the hinges of hell—but, still, she’s not pushing out and letting go completely.


  Motherfucker.


  Clearly, she can’t do it for herself. She needs to be pushed.


  “Come on, pretty baby. Let go for me.”


  I stroke her G-spot again and again and again, kissing her mouth, devouring her, pressing my wet tip against her, and she moans and bucks wildly underneath me. She’s out of her head, so turned-on she can’t breathe, but still no geyser.


  Well, fuck.


  I’ve never worked her this long and hard before. Normally, I’d have pushed her forcefully off one cliff or another by now and started fucking her, rather than sitting here tickling her fucking Ding Dong button for thirty fucking minutes. But, goddammit, I can’t let it go. I want this. I need this. So I keep going.


  Half a minute later, another delicious whooshing noise sounds from deep inside her—louder than ever—and that trip-chord strains under my fingertip like a dam about to burst.


  I tickle it again and nothing happens.


  And then again.


  Oh my fucking God.


  Fuck it.


  Some promises were made to be broken.


  I clamp my middle and ring fingers together, tightening my grip around that thick chord right behind her G-spot, push down, up and in, kissing her fervently as I do... and that’s it. Sarah lets out a massive shriek as a river of fluid gushes out of her and all over me.


  Holy shit! Oh my fucking God, I’ve never seen so much cum in one place in all my fucking life. It’s five times more than the first time I did this to her—maybe ten times more. Enough cum to fill a small bucket! It’s all over me. All over her. It’s literally whooshing across the marble floor and turning into a slick, glistening puddle of deliciousness.


  And the best part? Sarah’s convulsing on the floor with what seems to be the most intense full-body orgasm of her entire life. This motherfucker’s a full-body seizure, complete with flailing limbs and rolling eyes. Jesus Christ Almighty, this woman is getting saved at a Baptist revival by the spirit of the lord right now! Any minute, she’s gonna start speaking in tongues. This is the hottest thing I’ve ever witnessed, bar none.


  Before Sarah’s even done climaxing, I lean in and lap up the wetness dripping off her thighs and pussy, stroking my cock as I do.


  “Oh my God,” she says, squirming against my tongue. “Jonas,” she breathes. “Please, Jonas, lord-god-master, whatever. Fuck me.” She reaches for my cock and tries to guide me into her, tilting her pelvis up to me as she does.


  My cock is gonna explode. Oh God, I’m in fucking pain.


  I scoop Sarah’s sweaty, dripping body off the floor and throw her onto the bed with a loud grunt.


  “Yes,” she purrs, writhing with her arousal. “Yes.”


  The Muse song is crashing in my ears, goading me on.


  I slip a cuff around her left wrist, my chest heaving. “I’m gonna fuck you so hard, you’re gonna beg me to use that big, fat dildo on you just to give you a break.” I tighten the cuff.


  She yanks wildly on her wrist restraint and squeals when it doesn’t budge.


  I slip a cuff around her other wrist. “I’m gonna fuck your pussy so hard, you’re gonna gag on my cock in your throat.” I tighten the second cuff.


  “Yes,” she breathes. She tugs forcefully on both wrist restraints and they don’t budge. She’s completely immobilized. Securely bound to the bed.


  I freeze. The image of my mother tugging on rough ropes binding her wrists just flickered across my mind.


  Sarah yanks on her wrist cuffs again. “Yes,” she purrs.


  My heart is pounding in my ears. Sweat is beading down my back and chest.


  I take a deep, steadying breath. I can do this. I want to do this.


  “I’m gonna fuck you so hard... ,” I say softly, but I can’t finish the sentence.


  Shit. I just need a second. Pull yourself together, Jonas. This is just a goldfish, not a shark. I will not let something that happened twenty-five fucking years ago when I was a goddamned child define or limit my sexuality as a grown-ass man. I can tie my beautiful wife up, fuck her like she owes me a hundred bucks, and enjoy it. Of course I can. Victory will be mine, just like the Muse song says.


  Sarah’s thrashing around on the bed, pulling on her wrist restraints, kicking her legs. I grab her right ankle roughly and secure a cuff around it.


  My stomach seizes.


  I see the big man’s hairy ass, clenching and releasing as he thrusts into my mother, grunting and cursing her as he does.


  No. Stop this, Jonas. Stop. This has nothing to do with that.


  I secure Sarah’s left ankle into a cuff and tighten it, rendering her completely bound and immobilized.


  She’s spread-eagle on the bed.


  She can’t break free.


  She’s completely at my mercy.


  I see the big man with the hairy ass shove a knife between my mother’s legs, all the way in until the blade disappears inside her.


  I take a deep breath, but I can’t force air into my lungs. I never let myself remember that horrifying detail. Why am I remembering that now?


  The walls of the bedroom are warping and closing in on me.


  I see the knife twisting and stabbing the ragged flesh between my mother’s legs. She thrashes against her bindings and begs for mercy. Mercy that never comes.


  “Jonas?”


  The walls are closing in on me. Oh, fuck, is this a panic attack? I haven’t had one of these since I was a teenager. What the fuck is happening to me?


  Sarah says something, I think, but I don’t catch it. I’m frozen to my spot next to the bed, staring at Sarah’s bound wrists—at my mother’s bound wrists.


  “Jonas? Did you hear me?”


  A deep red stream of blood gushes out from between my mother’s legs and floods the white sheets. Blood on the sheets. Blood on the sheets. She tugs desperately against her bindings, but to no avail. She’s screaming in agony. She’s begging for mercy. She’s begging the big man for mercy.


  But mercy never comes.


  “Jonas.”


  I rub my eyes and take a deep breath. I can’t breathe. I feel like I’m going to throw up.


  “Jonas, untie me.”


  I blink hard and look blankly at Sarah. She’s staring at me, a horror-stricken expression on her face.


  “Did you hear me, baby?” she says, her voice quavering. “I said ‘mercy,’ baby.” Her lip trembles. “Mercy, Jonas. Mercy.” She chokes on a sob. “Mercy.”


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 44


  Sarah


  


  Jonas loosens the restraints from my wrists and ankles and sits on the edge of the bed, his broad back facing me, and the moment I’m freed, I scramble to turn off the blaring Muse song and sit beside him on the bed. I lean into his shoulder and rub his back in the silence, waiting for him to speak—and when it’s clear he’s not going to say a damned thing, no matter how long I wait, I stand, take his cheeks in my hands, lean my face down to his, and pepper every single millimeter of his lovely face with gentle kisses.


  I lay soft kisses on his eyelids, forehead, nose, and cheeks, and when I get to his lips, he slips his tongue in my mouth and pulls me into him, guiding me firmly onto his erection. As his body burrows into mine, way, way, way into mine, I wrap my legs around his waist and my arms around his neck, exhaling with relief and pleasure.


  Immediately, he’s grabbing my ass with fervor and coaxing my body into rhythmic, sensual movement with his. His passion lights a fire inside me, and I press myself into him feverishly, smashing my breasts into his muscular chest and rubbing myself against his erection in a heated frenzy.


  Our kiss is becoming as feverish as the movement of our bodies. He clutches me, pulling me tighter and tighter as I gyrate my hips back and forth on top of him, my excitement building and overtaking me, my eyes locked onto his.


  It takes only a few minutes before I’m slammed with an orgasm that has me grabbing at his hair, pulling on him desperately, and shuddering violently. Just as my climax begins to subside, just as I feel like I’m going to melt onto the floor in a puddle, Jonas cries out and grips me fiercely, his body rippling and jolting deep inside me.


  When Jonas becomes still and quiet, I kiss his face again, every inch of his beautiful face, the most gorgeous face I’ve ever beheld in my life, the face of the man who loves me like I’ve only ever dreamed of being loved, the face of the father of my children, the love of my life, and I run my hands through his sweaty hair.


  He takes a deep breath and pulls me into him, and I put my cheek on his broad shoulder. For a long time, we remain wordlessly pressed against one another, our chests rising and falling together, our hearts beating together, our sweat mingling, before he finally pulls back and kisses my lips gently.


  “I wanted to do it... “ he begins, but he doesn’t finish his sentence.


  I touch his cheek and look into his blue eyes—the sad eyes that captivated me from the first moment I saw them. “We did something way better than that,” I say. I grin at him, but he looks down. “Tonight, we climbed to the top of the highest peak—and we conquered it, baby. Together. Just like we always do. Just like we always will.”


  “Sarah.” He shakes his head like I don’t understand something basic.


  I glide my fingers over the sun and moon and stars covering his chest, my diamond bracelet glimmering in the dim light. “‘Love is the name for our pursuit of wholeness, for our desire to be complete,’” I say, quoting his homeboy to him. “Jonas, we’re whole. You give me exactly what I need—everything I can’t do for myself—and I do the same for you.” I jut my chin at him. “Baby, tonight you pressed the Ding Dong button on my vending machine, like you always do for me and always will—and I asked for mercy for you when you didn’t know how to ask for it for yourself. Like I always do and always will.”


  His eyes glisten.


  I touch his cheek. “That’s fucksellence, my sweet Jonas—the highest peak. The culmination of human possibility.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 45


  Jonas


  


  The song that’s blaring through our backyard speakers right now is Bill Withers’ “Lovely Day.” Sarah created the playlist for the twins’ birthday party, and, of course, every song has been perfect. But, out of all the songs that have played during the past hour since we’ve been out here, soaking up an unusually warm and glorious Seattle afternoon, this song is my absolute favorite.


  “No, no, no. Not like dat, Uncle Jo Jo,” Gracie says, furrowing her brow. “You have to wear da crown when you pour da tea. Like a princess.”


  “You heard the girl,” Josh says, smirking. “Put on the tiara, Uncle Jo Jo. Pour the tea like a princess. Come on.”


  “I’ve got an idea, Little G—” I begin, glaring at Josh, but Gracie interrupts me.


  “I’m not little. I’m big.”


  “Oh, I’m sorry, honey. I’ve been calling you Little G for so long, I just forget sometimes. My bad. So, Big G, here’s my idea. Why don’t we let the birthday girls pour the tea this time, since they’re already wearing princess tiaras today?” I glance over my shoulder at the other side of the lawn, where Lu and Sunny are toddling around in Elsa and Anna dresses, birthday tiaras, and pink sparkle boots, chasing bubbles blown by Henn and shadowed every move they make by our Boston terrier, Buster.


  “But da twins always spill da tea,” Gracie says, scrunching up her little face and rolling her eyes. “I don’t like it when dey spill, Uncle Jo Jo. Da tea party has to be clean and pretty.”


  “Yeah, Uncle Jo Jo, da tea party has to be pretty and da twins always spill da tea,” Josh says, rolling his eyes in mock horror. “Come up with an effing good idea next time, bro. Jeez.”


  I laugh. “I know, Big G. The twins are train wrecks. We all know that. How you put up with them is beyond me. But here’s the thing. I always get to pour the tea. Like, every single time—because you’re so sweet and good to me.” I wink. “But I was thinking since the twins are turning two and all, we could maybe just this once make them feel extra special and let them pour the tea, instead of me? You know, pretend they’re doing a good job. Like, we could clap and cheer and tell them ‘good job’ but then secretly giggle behind their backs because they’re really just spilling the tea.” I take a swig of my beer and shoot an amused look at Josh. Three, two, one...


  “Okay,” Gracie says, right on cue, her lovely face lighting up. “Dat sounds fun.”


  I smirk at Josh and swig my beer again. If there’s one thing I know, it’s what makes a woman tick, whether she’s four or forty. And what I know about Gracie Louise Faraday is that she loves a good inside joke, just like her mommy and auntie. Well, just like any woman, I suppose.


  “Good idea, Uncle Jo Jo,” Gracie says. She giggles. “We’ll tell dem ‘good job’ and then we’ll make dis face, me and you.” She rolls her eyes with the subtlety of Bugs Bunny.


  “Perfect.” I take another long swig of my beer and smile at Josh. “Problem solved.”


  Josh laughs. “Master manipulator.”


  “Just smarter than everyone else.”


  “Yo, Uncle Henny!” Josh calls over to Henn on the other side of the lawn. “Could you bring the birthday girls over here? Big G has decided out of the kindness of her heart to let the twins pour the tea this time.”


  Henn’s in the middle of blowing a huge bubble for Lu, but he shoots us a thumbs up. He bends down to say something to Sunny and she immediately sprints across the lawn over to me. She barrels into me like a train hurtling off its tracks and throws her little arms around my neck. “Daddy!” she squeals, leaping onto my lap.


  “Hi, baby,” I say, kissing her cheek. Her tiara comes flying off her head and I pop it back on. “You wanna pour the tea, Sunny?”


  “Oh, yessssssss! Sunneeeeeeee pour teeeeeeeeeee! Wooooh!”


  Henn comes over with Luna in his arms. “Lu doesn’t seem all that excited about pouring the tea,” Henn says. “She wants to play with bugs, instead.”


  Josh laughs. “Well, by all means. Come on, Lu. I’ll play with bugs with you. I’ll show you which ones are the tastiest. Take my seat, Uncle Henny. You’d better get used to doing this—I see a lot of princess tea parties in your future.”


  Henn beams at him, the proud father-to-be. “For sure. Tea parties, spear-phishing, drive-by-downloading, bikeshedding, doxxing—all the usual daddy-daughter stuff.”


  “Not like dat,” Gracie is saying to poor, hapless Sunny. “Like dis.”


  I shoot Gracie a look, reminding her of our complicit agreement.


  A light bulb goes off on Gracie’s adorable face. “Oh, so gooood, Sunny,” she says, nodding her head with exaggerated encouragement. “Good job,” she coos. And then she shoots me a look that clearly says, “Sunny sucks balls.”


  I can’t help but laugh. Gracie never ceases to entertain me.


  The sliding glass door opens and Sarah ambles out of the house with Kat.


  “Hey, guys,” Kat says when the duo reaches our tea party. She’s got Jack on her hip and a glass of wine in her hand.


  “It’s a princess tea party,” Gracie says matter-of-factly.


  “Looks fun,” Sarah says.


  “What’s Josh doing over there in the dirt?” Kat asks.


  “Eating bugs with Lu,” I answer.


  “Awesome,” Kat says. “You wanna play with bugs with Daddy and Lu, Jack?”


  Jack squirms in Kat’s arms, clearly communicating his excitement, and she lets him down onto the grass to toddle over to his father and cousin.


  “When Jack Faraday plays with bugs, he teaches them to ride unicycles and solve complex calculus problems,” I say, and Kat laughs.


  “When Jack Faraday plays with bugs, he decodes heisenbugs,” Henn says, and no one laughs.


  “That one flew way above my head,” Sarah says.


  “Or maybe it just wasn’t funny,” I add.


  Henn looks unfazed. “Trust me, guys. With a hacker crowd, that line would have gotten gargantuan laughs.”


  “Wow, this looks like a really fun tea party,” Sarah says.


  “I’m letting Sunny pour da tea dis one time,” Gracie explains. “And she’s doing such a good job.” Gracie shoots me another secret look of utter mortification and I burst out laughing.


  “Sunnee pour tee, Mommee!” Sunny explains proudly, spilling water all over the plastic table and herself.


  “I can see that,” Sarah says. “Looks like we’re gonna need to get you a change of clothes in a minute. Hey, Gracie, how come you’re not wearing the pink sparkly boots I got you to match Sunny and Lu?”


  “I don’t like matching,” Gracie says simply. “I like to be da only one.”


  “Oh,” Sarah says. “I didn’t know that. Darn.”


  “Gracie absolutely refuses to wear her new pink sparkle boots,” Kat says, sticking out her lower lip. “I begged and pleaded, but she wouldn’t do it. I’m sorry, Sarah.”


  “That’s okay. To everything turn, turn, turn, I guess,” Sarah says, pouting.


  Kat flashes Sarah a commiserating face.


  “I hungy, Mommeeee!” Sunny says.


  “Well, you’re in luck,” Sarah says. “Because we’re gonna have arroz con pollo y frijoles and then birthday cake con helado.”


  “Mmmm. Quiero helado, mami,” Sunny says. “Yummaleesh.”


  “Yup. You can have ice cream despues de comer tu comida, mamacita.”


  “Okay, mami.”


  “And guess what? We’re all gonna sing you and Lu ‘Feliz Cumpleaños.’”


  “Wooh!”


  “Jonas, will you help me start wrangling everyone into the house so we can get ready to eat in a bit?”


  “Sure thing, baby.”


  A muffled cry sounds through the baby monitor in Sarah’s hand. “Oh. Guess who’s awake?” She turns on her heel, obviously intending to answer the call of motherhood.


  “I’ll go,” I say, hopping up.


  “How did I know you were gonna say that?”


  I grin. My baby knows me so well. There’s nothing I like better than getting my own personal just-woke-up-from-a-nap smile from one of my babies. “Henn, will you assume wrangling duties for me?”


  “You bet, boss.”


  


  When I enter the nursery, my son the Mack truck is quietly lying in his crib, staring at the frog-mobile dangling above him. The minute he sees me, his face lights up and he begins gurgling and kicking his legs frantically with excitement.


  “Hey, Jeremiah,” I say softly, picking him up out of the crib. I give him a kiss on his forehead. “Hey, little dude. Did you sleep well?”


  I love these quiet, stolen moments with my son, our little miracle baby, Jeremiah Joshua Faraday, conceived, we’re pretty sure, on our weekend away in San Diego—the first in a long line of mommy-and-daddy-need-to-fuck-each-other’s-brains-out getaways. Was Jeremiah conceived on the airplane to San Diego? Or on that first memorable night in the villa? Or maybe it was that second day and night, when Sarah and I test-drove every single one of the toys in that duffel bag of tricks (some of them to startling success and others to laughter-inducing failure)? We’ll never know for sure. All we know for certain is that our son wasn’t conceived while Mommy’s limbs were cuffed to a fucking bondage sheet.


  In fact, Sarah and I never used that hideous implement of my torture again. I didn’t even bring it back home with us on the plane, which means our private butler got a happy surprise after we left. But although we’ll never know exactly when or how our little miracle occurred, we do know one thing for certain: according to doctors, Jeremiah Joshua Faraday’s not supposed to be here right now.


  I bring Jeremiah over to the changing table and set about changing his diaper, and as I do, I glance around at the surrounding walls, my heart swelling at the sight of Sarah’s recent additions to our family mural. Now, in addition to the smiling sun and moon adorning opposite corners of the room, Jeremiah the smiling bullfrog leaps through the starry sky, too, spreading his unique brand of joy to the world. And there’s also Jeremiah the little prince, a feather in his cap, riding his brown pony alongside his princess-sisters, trailing behind King Jonas and Queen Sarah on their great white steed. And Jeremiah the one-eyed mini-monster, frolicking with his beastly family among the flowers on a grassy hill. And Jeremiah the bullfrog, once again, sitting atop my broad shoulder as I hold the book of love with my muscled arm and read it to my infant daughters and smitten wife. And, my favorite vignette of all, my entire little family, all five of us, standing atop the highest peak in the world, our arms linked and raised in victory.


  “Does it look okay?” Sarah asked just last weekend, a paintbrush in her hand, leaning back from the wall to survey her brand new handiwork. She rubbed her face right then and unwittingly smudged green bullfrog paint right on the tip of her nose. “I wanted to do this earlier, but life kept getting in the way.” She flashed me an adorable grin, totally unaware of the paint on her nose—and my heart exploded into a trillion pieces at the sight of her.


  I rubbed the paint off her nose with my thumb and kissed her. “It’s incredible,” I said. “Our pursuit of wholeness is now complete.”


  She continued gazing at the scene of our triumphant family on the mountaintop for a long moment. “Do you think you and Josh will ever climb Mount Everest, love?” she asked.


  I paused, surprised at the question. “Maybe, one day,” I finally said. “You never know. But I certainly won’t attempt it while the kids are so young. It takes a couple months to do it. Plus, it’s ridiculously dangerous.”


  “But it’s your dream.”


  “Well, yeah, it was my dream. And maybe it will be again. But it’s not my dream right now. My dream these days is right here on the walls of this room.”


  Her cheeks flushed.


  “There are plenty of peaks to climb that don’t involve an almost seven-percent fatality rate. I’ve got a lot to live for these days.”


  Jeremiah makes a silly noise on the changing table and I grin down at him. “Are you ready to celebrate your sisters’ birthday?” I say.


  Jeremiah makes a gurgling sound.


  “All right, then. Let’s do it, my boy.”


  I pick him up off the changing table and hold him against the right side of my chest, right up against my most recent tattoo: a scroll bearing the image of a leaping bullfrog, ensconced in a swirling linen sash, surrounded by a galaxy of glittering stars. It’s a reference to Jeremiah the Prophet from the book of Jeremiah, of course, mashed up with the Three Dog Night song that makes Jeremiah our precious little bullfrog, plus, of course, an allusion to the woman—the beloved wife and mother—the sky full of stars—who so brilliantly lights up even the darkest night.


  I turn to leave with my son in my arms, but before I walk out of the nursery, I do the one thing I always do when exiting this room—well, the one thing I do whenever I’m holding one of my babies in my arms: I read the inscriptions scrolling across the tops of the walls. “Love is the joy of the good, the wonder of the wise, the amazement of the gods,” I say aloud. “You are the divine original form of you, Jeremiah.”


  Jeremiah coos at me.


  Back in the party, everyone’s gathered close to the kitchen, lured by the delectable smells wafting through the air. Another kick-ass song from Sarah’s playlist is blaring—“Hanging By a Moment” by Lifehouse. (Other than Sarah’s penchant for hip-hop and One Direction, I must say my wife has awesome taste in music.) With the Lifehouse song as my soundtrack, I stand for a moment, my son gurgling in my arms, surveying the happy swarm of activity and conversation all around me.


  Gracie’s holding court at a kiddie table in the corner, lording over Jack, Lu, and Sunny, as usual. In the kitchen, Rosario and Gloria are pulling large trays of food out of the oven while our dear friend (and the kids’ godmother) Georgia chops vegetables at the counter and chats amiably with the other women. I can’t make out what Georgia’s saying, but I’d bet anything she’s proudly talking about Trey, who’s currently crushing it in his first year at Northwestern.


  “Buster!” Rosario yells when a scrap of food lands on the kitchen floor, and our goofy dog rushes from Luna’s side to scarf it up.


  Jeremiah bats me in the face with his little hand and I shift him in my arms.


  Josh and Kat are sitting with Henn and Hannah at the dining room table, engrossed in animated conversation. Kat’s got her hand on Hannah’s baby bump, and she’s giggling like crazy at something Hannah’s saying. Henn’s gesticulating wildly as he tells Josh some story, and Josh is giving Henn his patented laughing-with-his-eyes look. Huh. I’ve never seen that look from Josh trained on anyone but me—it’s nice to see it directed at someone else for a change.


  And in the midst of it all, there’s my Sarah—My Magnificent Sarah—bringing sippy cups to the toddlers and darting back into the kitchen to peek over Gloria’s shoulder at the food.


  The Lifehouse song finishes and a new, instantly recognizable song from Sarah’s playlist begins. I chuckle. My baby’s playing our song. At the first notes of the song, Sarah wheels around, looking for me, I presume, and when her eyes find mine across the room, a wide grin unfurls across her face.


  She giggles.


  The song blaring over our sound system is 2Real’s latest smash hit from his second album, “OAP” (the clean radio edit, in consideration of all the kids in the room).


  “OAP” samples liberally from the ‘90s rap hit, “OPP” by Naughty by Nature, and even I have to admit it’s catchy as hell. The rapid-fire lyrics are about 2Real coveting another man’s woman —a woman with “big brown eyes who doesn’t take any shit” and who, much to 2Real’s chagrin, is hopelessly devoted to some “asshole” with “rich boy pockets” and “nothing but muscles on his docket” whose only redeeming quality, it seems, is the guy’s wizard-like ability to “make a girl come undone with one zap of his stun gun.”


  I fucking love this song.


  It’s true I once declared I’d never fuck Sarah to hip-hop, and I was so sure of myself when I said it, but that’s life for you—a man should never say never. Because, fuck yeah, I’ve fucked my beautiful wife to this song, many, many, many times, giving her (and myself) some pretty epic orgasms as it’s blared in our ears. And every time I fuck my precious baby to this song and make her scream my name, the thing that gets me off even more than whatever I’m physically doing to her is the commentary running through my head while I do it: That’s right, motherfucker. I’m an “asshole”—a cocky-bastard-asshole-motherfucker, to be exact. And this woman is all mine—propiedad de Jonas Faraday. So fuck you.


  Sarah flashes me her most alluring dirty-girl smile, shakes her ass to the beat of the song for a brief moment, and then dances into the kitchen to assist Rosario and her mother with the food. I watch her for a long beat as she moves, unable to wipe the smile from my face.


  “Jonas.”


  I turn toward the source of the voice. It’s Uncle William, holding two snifters of Scotch.


  “You got a minute to catch up?”


  “Absolutely.”


  I follow my uncle into the living room and we make ourselves comfortable on the couch. For fifteen minutes, with Jeremiah nestled in my arms, Uncle William and I chat about all the Faraday kids, Uncle William’s latest fly-fishing trip to Montana, the current state of the stock market, and the performance of some of my uncle’s most recent investments.


  “A couple years ago I invested in a yoga-apparel brand, and it’s already clearing a gross profit margin eight points above industry average,” he says.


  “Wow. That’s huge.”


  Jeremiah sticks his fist in my mouth and I shift him in my arms.


  Uncle William sips his Scotch. “I’ve been watching you and your brother build Climb and Conquer, son. Impressive.”


  “Thank you.”


  “It’s one thing to expand a business you’ve been handed through birthright, but it’s an entirely different thing to start a new company from scratch—and to make it so successful so quickly. I’m proud of you.”


  “Thank you,” I say again, feeling color rising in my cheeks.


  “Do you have plans to expand the brand? I think outdoor apparel would be a natural fit.”


  “Actually, a whole line of Climb and Conquer fitness and outdoor apparel has always been part of my vision. But I’ve got too much on my plate to take it on right now. Plus, I’ve come to realize my personal passion lies in the gyms themselves and the confidence we instill in our clients.”


  Uncle William takes a calm, slow sip of his drink—but I’ve watched him in far too many high-stakes negotiations to be fooled by this maneuver. He’s clearly got something big on his mind. He clears his throat. “I think it’d be pretty easy for Climb and Conquer to develop a line of apparel and get an on-line store up and running—and if that works out, maybe do brick and mortar stores in major cities, at least in the Pacific Northwest to start.”


  I’m blown away. “I’ve got that exact strategy written into our five-year business plan, actually. I just haven’t been able to find the time to focus on that aspect of the business yet.”


  Uncle William’s eyes sparkle. “I’d love to head that up for you, Jonas.” He looks down at his drink. “I’ve really missed working with you boys.”


  My heart leaps out of my chest. “That sounds really promising,” I say, trying to keep my voice calm and collected. “But you know part of our business model is philanthropy. It’s not just a gimmick with us. We have all sorts of programs and causes we support, every single day. It’s a firm commitment.”


  Uncle William smiles. “I know, son.” He touches Jeremiah’s foot. “I’m on board with that.”


  My heart feels like it’s going to burst out of my chest. “Well, awesome, then,” I say. “Let’s talk to Josh about the idea and set up a meeting to flesh things out further. I’m sure he’ll be just as interested as I am about the idea.” He looks exactly the way I feel right now: elated. “Honestly, Uncle William, working with you again would be a dream come true.”


  


  The birthday party’s over. Everyone’s gone. Rosario’s in the kitchen, scooping the leftovers into Tupperware and putting away the last of the dishes. I’ve just finished bathing Jeremiah and putting him down for the night in his crib. I’m not sure where Sarah and the girls are, but I’m guessing Sarah’s bathing the twins in their bathroom.


  I walk down the hall and peek into the twins’ bathroom, eager to see what silliness my three girls are up to, but they’re not there. The bathtub’s empty and the rubber duckies and monkeys and frogs are neatly propped on the ledge. I pop my head into the girls’ shared room, but they’re not there, either. The room is still and quiet.


  I walk down the long hallway toward the master bedroom, and as I approach, I hear Sarah’s soft voice, speaking in a lilting Spanish. A gentleness in the tone of Sarah’s voice makes me slow my pace and creep stealthily to the doorframe.


  I covertly peek inside the room.


  There they are. Three out of the four great loves of my life.


  The sight of them literally takes my breath away.


  Sarah is snuggled up in our bed with our two little girls—our dark-haired beauties with their mother’s olive skin and sparkling eyes—one on each side of her—and she’s reading The Hungry Caterpillar to them, translating into Spanish as she goes. The girls are looking up at their mother with rapt attention, reveling in her every word like she’s casting a magic spell on them, and Sarah keeps gazing from the book to their little faces with the purest look of love I’ve ever seen. When Sarah gets to the part about the caterpillar turning into a butterfly—“una mariposa” she says—her eyes drift up from the girls and discover me leaning against the doorjamb, spying on her.


  She beams at me—my beautiful iron butterfly—and I smile broadly back at her. My wife. My life. My everything.


  She’s my limitless ocean.


  My Mount Everest.


  My peak.


  She’s the sun, the moon, and the stars.


  My reason to breathe.


  When she smiles at me, redemption is mine.


  She’s my religion.


  My church.


  My sacred valentine.


  Oh, my little Mount Everest.


  My reason to breathe.


  The goddess, the muse.


  Sarah Effing Cruz.


  I touch the tattoo on the top of my right forearm and breathe deeply, an overwhelming serenity filling every nook and cranny of my body and soul.


  I’ve reached the peak.


  The divine original form of me.


  A lightness of being I didn’t even know was possible.


  Pure ecstasy.


  Our love is the joy of the good, the wonder of the wise, the amazement of the gods. The envy of the gods. The greatest love story ever told.


  The culmination of human possibility.


  


  


  


  


  Bonus Scene: Peru


  Jonas


  


  Josh and I high-five and hug each other exuberantly, and then we hug and high-five Jorge (our guide), Scott (the reporter who’s been chronicling our Peruvian climb for Climbing Magazine), plus two members of Jorge’s crew—and then all of us stand together, awe-struck, quietly taking in the incredible views from our perch atop the summit of Huascarán, the highest peak in Peru.


  “Let’s take a selfie,” Josh says, pulling out his Go-Pro.


  “The first time in the history of my life I’m not gonna make fun of you for saying that.”


  We snap about a hundred photos of ourselves with the group and then take a hundred more shots of just the two of us.


  “Pretty fucking awesome, huh?” Josh says. He pulls out a flask and takes a sip. “There’s no greater feeling in the world than this.” He hands me the flask.


  “Well, I can think of one greater feeling in the world.” I take a sip and gaze at the views all around me.


  “Oh, Jesus, no. Don’t talk about her again,” Josh says, grabbing the flask from me roughly. “This summit is a Sarah-free zone, man. Let’s just be men right now. Not husbands. Just men. Beasts. Climbing beasts. Please.”


  “All I said was I can think of one greater feeling in the world. That’s all I said.”


  “I know what you said. And I know exactly what you were thinking and where that statement naturally leads. I’ve been with you nonstop for the past two weeks, bro, and we’ve still gotta descend this fucking mountain for another week. So don’t do it. I know you love her. I know she’s ‘amazing.’ I love her, too, okay? But just shut the fuck up about her already. Jesus Fucking Christ.”


  We’re quiet for several minutes. Josh is right—I was about to say something about Sarah. And now I don’t know what to say.


  “Everest takes two months, you know,” I finally mumble.


  “Yeah, I know.”


  “I don’t think I could be away from Sarah for two months.”


  “You just talked about Sarah.”


  “No, I was talking about Everest. Two months is a long time to be away.”


  “From Sarah,” Josh says, putting words into my mouth.


  I shrug. Clearly, that’s what I’m saying. Everything I say and do always leads back to Sarah somehow. So sue me.


  Josh exhales and takes a sip from his flask. “Bro, I don’t think I could be around you being away from Sarah for two solid months. I’d hurl myself off the fucking mountain.”


  I laugh.


  Josh shakes his head. “I have zero desire to be away from Kat and Gracie that long, either, bro.”


  He hands me the flask.


  “If you think about it, climbing Everest is a pretty batshit crazy thing to do,” I say. I take a sip from the flask. “A group of, like, fifteen people died on Everest the week before we came here.”


  “I know. I read about that.”


  “One climber dies for every ten that makes it to the top. Did you know that statistic?” I ask.


  “Yeah.”


  “When I was younger, I didn’t think about shit like that,” I say. “I didn’t care.”


  “Yeah, neither did I.”


  There’s a long beat.


  “So, no Everest, then?” I say.


  Josh shrugs. “Meh. It doesn’t make sense anymore. I’ve been feeling that way for a while now about Everest—ever since Gracie was born.”


  I exhale. “Okay. Cool.”


  Josh nods his agreement. “Cool.”


  “Coolio Iglesias,” I mumble.


  “Dude, no. You’re even talking like her now? No.”


  “Sorry. That was pretty bad. I deserve to get punched for that.”


  “Yeah, you do,” he agrees. “But I’m feeling so good up here on top of Peru, I’ll refrain from inflicting bodily harm on you.”


  “Thanks.”


  There’s a long beat as we both continue taking in the incredible views all around us.


  “I thought you’d be gung-ho, no matter what,” Josh says.


  “You mean about Everest?” I ask.


  He nods.


  I shrug. “Life doesn’t stand still.” I take another sip from the flask. “Certain things you never cared about before can become all-important—other things that once seemed critical suddenly don’t seem to matter at all.”


  “Well said.”


  I clap my hands together. “So, if we’re not gonna do Everest any time soon, there’s something I gotta do while I’m up here.”


  “What?”


  “I’m gonna go over there by myself for a minute.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, gimme my flask, then. If you’re gonna do something stupid and fall off the edge of the mountain, I don’t want you taking my whiskey with you.”


  “I’m not gonna fall off the edge of the mountain.”


  “You gonna take a piss in the snow? Leave your mark?”


  “No. I’m not ten years old. Just gimme a minute.”


  “I’m intrigued.”


  “I’ll be right back.” I hand Josh the flask and signal to Jorge that I’m gonna walk a short distance to the left around a large crag.


  When I’ve made my way around the bend to a private patch of real estate, I look around, feeling like I’m totally alone on top of the world. True, I’m only on top of Peru, but that feels close enough. The first thing I do is unzip my pants and take a piss, marking a big “J” in the white snow. Of course. But that’s not why I sought out a little solitude for a moment.


  I take off my gloves and reach my bare hands up to the sky, as high as I can, imagining I’m reaching all the way up to the clouds. I close my eyes and try to envision my mother reaching down to me from her perch in heaven, touching my fingertips with hers.


  “I love you,” I say softly, the cold wind whistling in my ears and nipping at my fingertips. “I love you, Mom.”


  My heart catches in my throat.


  Fuck, my hands are cold.


  I shove my hands back into my gloves, shivering and shuddering.


  I look up toward the heavens, but no ray of light cracks the clouds, no soft female voice whispers into my ear. It’s just the mountain and me and a bank of clouds rolling in. And that’s it. Well, wait. There’s one other thing, too. Yes. A brand new thing—a sudden and overwhelming thing: a powerful feeling of completion. All of a sudden, I feel the urgent need to get off this fucking mountain. I’ve got to get home to my wife. Holy shit. I’ve got to get home to Sarah and make a baby with her.


  I know I told her in Thailand I’d wait however long to start trying for a baby. I know I said the timing was completely up to her—“whenever,” I said—“work for a while and figure your shit out, Miley,” I told her—but I suddenly feel like I’ve got to get home and convince Sarah to start trying for a family right away. I’ve got to make her understand there’s nothing to be scared of. I’ll tell her the family we’re gonna create together won’t be anything like what either of us knew as children. Our kids won’t live in fear or cower in closets. Our kids will know security and love.


  Our kids will make us whole.


  I practically stumble down a grouping of rocks and race back to Josh.


  “Josh,” I blurt. “I’m ready to go home.”


  “What?”


  “I’ve got to get off this mountain. I’ve got to get back home.”


  “Oh. Okay.” He pulls out his phone from his pocket and begins dialing.


  “What are you doing?” He knows full well there’s no cell service up here on the top of the world.


  “I’m calling you a cab.”


  We both burst out laughing. “Holy fuck. I can’t wait to get home,” I blurt. “I’ve got something I need to tell Sarah.”


  “Bro, I told you. This is a Sarah-free zone.”


  I smile broadly. “Josh, fuck you. When it comes to me, there’s no such thing.”
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