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        About the erotic Tempting series

      

      
        Book One: Tempting (Part One)

        

        A romance between a college student named Adele and her hot professor, Nathan, that is much deeper than just the forbidden aspect of their relationship.

      

      
        Book Two: Beguiling (Standalone)

      

      
        A romance about Leo, the all-star quarterback, and his pain-in-the-ass, preacher’s daughter neighbor, Scarlet whose bucket list will make their summer fly by a little bit faster.

      

      
        Book Three: Provocative (Part Two)

      

      
        The continuation and conclusion to Adele and Nathan’s tumultuous romance.

        

        Book Four: Addicted

        

        Featuring a character from Tempting and Provocative. Blurb to come. Releasing in October 2016.
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      “Mother fuck.”

      The connotation was not lost on me. But as I stared at the stick, I chewed on my thumb nail and studiously avoided looking at the three other tests I’d taken and had thrown away for ‘inconclusiveness’.

      Because there were two pink lines, but one of them was more faint than the other—which meant no, right? The first one, I’d dropped into the bowl mid-stream. Because, you know, the idea that I was peeing on a stick—a ten-dollar stick that was meant to tell my future—was more than a little fucking terrifying.

      So, I’d thrown that one away. Didn’t even wait to see the result. But then my bladder was empty, which meant I couldn’t take a second test until I’d built up another supply.

      DO NOT DILUTE THE URINE! one girl cautioned on some baby mama website. Others had chimed in that it wouldn’t matter. Two different posters who claimed to be doctors—and probably received their degrees from Google, let’s be honest—had two different opinions. But I wasn’t playing around with these ten-dollar pee sticks, because I was still a poor college kid, even though I was shacked up with my professor boyfriend.

      Oh, God. Nathan would probably lose his shit if he knew about the first pee stick I’d stuffed under his old sock in the garbage can. I’d eagle-eyed him each time he walked into the bathroom, dancing around the trash can and trying to distract him the best way I knew how without blurting out, “So, I haven’t had a period in, um … two months. Holyfuckingshitballs.” Because if there was one thing my boyfriend of ten months—or eleven months, depending on who you asked—didn’t need right now, it was a pregnant girlfriend.

      I looked at my phone, which was currently counting down the minutes until the test was supposed to give me a result. Two minutes left. Shit. It was just after five, which meant Nathan would be coming home soon. I hadn’t meant to wait this long, but after consulting the other tests I’d taken and determining that plus signs and lines were probably subjective to the viewer, I splurged on the test that was more clear cut—pregnant or not pregnant—and kept my bladder nice and full as long as I could.

      There was a timer that blinked on this test, but fuck that. I could stare at the blinking timer, as the chunky pee stick determined my fate, or I could set a timer on my phone and turn my back to the offending thing.

      I watched plenty of documentaries on women who didn’t know they were pregnant until oops, a baby plopped out of their business, and I always rolled my eyes. How did they not keep track of their cycles? Amateurs. Except there I was, two months after I was supposed to have a period, waiting to find out if my body was about to spend the next seven months slowly exploding.

      After the stress of finals and bullshit from my sister, Celeste, about pretty much anything, I didn’t think about things like periods. I’d spent the summer trying to play house in my boyfriend’s house—a house he’d once shared with his deceased wife, and trying not to overstep my boundaries. And, of course, I’d spent much of that time having hot sex with said boyfriend—which landed me here, on his pretty white marble bathroom floor, two sticks pointing up out of the trash can beside the toilet.

      And when school had started up—around the time of my first missed period—I was too busy trying to deal with the full load of classes I’d taken on, and the fact that Nathan and I were now spending much less time playing house to even worry about my period. But after spending the last three days feeling very much unlike myself, with a stomach that was in a perpetual state of near-eruption, I knew something was up.

      “You must be getting your period,” Nathan casually said one night in bed, as he wore his too-sexy-to-be-legal reading glasses and poured over the newspaper.

      “Why do you say that?” I asked him as I ran his back massager over my neck and shoulders, trying to relieve some of the tension that my French class had brought on.

      “Because you’re moody, and,” he looked at me over the glasses and shifted his gaze to the pile of three empty Ben and Jerry’s containers on the nightstand, “those.”

      Nathan was kind of neat freak, and it was true that I liked to try his patience every once in a while by leaving things like empty containers of yogurt around the house, but as I cocked my head at the Ben and Jerry’s pints, I knew that wasn’t like me.

      I mean, I knew I’d eaten them—definitely. But I didn’t typically inhale entire pints of ice cream every night. The first time had been to soothe my throat after what I suspected to be a bout of food poisoning that had left me hugging the toilet for a solid hour. The second time had been my comfort as I sobbed through that Pixar movie, Up. The movie wasn’t even that sad! But after the first five minutes, my heart was a tornado of ache, and what better consolation was there than some ice cream?

      The third time had been the night before, when I’d laid alone in bed for the second night in a row, wishing Nathan was home to keep me company. But after school started back up again, he was always working late. One of our many recent arguments had been after I’d spent four nights in a row eating whatever frostbitten frozen meal I’d found in the bottom of his freezer.

      “Did you cook?” he’d asked, shrugging out of his tie and giving me an absentminded kiss on the forehead.

      “Uh, no.”

      He’d raised an eyebrow and I had raised one back. I wasn’t a domesticated goddess. I gave good head. He knew these things, but lately he’d seemed to expect a little more from me.

      I’d followed him into the kitchen as he had taken in the frozen meal I’d forgotten to put in the garbage. “Honestly, Adele. Don’t you get sick of this garbage?” He’d dropped it into the trash and then opened the refrigerator.

      “Nope, sure don’t.” I’d leaned back against the island as he’d surveyed the mostly-empty fridge. “I don’t stop studying to eat until I’m desperate, and even then I’d eat out of a trough if it was provided for me.”

      He had shaken his head and grabbed a bottle of orange juice from the fridge. “You should be eating better. Making something a little healthier.”

      “I don’t feel like cooking a large meal when it’s just me most of the time.”

      He’d sighed, undoing the top button of his shirt. “You know I have a lot more responsibilities now. I’m sorry.”

      Even now, as the cold bathroom tile started to numb my ass, his apology felt like an echo. I’d heard it a hundred times the last few months, so often that I was becoming conditioned to it.

      The timer on my phone buzzed, pulling my attention away.

      Holy shit. I couldn’t do this. I’d flipped the test over so that I didn’t have to look at it—but now I’d have to.

      The timer was still buzzing, and my phone slowly moved across the tile toward me, like it was dancing—taunting me. Are you pregnant or not, Adele?

      “Fuck me,” I whispered, scooting across the tile floor as pinpricks of sensation stabbed my ass.

      After turning off the alarm, I gave the stick the evil eye. It was unfair that something so little meant so much.

      I reached a hand out tentatively, but then pulled it back quickly. Nope. Not fucking ready to know if the nausea was from some itty bitty cluster of cells in my belly.

      The sudden buzz from my phone caused me to jump and then press a hand to my chest. Nathan’s handsome face filled my screen.

      I slid my finger across to answer. “Hey!” I said, far too enthusiastically. I turned my back to the test, because I could not have a conversation with my boyfriend while staring at that.

      “Hey, I’m on my way home. Did you eat dinner yet?”

      I thought of the frozen meal I’d pulled out before my bladder had alerted me to impending doom. “Nope.”

      “Okay. I’m going to stop at that Thai place you go to with Leo, want anything from there?”

      My cheeks puffed out—the mere thought of it made nausea slither, unwelcome, up my esophagus. “That doesn’t sound appealing,” I said. I pinched my eyes shut. “What about a smoothie?”

      “You can’t eat just a smoothie, Adele,” Nathan gently chastised.

      “Okay, Dad. What would you like me to eat?” Immediately after I snapped it, I wanted to take it back. Daddy issues were among several things Nathan and I had in common, and I’d never used it against him like that. “Sorry. Long day.”

      “I’m telling you—it’s PMS.”

      I wanted to laugh. “I’m sure it is,” I said, as a bubble of nervous laughter escaped my lips.

      “How about some salads from that Italian place? Chicken Caesar sound okay?”

      My stomach didn’t revolt at that. “Sounds delish.”

      “I’ll call ahead and be home in about ten.”

      “See you then,” I said, needing to get the fuck off of the phone before I spilled the beans about what I was currently doing, which was facing away from a stick I’d peed on.

      “Love you,” he said before hanging up.

      It was still new with us, the I love you business. I’d been in love with him for a good long while before telling him, mostly because Nathan was my first serious adult relationship and, like I said earlier, daddy issues. But each time he said it now, it felt damn good. Nathaniel Easton loved me. Holy shit, did that feel good.

      I set my phone down and gave myself a mental slap across my face, to stop being a little bitch and pick up the stupid stick already.

      I turned around slowly, waiting a few heartbeats before I reached out and closed my hand around one end of the stick. I dragged it across the tile to me, hearing it scrape the floor as it made its journey.

      And before I could talk myself out of it, I flipped it over.

      Instantly, cold swept over me. It must have been sheer shock, because I couldn’t move as I stared at the digital letters.

      

      PREGNANT

      

      “Hooooooooly shit,” I breathed, when I could finally suck in some air.

      It was bewildering to me how I could go from not knowing jack shit to now knowing that there was a tiny human growing inside of me. I blinked away the tears that coated my eyes and fanned my face, frantic. Feeling was slowing pouring back into me, and I couldn’t fucking process the fact that I was now responsible for more than just myself.

      I wasn’t sure how long I sat there, staring at the stick with my arms wrapped around my knees. But I knew it must have been around ten minutes, because the slam of the front door downstairs alerted me to Nathan’s presence.

      With shaky legs, I slowly stood and clutched the sink counter. I stared at my reflection, taking in the redness around my nose and eyes and splashed cold water over my face.

      I had to tell him. I couldn’t hide all these sticks, or hide the truth from him. The thought of telling him I was carrying his spawn was probably more terrifying than the fact that I was carrying a child.

      After pushing the loose tendrils away from my face, I walked slowly down the stairs, in search of him.

      The rustling of plastic bags alerted me to his presence in the kitchen.

      “Oh, hey.” He gave me an easy smile—the kind that made my legs go all gooey. Which I definitely did not need when I was already having a hard time walking. “You okay?”

      I wanted to crawl inside of myself. I took a deep breath, but before I could say the words he interrupted me.

      “I assume you’re not going to eat this?” He held up the neglected frozen meal.

      I shook my head and opened my mouth, but no words came out.

      “I got you garlic bread. You always like to carboload when you’re PMSing.”

      The urge to laugh-cry was so strong that I nearly gave in. The fact that he indulged my cravings and was attuned to my body was endearing, but he was so, so wrong about the cause of my mood swings. I opened my mouth to say something again, but he spoke before I could.

      “What do you think, a chardonnay?” He stooped to the built-in wine refrigerator under the island.

      “No,” I shook my head frantically.

      “Why, do you have to be up studying late?” He rose, empty-handed, from his crouch.

      Once again, I tried to speak. But once again, he interrupted me.

      “I hope not, because I came home early to spend time with you and—”

      “Stop!” I blurted out, coming around the island. He opened his mouth to say something but I shook my head quickly and placed my hand over his lips. “Stop, just…” I couldn’t work up the courage. But I had to, because it was eating me up. “Shit. Fuck. Fuck me.” I was rambling. “Not literally. That’s what got me into this mess.” His eyes were squinted, no doubt wondering what the hell had gotten into me. I sighed, long and loud. And then, all my words ran in a nonsensical stream. “Okay, shit-balls-cock-sucker-mother-fucking-hell, Nathan, I’m pregnant.”
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      Adele’s hand was still covering my mouth when my jumbled brain finally processed what she’d said. The cursing hid it at first, acting like a solid barrier to my own mental processing abilities. I slid a hand up her forearm so I could pull on her wrist. Even though the movement was slow, my heart was absolutely fucking racing. I dropped her hand and took a breath.

      A child.

      A baby.

      The answering smile that covered my face was so big and so immediate that I couldn’t do anything but laugh.

      “Are you sure?” I whispered, cupping the sides of her face with my hands, trying not to grip too tightly from the excitement rattling my bones.

      Adele blinked a few times, gauging my face and then finally gave me a tiny nod in answer. “I took a test right before you got home. So if I sounded like a psycho on the phone, that’s why. I was waiting to find out what it said.”

      “And it said that you’re pregnant?” The fact that I’d already asked once barely registered. The slow spread of shocked happiness hit my hands first, then moved up my arms and settled in my chest. Adele nodded again, just a tiny tip of her chin, and I whooped. Wrapping my arms around her waist, I lifted her up against my chest, crushing her to me as tightly as I could manage.

      Taking in a deep, calming breath against her silky fine blonde hair, I pressed a kiss there.

      “Oh, baby, I can’t believe it.” My voice came out sounding rough and full of emotion, still nothing compared to the riot happening inside of my heart and my head.

      In the midst of how mind-numbingly busy it was to teach at Harvard, I hadn’t had much beyond Adele keeping me sane. Her smiles and snark and sexiness grounding me in the middle of one of the biggest changes of my life. And now … oh God … now we’d get to add a baby into it. Our baby. I laughed again, and that’s when I noticed her shaking. Her entire body was shaking in my arms. Very slowly, I lowered her down, pulling my head back so that I could see her face. Her incredibly pale face.

      “Adele?”

      Her eyes flicked up to me. They’d been focused on the base of my throat, and when she finally met my eyes, I swallowed. Her pupils were small, like she’d just stared into the sun, and underneath the skin covering the column of her throat, I could see the rapid fluttering of her pulse. The initial swell of happiness receded, one wave at a time. Adele was terrified.

      Not once had we talked about kids. But it never occurred to me that she might not want any. I clenched my teeth together while I smoothed a hand down her hair. My brain hurdled over so many thoughts that I could barely keep up. While I let them settle, I pulled her into my arms again and pressed my cheek against the crown of her head. Adele buried her nose into my throat and pulled in a shuddering breath.

      “I’m only twenty-two, Nathan,” she said quietly. “I spend more time pondering the negative effects of Diet Coke than I do about wanting to be a mother someday.”

      I smiled, but it felt sad. Not wanting her to sense it, I hugged her closer to me, even though my heart was squeezing painfully behind my ribs. Tethering your own excitement so that it didn’t cause pain to the person you loved was new to me. But I did love her. I loved her so much that sometimes it felt like it would swallow me whole. It was enormous and so deep into my bones, that the thought of her being that scared and that unsure about something like our baby almost cracked me in half. So I swallowed everything down.

      “Listen to me,” I said into her hair, pushing my hand up her spine until I cupped the back of her neck with my fingers, “I know you’re young, and this isn’t how we planned on doing things. But I will be with you every single step of the way.”

      Adele pulled back, and the watery brightness of her green eyes almost made me feel physically ill. Despite what I’d said, and how deeply I meant it, she still looked completely unsure. And it wasn’t exactly like I could blame her. I’d been so busy since starting at Harvard, busier and more intellectually challenged than I’d ever been in my life. Time at home—time with Adele—was the thing that had suffered the most. And I’d seen it in her eyes every single time I came home late: disappointment and anger.

      “Adele,” I crouched down so that my eyes were at the same level as hers. “I love you. And I promise that I will take care of you, take care of everything you need. We can do this.”

      She swallowed, watching me so intently that I almost fidgeted under her scrutiny. Then her eyes cleared, just a touch, and I exhaled in relief.  Her hands moved from around my back to hold either side of my face. I closed my eyes at the feel of her skin against mine. This. This was what centered us. Always.

      “You promise?”

      I opened my eyes and nodded. “I do.”

      “Okay.” She puffed out a breath. “I love you too.”

      When I grinned at her, she finally cracked the tiniest of smiles. “Can I kiss you now, or are you going to throw up in my mouth?”

      Adele punched me in the stomach. “Too soon. Entirely too soon, Nathan.”

      What I wanted to do in response was run my hand underneath her shirt and lay it over her stomach. Wanted to see if I could feel it. Feel that little, tiny, perfect thing that was entirely me and entirely Adele. Instead, I leaned down to kiss her and she wound her arms around my neck in the same breath. It was a dance that we knew without fail. Even though every time I slipped inside of her, every time I felt her pussy clench and pull at me so deeply inside of her body, it always felt brand new.

      She moaned into my mouth when I dipped my hand into the back of her pants to grab her perfectly round, firm ass. The sharp tips of her nails pricked against my scalp when she moved her hands into my hair and I rocked my hips against her in response.

      “How do you always do this to me?” she groaned, reaching down to palm my cock through my pants.

      “Fuck, you feel so good,” I ground out, fisting a hand into her hair. “Always do what?”

      Adele went up on tiptoe and kissed me again, snaking her tongue against mine in a shameless undulation. “Make me hot so fucking fast.”

      We staggered backwards and I propped her up on the counter, only pulling my mouth away from hers to rip at the button of her jeans. But I didn’t go any further, simply opening her legs wider by stepping in between them.

      “Please,” she whispered when I pulled away to bite down onto the side of her neck.

      “Please, what?” I whispered back and smiled when she glared at me.

      “Pretty please will you put your cock inside of me?” Then she blinked at me, biting the side of her lip. It was one of her favorite roles in our bedroom, the innocent sexual ingénue. But only the innocent part was incongruent with her personality. My fearless, dirty girl.

      “Not yet.”

      “Dick.” But the word held no heat, especially since she was quickly unhooking my belt and lowering the zipper of my pants as fast as she could. “Can I least touch it?”

      But I stepped back and shook my head. “Not yet. This, this right here is all about you.”

      She gave me a soft smile, reaching out to trace her thumb along my bottom lip. “I love you so much, Nathan.”

      “Yeah?” I tapped the side of her thigh, motioning for her lift up so I could work her pants off. “You’re just saying that because I’m about to touch you in your very favorite spot.”

      Adele didn’t roll her eyes like I expected her to, just watched me while I pulled her jeans off of her and then tossed them onto the floor. The underwear she was wearing was comprised of tiny scraps of lace held together by thin lines of satin around her hips. When I pressed two fingers along the damp fabric in front of her slit, she dropped her head back briefly, letting out a small moan. But she lifted it almost immediately, grabbing my wrist in between her legs.

      “No,” she said, sounding a little out of breath. Especially when I started making tiny, hard circles against her clit through the fabric. “I’m saying it because I do. So fucking much, Nathan. I love you.”

      Holding her eyes, I hooked my fingers past her underwear and sank them both into her hot, slick pussy, right as our mouths met for a slow, wet kiss. She whimpered into my mouth, against my tongue, and the sound ripped right down into my heart.

      “I love you too,” I said in between kisses. “Now would you pretty please come all over my hand?”

      I twisted my fingers, adding a third and grinding my palm against her clit. She seized on a loud cry, her cunt clenching around my fingers in a long, pulsing rhythm. I withdrew my hand and then lifted it up to my nose so I could take a deep breath.

      She shook her head, her face beautifully flushed. “Perv.”

      “Only with you.” I kissed her again, pouring into it all the relief that I felt at seeing her look at me without terror in her eyes. At seeing her smile. She tried to wiggle off of the counter, her hands gripping at my still very hard cock again, but I shook my head. “Just … just let me hold you for a few minutes. Then you can have your way with me.”

      Her head tilted and her eyes narrowed slightly. But she nodded, letting me wrap her in my arms. I tightened them around her, taking deep breaths and asking the universe, or whoever might be listening, to keep our baby healthy, and to let Adele eventually feel exactly the way that I did.
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      It wasn’t the first time I’d been late to class. No, many Leo keggers had kept me out into the wee hours of the morning, leaving me running to class with whiskey stains on my shirt and dirt from some God-forsaken Kenmore Square party place under my nails.

      But being late to class because I was bent over, practically kissing the top of someone’s Styrofoam breakfast at the bottom of a trash can … well, that was something else.

      I’d wiped the vomit from my lips with the back of my hand and slowly stood, breathing in through my mouth and out my nostrils to avoid smelling the lox I’d made the mistake of eating that morning. Who the fuck eats salmon on bagels for breakfast?

      Oh, yeah. Nathan. Nathan did.

      I remembered how he’d looked at me as I’d swiped a bite of his breakfast. “Are you allowed to have fish?” he asked, one delicious eyebrow raised.

      I shrugged as I slung my messenger bag over my shoulder, talking around the bite of cream cheese and salmon. “I dunno. This tastes weird.”

      He thumbed across his phone screen, squinting his eyes as he surveyed the information before him. “Raw or partially-cooked fish is a big no-no, Adele,” he said, peering at me over the tops of his glasses. He sounded so hot and scholarly when he said it, and I would’ve mounted him right at the breakfast bar were it not for the fact that my stomach was turning in reaction to the taste of salmon at seven o-fucking-clock in the morning.

      “Guess sushi is out,” I pouted, pushing his bagel from me and grabbing his coffee instead.

      Again, he looked at me peculiarly as I sipped his coffee and I knew the words that would fall from his lips immediately.

      “Okay, sir,” I said, my voice hard. “No caffeine, right? Is this a baby or a jail sentence?”

      He laughed, coming around the counter to pull me in a hug. He had been doing that a lot more since I dropped the baby bombshell on him, and after the last couple months mostly apart with our schedules, I was still getting used to the feel of Nathan enveloping me in one of his hugs.

      I savored that warm feeling two hours later when I found myself eyeing the Chinese writing on the Styrofoam container currently covered in my vomit. And then, the mere thought of Chinese food turned my stomach into enemy number one—and I spewed once again.

      Wiping the back of my hand over my mouth for a second time, I ignored the strange look from the girl applying an inch of lip gloss to her bottom lip.

      Until she spoke.

      “What’s wrong with you?”

      I ran my hands under the running water and then shook them, not caring too badly that I splashed her with some of the droplets. “Fucking salmon,” I said, running my hands under the dryer.

      “You look terrible,” she said, as if she needed to announce the obvious.

      “Yeah, well, your lips look like they’re melting off your face,” I shot back before leaving the bathroom.

      I pulled out my phone, noted that I was already ten minutes late for class thanks to the fucking salmon and typed out a text to Nathan. I just puked up your salmon and possibly an organ.

      His reply came seconds later. Don’t eat salmon, then. Shouldn’t you be in class?

      It took great restraint to keep from rolling my eyes.

      Yeah, this Nathan was new. Shiny—paying attention to my class schedule and what I should put in my mouth. Idly, I wondered what he’d say if I told him my OB/GYN said no more deep-throating. I didn’t imagine he’d take that with a smile on his face like he did when it came to depriving me of caffeine.

      I shoved into class with more aplomb than I should have any right to—considering I was, after all, late as fuck.

      Thankfully, the professor was bumbling around like he lost his glasses, shuffling across the floor and sniffing loudly as the students around the room chattered like this was social hour and not Introduction to Literary Theory.

      I dropped my books onto my desk and slid in my chair, feeling an instant turn of my stomach.

      Jesus. It was one fucking bite of salmon! Why was my stomach waging a war on me?

      The guy who usually sat next to me scooted his chair closer. “Hey,” he said, leaning toward me with one elbow propped up. “Did you do your essay?”

      The one upside to Nathan being missing in action was that I was always on top of my class work. I did that shit in his bed late at night, hoping he wouldn’t notice the tiny ink stains on his duvet before I had a chance to wash it.

      “Yep.” I knew this guy wanted my essay—to compare against whatever mediocre bullshit he’d pulled out of his ass.

      “I was up all night doing mine. It probably sucks.”

      I wasn’t biting. “Yeah, it probably does,” I agreed, not bothering to make eye contact. Most of the guys in my classes wanted one of two things: sex or homework help. Unfortunately for me, this dude wanted both.

      “Hey, what are you doing tonight?”

      I tapped my pen on the top of my notebook. “Studying.”

      “Wanna study together?” The sleeve of his windbreaker brushed against my arm and for some reason, the sound made me grit my teeth, as if the sound was just as offensive to my stomach as the fucking salmon was.

      “Oh, I’d like to, but I’m pretty solitary.”

      “Wanna hang out after then?”

      I opened my mouth to say no, but his mouth turned downward. “Let me guess—you’re going to say no, again. What? Have to paint your nails or some shit?”

      “No, I have to fuck my very sexy boyfriend, as a matter of fact.” It popped out of my mouth before I could reign it in—not that I would’ve, necessarily. But I might have said it with a little more grace. Like, “have sex with” instead of “fuck.”

      “Oh, I didn’t realize…” he stammered.

      I started to reply when the vomit catapulted up my throat. Panicking, I didn’t know what to do and grabbed my notebook, curving it into a half cylinder so that I could vomit in it.

      “Fucking gross,” the guy said as he leaned away from me.

      Still holding the notebook that had become a trough for my vomit, I made my way out of class. After dumping the notebook and washing my hands and face again in the bathroom, I sent Nathan another text. What the actual fuck? I puked again!

      While I waited for his reply, I stared at my reflection. I had gone months since my last touch up, clearly evidenced by my darkening roots. But the hair itself hung from my face like it’d given up. Not that I blamed it—I don’t think I’d used a single hot hair tool on it in months.

      Under my eyes were identical brown splotches—lack of sleep, probably. My eyes themselves were bloodshot, and my face was paler than the sterile walls of the bathroom. I looked like absolute shit.

      Nathan’s reply came just as I was about to leave the bathroom. Maybe it’s not the salmon—could it be morning sickness?

      To say I was inexperienced with the trials of pregnancy was a gross understatement, but I figured morning sickness was likely the culprit. But, even though I didn’t know just how many weeks I was, I always assumed morning sickness happened later on—like when you actually had a bump that was more baby-baby instead of pizza-baby. Like when the pregnancy was more real.

      How the hell was I going to survive the rest of the school year if this morning sickness didn’t let up?

      My phone buzzed. Why don’t you go home? Take a breather. It’s been a busy few days. Ah, Nathan. My supportive Nathan, encouraging me to skip class and head home for the day, already.

      Who was I to say no? I practically fucking skipped home.

      As I walked down the pristine concrete sidewalk, my eyes met his car in the driveway, the paint job glittering under the early morning sun.

      Early morning, I thought. Nathan was never home that early in the day.

      I pushed open the front door, surprised to see him at the counter where I’d last seen him hours earlier.

      “Hey,” he said, coming to me and pulling me into his arms. “How’s your stomach?”

      “Well, I think it’s still inside of me—for the moment. You’re home early?” It came out as a question, but I wasn’t really sure what I was asking.

      He led me to a seat at the bar and rubbed a hand down my back. “When you said you didn’t feel well, I wanted to be here for you when you got home.”

      “Aww,” I said, leaning into his touch. “You want to hold my hair back when my stomach attempts its escape again?”

      “I told you, I’m here. I’m going to take care of you.” He brushed a hand over my hair as warmth seeped into my skin and warmed my bones.

      He was shiny Nathan, but he was mine nonetheless. And as he pulled me in for a hug, all I could think was how everything just might be okay.
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      “What the fuck,” I whispered as I launched out of bed at an ungodly hour, making a beeline for the toilet just before my stomach upended itself.

      “It was fucking toast,” I whisper-yelled as my hands clutched the cold porcelain. “Dry fucking toast. And water.” Still, vomit poured out of me faster than I could fathom. I tried sucking in air through my nostrils in between spews of barf, but it was coming so fast that I couldn’t keep up.

      My whole face grew warm, and moisture collected behind my eyes. Why couldn’t I keep toast down? Was this normal?

      Who knew something smaller than my pinky finger could hold all the power over your body? I’d flipped through a baby book and came across something that looked more alien than human, but it was the fetus, the itty bitty cluster of cells that was overruling me in all the aspects of my life that were most important—such as food.

      I sat back on my heels and took a breather. “Get your shit together,” I said, poking the slight protrusion that rounded my stomach. “I need sleep.”

      It was weird, right? Talking to your stomach, to something that couldn’t process language.

      The vomit came again, more violently than before. My face was fully in the toilet at that point, and I couldn’t stop the tears that spilled over my cheeks. My throat was on fire, and my stomach was constricting and expanding, making noises that didn’t sound human. My knees hurt from where they dug into the tile as my fingers clenched on the toilet.

      I was exhausted, after spending hours catching up on notes from the classes I’d skipped that day. Nathan had moved to touch me in bed and for the first time in the last year or so, I waved him off with a shake of my head. He’d kissed my hair instead before rolling over, which made me feel inexplicably sad.

      But I could barely think about that now, as vomit curdled in my stomach again, and I held on for dear life as it came out of my mouth.

      A hundred f-bombs were on my tongue, but the only things that came from my mouth were vomit and the occasional whimper, when I had a second to catch my breath. I’d never puked so much, not even when I’d had thirteen whiskey sours and then four shots of Baileys in quick succession.

      I sighed into the toilet and half-heartedly reached for the handle so I could flush away the acidic smell that filled the bowl.

      “Hey,” Nathan’s voice came from behind me.

      The tears were still pouring from my eyes and because I was embarrassed, I didn’t turn to look him in the eye. “This blows.” It was all I could manage.

      “I’m sorry,” he said sincerely. I felt him squat beside me. “What can I get you?”

      “I’d settle for a stomach transplant right about now.” I rolled my forehead across the lip of the seat.

      “I’ll get in touch with my contacts on the black market.” His hand came to my back and just laid there, over the thin satin of my chemise. “What can I do?”

      More vomit came before I could answer and my entire body bucked as I grabbed the toilet again. When I seemed to have a reprieve, Nathan was closer to me and rubbed the corner of a cool, wet washcloth along my forehead. “How’s that?”

      I could only nod as I sighed, turning my head to give him more access to rub the cool cloth over my face.

      After several minutes of silence and relief from not vomiting, I said, “I thought morning sickness was supposed to be in the morning only.”

      “I think that’s just the saying, but I’m pretty sure it can happen anytime.”

      “Sweet,” I said dispassionately. My body convulsed like I would vomit again, but it held it in. “If it wasn’t for the little … thing … inside of me, I would expect a six pack abs after all the times I’ve worshipped the porcelain throne.”

      For some reason, calling it a baby—especially my baby—was still foreign; surreal. Admittedly, Nathan responded to the news a hell of a lot better than I did. I was still trying to adjust to the idea that pretty soon I’d be enormously bloated and probably pissed off at my sheer wideness. Thinking this would be caused by an itty bitty baby made up of Nathan and me was incomprehensible.

      Nathan stood up and I heard him turn on the faucet and drench the washcloth again.

      When he returned, I turned more fully into his touch. “This is so gross,” I said, but my voice was scratchy.

      “It’s not that bad,” he assured me, brushing my hair from my face and tucking it behind my ears. “It could be worse.”

      The thought played like a dream in my head—like Choose Your Own Adventure, with me alone in my dark and dank apartment, drunk out of my mind and relying on some college nitwit to support the life we created together.

      I turned to Nathan, who was sitting on the floor beside me, running the washcloth over my face. “Thank you,” I sighed as he ran the washcloth down my neck.

      “Anything you need—you just tell me,” he whispered.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting the hormonal overflow to continue leaking from my eyes. Nathan stayed with me on the bathroom floor until my legs cramped from the position I was in. As I clutched the corner of the wall to stand, Nathan swept me up into his arms and carried me to the bed as if he lived to do it for me. And as he tucked me in—actually fucking tucking the sheet around me—all I could think was that I wanted to be as fucking chill as Nathan was about all of this. As if he’d seen the future laid out in front of him and embraced it. The puke, the chills, the hormones—it was so easy for him to be what I needed.

      He climbed into bed behind me and snuggled up against my back and I hoped I didn’t completely fucking reek. But if I did, he didn’t acknowledge it, burying his head into my neck and breathing one long breath against me—like I hadn’t just woken him up on a work night and had him take care of me when I couldn’t move from the toilet.

      His arm snaked around my waist, pulling me flush against his front. I wasn’t sure what kind of good karma I had put out into the world to deserve this fine piece of ass—which was just one thing in a line of many wonderful and delicious things about him—but I wanted, more than anything in that moment, to be as strong and as solid as he was for me.
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      I was deep into reading a paper comparing Virginia Woolf’s Orlando with one of her essays from the late twenties for my Literary Theory in Comparison course when there was a sharp rap on my office door.

      “Come in,” I called out, not looking up from my desk. Even though I had regular office hours like all professors, the students at Harvard had access to their teachers at any given time.

      “Nathan, my boy.”

      I smiled easily at Max Collingsworth, my mentor at Harvard and one of the most prestigious professors in the Arts and Sciences department. “Max, what can I help you with?”

      He tipped his chin at what I was reading. “Any good?”

      Edging the papers in his direction when he sat in a chair opposite my simple wooden desk, I shrugged my shoulders. “Not bad. Maybe a little too self-important for my tastes. Though my feedback should knock him down a peg.”

      Max lifted a bushy white eyebrow at the opening line. “Huh.”

      “I know.”

      We laughed, and the ease in which I could interact with Max still completely mystified me. Coming from Northern University where I was never quite out of my dad’s shadow, it was such a massive relief to find people who not only respected me, but challenged me because they believed I was worthy of it. Not just my colleagues, but my students as well. Most of my classes only had ten to fifteen students in them, and every single day, the students made my mind race with how intelligent and thought-provoking they were. Without a doubt, it was the greatest job I’d ever had in my life.

      Max handed the paper back to me and started asking about something when my cell phone vibrated on my desk. Normally I would have ignored it, but given how sick Adele had been lately, I gave Max an apologetic look.

      

      Adele: If I die today from lack of fluids, just remember I love you and I’m sorry if I couldn’t clean up after myself before I succumbed to my affliction.

      

      I wiped a hand across my mouth, shaking my head. If I thought it was difficult seeing Adele unsure about this pregnancy, that was nothing compared to seeing her unsure and completely miserable at the same time.

      In my entire life, I’d never felt so helpless as I did the other night when she was hanging over the toilet. And it dawned on me, as soon as that thought swept over my brain, that seeing her puke was only a pinprick compared to what I’d probably feel like when she was actually giving birth.

      “Everything okay?”

      I dropped my hand and nodded at Max. “My girlfriend is pretty sick. I think I’m going to head home and check on her.”

      As much as I was practically vibrating with the desire to tell him it was because she was pregnant, I knew Adele wasn’t ready for people to know. I didn’t talk much about my relationship with her as it was, given the difference in our ages and that she was still a student at Northern. There was always a lingering fear that someone would put together how we met. But Max smiled at me, the kind of fatherly smile that I’d never seen on my own parent’s face.

      “What’s her name?”

      “Adele.” As I was standing to tidy up my stacks of paper, I glanced down at the picture I had of her on my desk. The frame was a sturdy mahogany, with clean edges and no frills. She’d given it to me the day before I started at Harvard. I’d taken the picture while she was studying one day, not long after she’d moved in with me. Her hair was flipped into a messy bun held together by a pencil, and her white shirt was hanging off of one shoulder. What she’d been reading had made her smile, just a tiny lift of her lips. It was my favorite picture of her, even more than the sexy ones she occasionally took for me, because it was the unguarded, sweet side of Adele. She didn’t show her softness often, and to able to capture it with a simple click of my phone, I’d stared at it more times than I cared to admit.

      He tilted his head to the side so he could see the picture that I was staring at. With a nudge, I changed the angle of the frame so he could see it more easily.

      “She’s beautiful.”

      I smiled. Max was nearing seventy, so what he said didn’t rouse any possessive urges. Besides, Adele was beautiful. And she was mine, so it probably wouldn’t have bothered me even if he was fifty years younger.

      “That she is.”

      He was quiet for a moment, and I prayed that he didn’t ask where I’d met her. I never knew how to answer that question, so I tried to stick to the truth. We met in the hallway of a Boston bar, when she ran into me coming out of the bathroom. No mention of classrooms or students or professors were necessary, and so far I’d been lucky that my answer appeased the few people who’d asked.

      “How long have you two been dating?”

      Dating. It felt like such a thin, unfulfilling word for what we had. For what we were. She and I weren’t even like a match and a dry piece of wood. We were both fire-starters. No matter whether it felt like a terribly underwhelming way to describe our relationship, to describe her—my love, my lover and the person who held every piece of me in her slender hands—that’s what she was.

      I lifted my eyebrows when I realized he was still waiting for me to answer. “Ah, about a year now.”

      Max knew about Diana, which is probably why he didn’t pry any more than he already had. People tended to use grief as a self-made restraint. They couldn’t dig the way that they wanted to, because your tragedy held them back. In this situation, it worked damn well.

      “Well, I hope she feels better soon.” He lifted his hand in a wave and shut the door quietly behind him.

      “Thanks, Max,” I replied, but he was already gone. I stared at my desk for a second, debating whether I should take the time to clean it up, but the urge to get home to Adele was far more pressing.

      By the time I walked into our kitchen, a solid forty-five minutes had passed since I got Adele’s text. I didn’t see any lights on or hear the TV, and I frowned thinking that it meant she was upstairs on the bathroom floor again.

      “Nathan?” Adele’s groggy-sounding voice came from the family room. When I turned the corner, she was curled into a ball with a bowl next to the couch on the floor and a blanket covering her legs and feet. I could tell by the way she was blinking that she’d been asleep.

      I set the grocery bags onto the coffee table and sank down next to her, running a hand over her side. “Sorry I woke you.”

      In response, she stretched a little bit and groaned. “It’s okay. I ate some saltines and that helped my stomach settle down. Figured I should sleep while this thing decided it didn’t hate me momentarily.”

      This thing. I swallowed down my immediate desire to correct her and say, it’s not a thing, it’s our baby. But considering that I didn’t have a death wish, I rubbed the edge of my tongue along my teeth instead.

      “It doesn’t hate you. Morning sickness is usually a good sign.”

      She harrumphed, rolling her eyes. “Says the man who doesn’t have to yack up everything that touches his stomach lining.” Adele tangled her fingers with mine where they rested on her hip. “I feel cursed. Like I’m never going to be able to eat a full meal ever again.”

      “You’re not cursed,” I said, sliding my hand under her shoulders so I could help her to a sitting position. “Come on, I got you some stuff.”

      Adele gave me a small smile, smoothing her hair after she was sitting upright. “What kind of stuff?”

      Grabbing the first bag, I started unloading the contents one by one. Saltines, ginger candies, lemon candies, lemonade, Vitamin B6. Adele looked at me like I was insane when I went for the second bag. Acupressure bands for her wrists, peppermint essential oil, ginger tea and all natural, organic lemon ice thingies that the woman at the health store absolutely swore by.

      “The fuck…” Her voice trailed off. “Were you Googling again, Professor Easton?”

      “A little. I figured if some of this stuff worked for other women, maybe you can try them all. And if none of it works, we can talk to your doctor about a prescription that may help. I guess they have that too.”

      Adele leaned forward and picked up the box of ginger candies, shaking her head a little when she read the label. She set it back down and shifted to face me. “You’re feeling particularly thorough today, huh?”

      The spark in her eye, that fiery, indefinable thing that made Adele Adele was there again. I licked along my bottom lip and she immediately zeroed in on it with her emerald eyes. Blood heated and pumped through my veins, the familiar rush of sheer, unadulterated need and lust that never abated with her. Always with her, about her, and because of her.

      “Thorough.” I hummed, shifting to accommodate my growing erection. “Yeah, I guess I’m feeling very thorough.”

      She smiled, pulling the blanket off of her lap. “That’s convenient.”

      “Is it?”

      Adele stood and held her hand out to me. “It is. Because I’m feeling very turned on, Professor. And I’m going to need you to do something about it.”

      I stood and slapped her ass, which made her squeak. “Lead the way.”

      As she walked backwards to the stairs, she curled two fingers in a come here gesture. “I want you in a bed. In our bed.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” And then I chased her up the stairs, delighting in the sound of her laughter.
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      Adele stopped laughing pretty quickly, as soon as I cleared the doorway of the master bedroom. She was slightly out of breath from running up the stairs, and it brought a flush to her cheeks that made her look exactly like she did after an orgasm. I ripped at the buttons of my dress shirt, jerking my chin at her to do the same.

      With frantic movements, she yanked her black t-shirt off to reveal the simple white bra underneath. Her breasts, already bigger in the few short weeks of pregnancy, pushed at the edges of the cotton, making my mouth fucking water.

      “I should have faked being sick months ago,” she whispered when I pulled off the plain white t-shirt I wore under my oxford. “I like middle of the day sex. Almost as much as I like morning sex.”

      I lifted an eyebrow, knowing she was only slightly joking. My long hours and heightened responsibilities had more than taken a toll on the amount of time we spent together. But she laughed at my expression, tucking her thumbs into the top of her yoga pants and shucking them down her toned legs. They were long and lean, and I loved them so much more when they were up over my shoulders. Her bra came off with two quick movements, and only her simple red underwear that was cut high on her legs was left.

      “Glad to see you’re feeling well enough to give me shit again.”

      “Oh,” she shook her head and took slow steps toward me, “I’m going to give you more than that.”

      God. This woman.

      Adele lifted up on her tiptoes and dug her fingers into my hair, licking along my jawline. The sharp points of her teeth grabbed at the skin of my neck and I slid my hands underneath her underwear, grabbing as much of her ass as I could manage.

      “You know what happens when you tease me,” I whispered into her ear, ready to fucking explode at the feel of her tits against my chest. “I’ll make you wait. You’ll be ready to weep before I let you come.”

      The tight points of her nipples felt like they were cutting my skin, and I pulled a hand off her ass to rub light circles over the hardened bud with my palm. Adele dropped her head back on a relieved exhale.

      “Do you know how much I hated saying no to you the other night? Sometimes I think I’ll die if I go too long without your hands on my body, Nathan.”

      “You would die,” I said simply, rocking my hips forward to gain some sort of friction of my cock against her stomach. “Just like I would. Some people need air and food to survive. Not us, Adele. We need this. We need each other, just like this.”

      She met me halfway, slanting her mouth against mine in a hard, raw kiss. Her hands clutched at me like she was trying to claw under the top layer of my skin. I’d let her live there if I could. I’d embed her into my veins and muscles and bones, letting her flow through every breath I took, for the rest of my life.

      We stumbled to the bed, our hands fumbling together on my belt. While I whipped my pants off, Adele lay back on our bed, kicking off her underwear as she did. She stretched her arms above her head and arched her tits up like an offering. The languid, feline movements of her fucking perfect body slayed me, stabbed me through my thumping heart. She was mine. This flawless, ferocious woman was mine.

      When I stood naked in front of her, my cock jutting straight up, I stopped and laid a hand across her stomach, stretching my fingers wide so that I spanned the entire width. Hot sweeps of love and awe filled me. There was a momentary softening in her eyes while I laid my hand there, and she covered it with her own.

      “I love you,” I said with a fierceness that clearly took her by surprise, because she smiled up at me. Then she wrapped hand around my wrist and dragged it up to cover one breast. The firm flesh filled my palm.

      “I love you too. Now show me, Nathan. Please. This feels amazing.”

      Spurred by the raw desperation in her voice, I went about doing just that. Bracing a knee in between her legs on the mattress, I leaned over Adele and placed a kiss on the soft skin above her heart. She wrapped her arms around me and pulled me down fully on top of her. We kissed again, long licks of my tongue against hers while she dragged her hands along my back.  The edges of her fingernails bit into my skin and I started rolling my hips against her.

      The length of my cock dragged along the lips of her pussy. Her slick heat, so wet and perfect, made me want to shove and thrust and take, take, take. But I didn’t. I kept my movements slow and steady, only adding pressure when the base of my cock would hit her clit.

      “Fuck,” she groaned into my neck. “It’s so good, Nathan.”

      “Do you want to come like this the first time? Just me on you?”

      Adele whimpered and I used one hand under her ass to tilt her up at a different angle. Her breathing changed and she arched her back, her tits pressed up against me while we just rocked against each other at a maddeningly slow pace.

      I let out a hiss when she dug her nails onto my back, so hard that she might have drawn blood.

      “In me, Nathan. I want you in me.” But she didn’t move back, simply swiveled her hips when I made another slow roll against her. “Holy shit.”

      Everything in me screamed raw at the need to push in her, but this felt so perfect that I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I kissed her again, upping my speed only slightly and denting my fingers against her flesh while I did it.

      “So good,” I whispered in between kisses, only slowing again when I could tell by her face that she was close.

      “Oh, you dick,” she groaned in response. I chuckled against her lips. But apparently, she’d had enough, because with a fierce push, Adele shoved at my shoulder and rolled me to my back. My hands slid up her thighs when she straddled me in a smooth movement. One of her hands braced the headboard behind us and the other fisted my cock, notching the head into her slit.

      Our eyes met in the heartbeat before she slammed herself down on me. I clenched my teeth at the immediate, relentless wave of hot pleasure.

      “Oh, fuck yes, God, that’s it,” she moaned as she swiveled her hips above me, smooth undulations that made her breasts sway above my head. I leaned my head up and caught one tit in my mouth, tugging lightly with my teeth in a way that made her body start to shake. She was so close; I could feel it in the slow squeeze of her pussy around my cock. While my tongue flicked against her nipple, I slid my thumb around to press down on her clit when she made her next slow roll against me.

      Her whole body seized, and she cried out. The walls of her pussy fisted me so tightly that I lost my breath. I kept the pressure of my thumb in tight circles and she kept going, a long, drawn out wave of pleasure. Adele’s breath stuttered and she slumped down. I wrapped my arms around her and let her come down, even though my whole body vibrated from the need to keep going, keep moving, keep chasing until I had the same explosion.

      She pulled her head back and I smiled at the drowsy, satisfied look on her face.

      “Feel better?”

      “A little.” She kissed me, tugging on my bottom lip with her teeth. My cock twitched inside of her and she grinned. “Now you.”

      Fuck. Yes.

      I went to flip her onto her back, but she shook her head. Her other hand moved up the headboard so that she was holding it with both and she lifted up slightly. Firmly with the program, I pulled my knees up so that my feet were braced on the mattress. My hands gripped her hips, my fingers digging into the flesh of her ass. I pulled the cheeks apart and she moaned.

      “Fuck me, Nathan. Use me. Take what you need.”

      I hammered up, my hips slapping against hers in a sharp snap. Her tits bounced from the force of my thrust, and I cursed. So good. So hot. So wet.

      Mine.

      Mine.

      Mine.

      My pace was punishing, slamming into her again and again and again until my whole body was a flame of pleasure that covered every inch of my skin. She whimpered while I fucked her from underneath.

      “Yes, fuck, Adele. Come on me again.”

      One hand left the headboard so that she could cup one of her breasts. The sight of her fingers pinching her nipples pushed me up and up. I cracked a hand against her ass and she screamed, fisting me again in a vicious orgasm. I roared her name when the ball of fire exploded at the base of my spine, and I poured into her. Her sweat-covered body fell against me while I slowly milked my orgasm with a few lazy thrusts.

      I panted against her shoulder, dropping kisses along the slope of skin.

      “I…” she started and then dropped off with a soft laugh.

      “Yeah. I concur.”

      My hands tangled in her hair and I sighed with so much contentedness that it felt cliché.

      “That was pretty damn spectacular, Professor.”

      I growled. “You call me that again, and we’ll have to start all over.”

      Adele lifted her head and smiled at me. “Is that a threat or a promise?”

      I kissed her and rolled us to the side, perversely enjoying the slick pull of my cock out of her and the feel of my cum spilling out of her when I did. “Both, my little sex fiend. It’s always both.”
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      Nathan was anxious. I wasn’t sure if he was preoccupied with his job or worries about me and the baby, but watching the way his knee bounced beside mine and the way he held his fist to his mouth as he stared at the baby on the floor in the waiting room made me feel a little twitchy.

      Leaning over, I whispered, “Are you having a seizure?”

      Abruptly, he stopped moving like there was a jackhammer in his femur. “What?”

      “You can’t sit still.”

      He shook his head. “I’m fine.”

      “Well, stop looking at that kid like you’re about to reenact Raising Arizona.”

      He looked at me and then at the roly-poly baby turning the pages of a board book with his fat little hands. “They couldn’t get pregnant in that movie, right? That’s why they stole the baby.”

      “Right. But you’re giving off some creepy vibes with bouncing your knee and staring at the baby like you’re plotting how to sneak it out of here with it under your shirt.”

      He bristled a little beside me. “It looks to be a boy. And I don’t need to steal any babies, I have ours.” He reached a hand over and held mine, squeezing.

      A shiver went through me, at the way he said ours. I was still getting used to the idea of having this … human … growing inside of me. I’d noticed how Nathan had subtly changed his expression whenever I acted as if I was detached from the pregnancy. Trust me, I was very much attached. It was sucking the life from me, and it was quite literally attached to my uterine wall.

      A few years before, I would’ve lost my fucking shit knowing I was pregnant. And while I wasn’t losing my shit now, I was still very, seriously afraid.

      As we’d checked in for my first OB/GYN appointment, the receptionist had inquired about health insurance. I had a basic plan, but nothing that would cover the majority of a pregnancy—it was designed for college students who, by all accounts, should be out getting drunk and making bad decisions—just not ones that necessarily ended up with a fetus. But Nathan had stepped forward, handing over his credit card. I’d stilled a moment then, feeling like a child being cared for by an actual adult, someone who had his shit together and could realistically provide for a newborn.

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about the baby, but I was even less sure of how I felt about Nathan and me raising a child together. Sure, things were good now. But he held all the cards—I lived in his house and he purchased the groceries. I paid for the things that I’d insisted upon, like my schooling expenses and my car insurance and health insurance. But this baby would come late spring and where would I be then?

      “Adele?”

      My head snapped up and my gaze fell upon the nurse standing in the doorway to the back of the building. I stood and Nathan held my hand tighter as he joined me on the walk to the exam room.

      The nurse stopped at a scale and indicated that I should stand on it. I gave a look to Nathan who shook his head, indicating to me that he wouldn’t be turning around. I narrowed my eyes, but stepped on the scale anyway. As the nurse slide the black balances across the bar, I began cringing. When she announced my weight—up seven pounds from my usual—I winced.

      “How the hell can I gain weight when I can’t even keep food down?”

      The nurse looked taken aback and I glanced at Nathan, whose eyes dipped down to my chest before they slid back up to meet mine. The corners of his lips lifted and I was suddenly aware of how awkward the silence was between Nathan, the nurse, and me.

      “You’ll need to give us a urine sample in this cup next,” she said, her cheeks pink as she avoided eye contact with me and with Nathan. “Make sure you wipe first.” She placed two sealed wet wipes in my hand and turned to the bathroom. “Just leave it on the counter when you’re done and we’ll meet you in room ten.”

      Nathan let go of my hand and gave me a reassuring smile as he stepped into room ten and I stepped into the bathroom.

      After I finished, I joined him in the exam room where he was already talking animatedly with the doctor.

      “Oh, you must be Adele. I’m Dr. Parker,” the doctor said, his blue eyes warm and his mouth in a friendly smile. “Have a seat.” He gestured to the exam table and slid glasses up his nose as he read his chart. “It says here you don’t know for sure when your last menstrual cycle was?”

      “Well, when you put it that way…” I said, a little uncomfortable.

      “I’m not judging you, Adele,” the doctor said gently. “But we measure pregnancy based on the first day of your last menstrual period. If you don’t know the date, we’ll do a transvaginal ultrasound.”

      The vaginal part of that sentence made me twitchy. I’d casually read a few things online, about how often my lady business would be looked at throughout the course of my pregnancy. What was even more alarming was how often I should expect it to be … touched.

      “Is that safe?” Nathan asked when I said nothing.

      “Oh, yes. It’s quite common too—especially because a lot of women have irregular periods.”

      I gestured a hand around my belly. “But don’t you normally do ultrasounds over the stomach?”

      Dr. Parker nodded. “I don’t have transvaginal ultrasounds performed in my office after twenty weeks. We could do a pelvic ultrasound, but we’ll get a clearer picture with the transvaginal one. And the pelvic ultrasound is best if you have a full bladder.”

      I thought of the cup of urine next door.

      “Is there radiation?” Nathan asked. I glanced at him, surprised he was asking more questions than I was.

      “Not at all—it uses sound waves to obtain images of the pelvic organs. Completely safe. You won’t see much, but the technician should be able to determine the estimated due date based on what they see.”

      Nathan looked relieved and smiled reassuringly at me.

      “Before we get to that, let’s go through your health history a little bit.” I nodded and answered everything as well as I could. The entire time, Nathan sat calmly and didn’t seem to be the least bit bored, which was a shock because I was already ready to get the fuck out of there.

      “Let’s listen to the heartbeat, shall we?” The doctor asked, his eyes glittery as if he was excited.

      “We can hear the heartbeat?” I asked, feeling a rock of dread in my belly. The heartbeat would make it more real. While my stomach was still mostly flat and my breasts were a bit larger, I didn’t have any other indication besides the constant puking that there was someone alien inside of me. A heartbeat—as innocuous as it seemed—was fucking terrifying.

      “We can try. Why don’t you lie back?”

      I shot a look to Nathan who quickly stood and walked next to me. He was the picture of calm, which was the exact opposite of how he’d appeared in the waiting room.

      “It’s okay,” he soothed me as the doctor tucked a paper towel over the waist band of my yoga pants and pulled them down an inch.

      “I’m going to put a little bit of gel on your stomach. It might be cold.”

      It was. I flinched but Nathan squeezed my hand and smiled. He was totally calm, excited even—judging by the shine in his eyes.

      Before I even knew it, a fast whoosh-whoosh-whoosh poured from the speaker attached to the wand. I felt breathless, anxious, and my heart was racing a mile a minute in my chest. “Is that it?” I asked, but my voice came out like a squeak.

      “That’s your baby.”

      The rock in my stomach floated up and I stared at Nathan, whose face was a portrait of awe. His mouth was curved and his eyes were shiny.

      “Holy shit,” I mouthed to Nathan, not wanting to offend another medical professional.

      “Holy shit,” he echoed, mouthing it back to me. His thumb ran over the back of my hand as we stayed completely still.

      “Heartbeat sounds great—one-hundred and seventy beats per minute.”

      “That’s fast,” Nathan remarked, his other hand coming up and gently touching the exposed skin of my belly.

      “It’s normal, depending on how far along in the pregnancy you are. I’m guessing you’re close to ten weeks along.”

      “Ten weeks,” Nathan whispered, his voice a little different. He grinned at me and again mouthed, “Holy shit.”
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* * *

      The ultrasound technician’s name was Emily and she didn’t look any older than me when she handed me a paper sheet and told me—in her bubbly, melodic voice—to take off my pants. After she left the room for me to undress, I told Nathan, “I usually get dinner and a movie before people ask me to take off my pants.”

      “Well, how about I buy you dinner and a movie to celebrate after?” He looked so unbelievably calm, like nothing about this was even the littlest bit scary. If anything, the hearing the heartbeat had only made him that much more excited.

      As for me, I felt even more troubled. It wasn’t just the idea of a baby—it was the fact that this baby would change our relationship. It felt selfish to think that way, but considering the last few months with Nathan hadn’t been smooth sailing, I worried how a baby would change him, me, us.

      When the technician returned, I watched her put a giant plastic wrapper—like a condom—over the wand. “You could use some of those,” I said to Nathan.

      “I don’t need them now,” he returned, smiling.

      The technician stilled for a moment and then poured a ton of lube over the condom. She seemed a little flustered, but I had to make light of the fact that this giant probe was about to be thrust up my business.

      When it was pushed up inside of me, I winced—even though she was pretty gentle about it.

      “I know this is uncomfortable,” she said.

      “I expect I better get used to being uncomfortable,” I said with another wince.

      “Yes!” she replied, her bubbly demeanor returning. “You’ll have several months to get used to it.” She winked like we were best buddies, except one of us had their hand precariously close to the other’s vagina.

      She flipped on the monitor and angled it so we could see as she maneuvered the wand around inside of me.

      “Ah!” she said. “Want to see your baby?”

      All I could see was a black mass that looked like a kidney bean, with a blob in the center of it.

      She pointed to the rounder part as she gently rotated the wand. The image on the screen changed and the blob’s shape changed with it. “Can you see that blinking spot?”

      I squinted as Nathan leaned over me to get closer to the screen. Indeed, there was a blinking spot near the center of the blob. “That’s your baby’s heart beating.”

      “Wow,” Nathan said on a rush.

      “That’s the baby?” It looked like a round blob with a small body attached.

      “Yep.” She pushed gently on my belly. “Let’s wake him or her up a little, see if we can get them to move.” Sure enough, after a couple times wiggling my belly around, the blob started squirming, twisting and turning and my breath came out in a gasp.

      For the first time since I realized I was pregnant, it all felt real. The fact that there was a human growing inside of me—someone I was responsible for. The fact that I was going to be a mom—to Nathan’s child. The roar of knowing this compressed my chest, and I felt tears prick the back of my eyes.

      “Holy shit,” I said aloud.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    
    
      True to his word, Nathan took me to see the movie of my choice—an action flick with lots of sweaty dudes because I knew Nathan would enjoy it too—and then to dinner at our favorite pizza place.

      When the waitress took our drink orders, I tilted my head to the side. “You didn’t get a beer?” Every time we came to this restaurant, Nathan ordered the same beer—a beer from a local brewery up north.

      “I’m driving,” he said simply, reaching across the table to grab my hand. Nathan was always affectionate, but after the ultrasound earlier that day, he touched me more often than usual—as if the connection between us was magnetic, and he felt compelled to have his hands on me as much as possible. I wasn’t complaining, but even as I was finally accepting the pregnancy, I was still very much scared of who we were going to become over the course of the next thirty-one weeks.

      The doctor had been close when he’d guessed I was ten weeks along, but the ultrasound measured me just over nine weeks so that was what we went with.

      “I could drive,” I said, pressing the pad of my thumb against his.

      “It’s fine. I don’t need to drink to enjoy myself.”

      “You look like the cat that ate the canary,” I remarked, sipping on the ice water the waitress had dropped off first.

      “I’m happy,” he said simply. His entire face looked so at rest—like he’d just walked away from a massage. And it struck me how little we did this—going out to eat, like an actual date.

      “I can’t remember the last time we had a date.”

      He rubbed the edge of his nail over my palm. “It’s been a while, definitely.” He looked apologetic then, as if he was realizing just how busy he’d been the last few months. “We should do it more often.”

      “We won’t be able to when the baby comes along.” I sipped my water in an effort to hide the way that made me feel. “No grandma to babysit.”

      Nathan paused his fingers’ small movements over my knuckles. “I suppose we should discuss how and when to tell our families.”

      Our families. Our fucked up, still-in-the-dark families. My sister Celeste didn’t even know where I lived since I moved out of my tiny apartment. My mother didn’t call me as often, electing to devote her time to Celeste and all of her many accomplishments. They’d all expected me to go home for the summer and when I hadn’t, they didn’t appreciate my deviation from their plans.

      As far as Nathan’s parents went, they didn't even know Nathan had a girlfriend. Neither one of us had been particularly eager to reveal our relationship to our parents. And now we would not only introduce one another to our families but also include the fact that we were making our own family.

      It was enough to give me hives.

      “What’s going on?” Nathan asked as I stared at my water like it held all the secrets in the world.

      “Do you really want all of it?”

      He nodded. “Tell me. I’m with you in this, we’re going through all of this together.”

      I exhaled and then nodded curtly. “First, I don’t know how I’m going to do this, to be pregnant while in school. The baby is due in May, right when finals are.”

      He nodded. “I know it’s not the best option, but if you’re worried about going into labor while finals are happening, would you be open to taking the next semester off and picking back up in the summer or the fall?”

      It was something I’d thought about, of course. But what the hell was I going to do for four or five months—sit around and wait? “I’ll be bored out of my mind just sitting around, waiting for the baby to do a tumble roll out of me. You’ll hate me,” I pointed a finger at him, “which brings me to my second concern.” I looked down at my stomach. “How is this going to change us?”

      He leaned across the table, and the scent of his cologne gently surrounded me. “I’m not a fortune teller, Adele. But I don’t think any new parent knows how the baby will change their relationship with their partner. Having mutual love and respect, and open lines of communication between us is important—and the one thing we can nurture over the next seven months. I can tell you this,” he said, his voice firm and his eyes serious, “I love you. I’m happy that we’re doing this together. I wouldn’t choose anyone else over you to have a baby with. We may not have planned this, but we didn’t plan to fall in love either.” His hand squeezed mine, as if he wanted to remind me he was here—as if I could even forget, with his eyes so searching, his mouth saying the words I didn’t know I needed to hear. “And what we have between us is more than enough for a baby.”

      “I’m scared,” I whispered. “I don’t think I’ll be a good mom.”

      “You will. Because we’ll be together. You’re not your mom, nor are you your sister. We might have to curb some of the foul language,” he said with a warm smile, “but we’ll figure it out, together, as it comes.”

      “I need to get another insurance plan—my school plan doesn’t cover pregnancy.”

      “We’ll call someone this week, and I’ll pay for it.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “When you paid for my appointment at the doctor’s office, I felt like a child. I need to be able to pay for my own health insurance, because…” I didn’t finish my sentence, too afraid to say it.

      “Because what?”

      I pressed my lips together and shook my head.

      Nathan’s eyebrows drew together and his lips flattened. “Adele, talk to me.”

      I ripped the bandage off. “Because if I rely on you, and things don’t work out…”

      His face softened. “Adele, I’m not going to abandon you. Ever. You’re mine, as much as I’m yours. And, if something unexpected happens and you decide,” he swallowed and paused, “to leave me, I will still take care of you. Because I love you, and because you’re carrying a part of me. I want you safe, protected.”

      “I’m not going to leave you,” I said on a rush, feeling a strange flood of feeling behind my eyes. “But if you get sick of my bullshit—” I sucked in a breath. “Listen. My father left my mother after she had me. It’s cliché, but it’s real—I have abandonment issues. I won’t let you abandon the baby, but I can’t stop you from leaving me.” Saying it aloud, laying it out on the table for Nathan to pick apart, left me more than a little raw. I rarely talked about these things, but thoughts had been stewing in my head for a while.

      “Adele, look at me.”

      Lifting my eyes, my stomach churned. His eyes—the color of the Caribbean ocean—were resolute. “I am not going to leave you. I’m going to take care of you—both of you. We’re going to do this, together.”

      His confidence was staggering.

      The waitress interrupted us to take our orders and the moment she walked away, Nathan leaned back across the table and clutched my hands in his again. “I can tell you until we’re both blue in the face, but we’re in this together. You have nothing to worry about.”

      Surprisingly, I believed him. And as we ate, and Nathan fed me from his plate, encouraging me to eat to my heart’s content now that I wasn’t vomiting every twenty minutes, I believed in us.
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      My new obsession started innocently enough. I was walking through the aisles of the campus store when I saw it. A tiny white onesie with the Harvard crest in maroon, and the school’s name in block letters above it. It was so small, the snaps along the bottom and the tiny short sleeves that seemed like nothing could be small enough to fit through them.

      So I bought it. The 0-3 months’ size. And I tucked it into the bottom right drawer of my desk. That one thing on its own would have been fine, but the next day, I was at Target because Adele was craving a certain kind of cookie that only Target had. And I wasn’t going to say no, given that she was feeling so much better and wanted to eat again.

      The baby section wasn’t anywhere near the cookies, but I wandered over there anyway. Rows of diapers and bottles and toys. Bath accessories and brushes. Pacifiers and baby gates.  And just to my right, an entire row of blankets. I had a moment, a brief searing moment of disappointment that I felt like Adele wouldn’t have even wanted to be here looking with me. The one time I’d attempted to talk to her about which room would become the nursery, she brushed me off with a panicked look in her eye that I couldn’t forget.

      My hand reached up to feel along the edge of a light gray blanket. It was so soft. Large enough that you could wrap it around a newborn to make sure it was warm and comfortable when you’d hold it. I took it off the display rack and spread my hand across it, feeling a hot rush of love for a dinky little kidney bean that I’d only seen on the screen once.

      I was about to put it back when an elderly woman grabbed a blanket off of a display hanger just next to me. She smiled when she saw what I was holding.

      “First baby? Or is it a gift?”

      I cleared my throat, suddenly embarrassed that she’d all but caught me fondling a blanket. “It’s our first.”

      The answering sigh that she let out was full of nostalgia, enough that it made me smile in return. “Well, congratulations. How far along is she?”

      “About eleven weeks now.”

      “Plenty of time to prepare then.” She nodded at the blanket I was still holding. “Those are nice, but your baby will get older and probably still drag that around. My grandkids all like the blankets that have animals or some such on them. Just a tip.”

      “Oh, sure. Of course.”

      She wished me luck and walked off, leaving me staring at the wall in front of me again. We wouldn’t know the gender for a while yet, and Adele and I hadn’t even discussed whether we’d be finding out. With that in my head, I wandered a few feet until I found a gray, white and yellow blanket with simple drawings of monkeys and giraffes on it.

      So I bought it, tucking it in next to the onesie in my desk drawer. And every new thing that I put in there, I told myself that I’d bring it home and show it to Adele. That maybe she’d see the tiny items and get the same rush of happiness that I did when I imagined our tiny, perfect child with them. With the small stuffed bear, with the blanket or the onesie. With the hooded towel that looked like a yellow duck.

      After a week of adding new things, the drawer was full. And I still hadn’t shown her any of it. It was hard enough for Adele that her stomach now held the smallest curve to it. I’d never seen her caress her stomach. Not like I did when I curled around her in bed. Like maybe the baby could feel the heat of my hand keeping it warm, or hear my voice when I spoke to Adele.

      The other night, she’d fallen asleep on the couch, and before I carried her upstairs, I’d knelt in front of her so I could spread my hand over her stomach.

      “I know we won’t meet for a long time, little bean,” I’d whispered, not wanting to wake Adele. “But I love you already. And thanks for not making your mom puke anymore.”

      What I’d wanted to say was that Adele would love the baby too, if she didn’t already. That she’d come around, that she’d be excited the closer we got to her due date. But there was something in me that felt like it would solidify if I spoke that out loud. Like the universe would hear my doubts, hear my suspicions about how she was feeling about this pregnancy, and manifest them into something worse. Because no matter how apprehensive she might be, and I couldn’t even really blame her, Adele would be a fucking awesome mom. She’d be fiercely protective, and she’d never make our child question whether it was loved.

      That was just about the only good thing about the failures of our own parents. We’d never repeat their mistakes.

      My phone buzzed on the surface of my desk, and I blinked a few times, firmly caught up in my train of thought. Then I shook my head when I saw who it was from.

      
        Elias: I’m going to be in town two weeks from today. My parents want Diana’s camera and portfolio from college. Have it boxed up and ready so I don’t have to be around you for very long.

      

      “Dick,” I muttered to my phone before I tossed it aside. Elias was Diana’s younger brother, and I hadn’t seen him in months. Not since the last time he showed up unexpectedly, probably just for the sole purpose of making my life hell. I knew exactly where Diana’s camera was, so it wouldn’t take me long to grab it. In truth, I probably could have put my foot down and told them no. She had been my wife, and they had more than enough of Diana’s things that they could build a six-foot-tall shrine if they so desired.

      But she’d been theirs first. Their first born child and only daughter, and she was gone. They’d had to stand next to me in a beautiful cemetery about forty minutes from where I was sitting and watch her shining mahogany casket get lowered into the ground. I pinched my eyes shut, thinking about the tiny items in my desk drawer. It made my skin crawl, even attempting to imagine if something that awful would ever happen to my child. I’d never been able to imagine it from that vantage point before, as a parent losing a child.

      The last time I saw Elias, he’d thrown every verbal punch he could manage in a short span of time. If it had been a boxing match, he would have knocked me the fuck out in the first round.

      “I’ll remind you for as long as it takes me not to miss my sister so much that I feel like someone’s ripping my goddamned heart out of my chest.”

      And he’d said it like I hadn’t felt the exact same way for years. Until Adele. Adele gave me a life to live, instead of just surviving my days like I’d been doing for almost four years. Elias had stopped by that day to make sure I still suffered. To make sure that her memory still bled through the walls of my house. That I still missed Diana like an ax to my skull. And the sober truth was that it didn’t feel like that anymore. It was more like a low, steady hum underneath everything in my life. It didn’t gouge at me anymore, not like it used to. It used to be so bad that a single good memory of Diana would spiral me into a panic attack.

      If they wanted her camera, they could have it. It was the least I could do for them, to give them something to hold in their hands when their grief overwhelmed them.

      So I blew out a breath and picked up my phone, typing out a simple okay in response. Now that I was thinking about Diana, a heavy brick of guilt settled into my stomach. I’d never even thought about her in all my excitement about the baby. I glanced at my watch and tapped my fingers against my desk for a second, considering whether I should let Adele know what I was doing. But I didn’t want to upset her, given that we never really talked about Diana.

      I grabbed my keys and my phone and locked my office door behind me, praying that no student had a pressing need while I was gone. By the time I pulled my car into the entrance of New Calvary Cemetery an hour later, with a bouquet of white roses on the passenger seat next to me, I knew I was doing the right thing.
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      After I eased my car to a stop on the closest drive to Diana’s grave, I took a second to collect myself. I hadn’t been out here in over a year, mainly because it was just too fucking hard to stand over a patch of cold dirt and reconcile the fact that the smiling, beautiful woman who had been my wife was now a rotting skeleton six feet beneath me.

      But it felt different today. More like I was respecting Diana and her role in my life enough to come tell her about this. Not like I believed she could hear me. At least, I didn’t think I did. But if there was a heaven, Diana was the kind of person who’d be there. And if she was there, I’d just choose to believe that she could hear me when I spoke to her, with the space above her grave acting like my own confessional booth.

      Walking over the still-green grass and passing headstones in all shapes and sizes, I squinted up into the unmarred, crystal blue sky before I came to a stop at the one I was looking for. After seeing far too many choices in the days after Diana was killed, I’d decided on a simple black marble stone that laid flush with the ground.

      I crouched onto the balls of my feet after laying the flowers down, and swept away some dead grass that covered the letters of her name.

      
        Diana Grace Easton

        Beloved daughter, sister, wife

        February 18, 1981 – October 28, 2011

      

      “I know I haven’t been here in a long time,” I said quietly, sitting back in the warm grass. “I’m sorry for that. Even before Adele, I didn’t come here much. That’s who I wanted to tell you about. Adele.”

      I shook my head and stared at the line of maple trees that lined the main drive. The colors had fully changed by now, the vibrant reds and purples of the leaves almost feeling too celebratory for such a quiet, hallowed place.

      “It’s not like you and I ever had a conversation about what we’d want for each other. If you’d been sick, I have no doubt you would have demanded that I not stay alone for the rest of my life. I don’t know if I would have been selfless enough to do the same.” With my arms resting on the tops of my knees, I looked up at the sky again. There was one errant, wispy cloud overhead. Just that one blemish in the sky.

      “So I hope that you know, somehow, that I’m happy. I never thought I would be again, Diana. That’s not me trying to be a martyr, I swear. I just loved you so much that it was unfathomable that anyone could touch that place inside of me.” My throat tightened into an iron ball and I took a few minutes to let it loosen. “But Adele did. It’s not the same with her, because she’s so different than you. God, Diana, she’s so different.” I laughed, imagining them meeting. “I think you’d like her. She’s so fearless. Almost savage sometimes, but I think you’d admire that about her. But I don’t know if she’d have liked you. You probably would have intimidated her with your niceness and your overwhelming kindness toward every person that you met.”

      Pulling in a deep breath, I blinked through a memory of Diana giving our leftovers to a homeless man we’d passed on the street. A car traveled down the main drive of the cemetery and kept going. It was just me and the ghost of my wife, I guess.

      “Adele came out of nowhere. And maybe that’s why she’s so deep inside me, because I wasn’t expecting it. She pushes me in a way that you never did. She challenges everything I thought I knew or wanted, and sometimes it feels like walking a tightrope because it’s so fucking exhilarating. She just … she was this roaring explosion in my life. And it was a dark life before she came into it.”

      My phone buzzed in my pocket and I pulled it out to make sure it wasn’t Adele, but it was Elias. I rolled my eyes and put my phone away before even reading his reply.

      “Your brother is still a jackass. It shouldn’t surprise me that he’s interrupting me right now. I haven’t seen him much, but it’s like he senses when I’m happy and goes out of his way to try to kill it.” I lifted my chin so I could feel the afternoon sun on my face before it fell behind the tree line. Stretching my legs out in front of me, I shook my head. “I guess I shouldn’t complain about him to you, huh? Sorry. Plus, it’s not why I came. None of this is about him.”

      It was surreal how nervous I felt saying this out loud. To a dead body who couldn’t hear a damn word I was saying. But if I suspended my usual theological constructs for just long enough, it felt like I was absolving myself to Diana. Confessing my happiness, almost like it was a sin that demanded penance.

      “Adele’s pregnant.” The words fell from my lips and I felt a burning pressure at the bridge of my nose. Blinking rapidly, I clenched my teeth to stem the emotion. The first time I admit it out loud is to Diana’s grave stone. Fucking perfect. “And God, Diana, I’m so fucking happy. I am so happy that she’s carrying my child that I wish I could scream it to every single person I pass on the street. It almost feels wrong that I can experience this again in my life. This hope, this excitement about what’s coming next.”

      My phone buzzed again with a text and I let out a rough exhale. Fucking Elias. I ignored it and plucked a blade of grass from the ground next to my legs.

      “The thing I can’t reconcile is that my happiness right now is only because you died. If you were here, I don’t know whether we’d have kids yet. We probably would. But I never would have known Adele outside of being a student in one of my classes. And this baby, my baby, wouldn’t exist. And I don’t know how to not be one hundred percent happy with that. Even though it only exists because you’re gone.”

      The buzzing started from my phone again and I yanked my phone out to silence it when I saw two texts from Adele, after the first one from Elias. I was about to swipe my thumb across the screen to read them when a call starting coming in from Adele.

      “Hey, what’s—”

      “Nathan?” Her voice was quiet and quaky. My heart thudded to a stop, my blood freezing in my veins and halting its movement through my body. “I’m bleeding. A lot.”

      “Oh God, no,” I exhaled as I stood from the ground. My feet pounded on the grass as I ran to the car and I vaguely registered a sniff from Adele.  My brain was fuzz and my heart was thin glass while I yanked my car door open. “Okay, honey, where are you?”

      “I’m at home. Are you still at the office?”

      Mother fucking shit. “No. I’m about forty-five minutes away.  Maybe less. Shit!”

      “What do I do?” God, she sounded so fucking scared. The glass splintered and I struggled to breathe. My arms started shaking while I pulled out of the cemetery. Adrenaline or fear, I couldn’t tell.

      Breathe, Nathan, breathe. “Do you think you can drive?”

      “Umm, yeah. I’m not really cramping or anything, just … just bleeding.” She let out a noise that sounded like she was swallowing a sob and I wanted to die. I wanted to run myself through for not being fifteen minutes away like I would have been if I’d been at the office.

      “Fuck. Okay, is Leo on campus today? Could he come get you?”

      “No, umm, he’s got an away game this weekend.”

      I slammed to a stop at a red light and pounded a fist on my steering wheel. “Okay, baby, I will get to Mass General as soon as I can, I promise. But I don’t think you should wait for me. Go to the emergency room, and they’ll be able to help you. You and the baby will be fine.”

      Adele sniffed again and I blinked at the boulder behind my eyes. “Okay.”

      “Drive safe, and if you feel light-headed or anything, pull over and call 9-1-1. Okay?”

      “Okay. I love you.” Her voice cracked at the end and I shut my eyes for a second since I was still stopped.

      “I love you too. I will be there as soon as I can.”

      I tucked the phone into the console right as the light turned green. My tires squealed when I took off and I did something for the rest of my thirty-six-minute drive that I’d never done before. Not when Diana died and not in the aftermath.

      I prayed.
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      Snow had begun to fall. It was just a couple flakes, their descent so rapid that they obliterated the second they touched the windshield. I turned up the heat as I turned down the radio that had started playing the moment the engine came to life.

      It was light, especially by New England standards, but as I drove through it to an unfamiliar place, across town from Nathan’s house, I focused on each flake that touched my windshield. Because anything was better than thinking about the puddle of blood I felt between my legs.

      Just as I turned into the emergency parking area, my head felt fuzzy. The breath shuddered out of my lips and my eyelids closed nearly all the way.

      “Nathan,” I whispered, putting the car in park and just resting my forehead on the steering wheel.

      I was so tired—and it hit me in that moment.

      My fingers curled around the warm leather of the steering wheel and I squeezed, trying to will myself to leave the car and walk into the hospital.

      But fuck. I was scared, down to my marrow.

      The blood that pooled in my underwear was warm, and each movement I made caused it to pool in other places.

      A rush of ice cold panic hit me. I pressed a hand between my legs, touched the wet that had leaked through my yoga pants. As I pulled my hand away, my jaw trembled the word “Fuck,” but sound itself escaped me.

      Nathan had purchased a handful of books. The one thing I’d read earlier that week had said that once you hear a strong heartbeat, your chances of miscarriage dropped, drastically.

      I couldn’t be losing a baby, I thought.

      There’s a reason for this.

      There has to be.

      It’s normal.

      Everything will be okay.

      Somehow, I pushed myself out of the car, averting my eyes from the blood stain on the driver’s seat. The snow was still falling and I registered that it was bringing with it a certain kind of cold, a cold that didn’t seem to touch me in any deep way.

      My fingers were wet with blood as I stepped into the emergency room and stared, my mind suddenly going blank.

      “Miss?” someone asked.

      Gray scrubs approached me, the lines of the uniform sharpening as they closed in.

      “Can I help you?”

      All I did was hold up my fingers and wrap my other hand over my belly. It was as if I was in a trance, my sensory input narrowed to the width of a needle. I tried to say something—but my tongue was a hundred pounds and dry.

      Somehow, I found myself being gently pushed into a wheelchair. As I was pushed down the hallway, I took in the lights that flashed and dimmed above my head. I pressed a hand more firmly to my stomach, wanting to reach inside of me and hold onto the tiniest human I’d ever known.

      More lights flickered and my head tipped down and blood kept leaking from my center.

      I wanted Nathan.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The doctor treating me was unknown. She held my hand and said a few words before a nurse came in and took a vial of my blood.

      “Is there someone we can call for you?” the doctor gently asked. She still hadn’t told me what was going on.

      I was finding my voice. “My boyfriend. He should be here soon.” But I had lost track of time itself since walking through the emergency room doors. How far away had he said he was?

      Where was he? I thought of my phone, but didn’t pull it from my bag.

      “We’re going to test your HCG levels, check your cervix, and perform an ultrasound. Is that alright with you?”

      I nodded, because what else did she really expect me to say?

      The nurse assisting the doctor pulled out a paper blanket.

      “Undress from the waist down,” the doctor said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “We’ll be back in just a moment.”

      I waited until the door clicked shut before I moved. My legs were like twin rubber bands as I stood and slowly lowered my pants. I was able to somewhat ignore the dark spot until I pulled down my white panties. The red was blooming, far worse than any period I’d had in recent memory.

      I had a quick, irrational thought to press a hand to myself, if only to hold in whatever was sliding out of my body. Could I staunch the bleeding? Could I prevent the loss?

      When I first learned I was pregnant, I had trouble accepting it. In fact, I had walked into my first obstetrician appointment having an emotional disconnect from the pregnancy. It wasn’t until I’d heard the heartbeat—and then watched the little blob squirm around the monitor—that it felt real. And more than real, it felt … right. I was having a baby with Nathan, a man I loved above all others.

      Was this my penance for not accepting it right away?

      I couldn’t accept I was losing the baby, my baby—not yet. Bleeding wasn’t uncommon in pregnancy. I’d read that in more than a few books.

      But as I stared at the blood soaking my panties, I wondered what I was to do with them. Fold them up, tuck them somewhere? Throw them away?

      No. The thought made my stomach clench and vomit press against the back of my teeth. I couldn’t throw them away.

      In the end, I folded them and wrapped them in tissues before I lay back on the examination table. I opened the paper blanket and covered myself with it as I placed my feet in the stirrups.

      Where was Nathan?

      The doctor knocked on the door a second later as if she had x-ray vision and sat down between my legs. Her eyes met me over the tops of my knees and she gave me a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “I’ll try to make this quick, okay?”

      The nurse from before joined her and after they both washed their hands and put on gloves. I felt the blood dripping from my center and soaking the sheet underneath me.

      “I’m sorry,” I said absently. “The blood.”

      The doctor touched my knee and squeezed. “Don’t apologize. Do you want to hold Trudy’s hand?” She gestured to the nurse.

      I shook my head. “No, let’s get this over with.”

      “Okay. Relax. Inhale and on your exhale, let it last a long time.”

      I did as she instructed, staring at the butterfly photo on the ceiling above my head. Something cold pushed into me and I heard mumbles from the doctor to the nurse and the clank of tools on the metal table.

      Less than a minute later, the doctor sat back. “We’ll be right back,” she said as she snapped off her gloves and left the room with Trudy the nurse.

      My feet were still in the stirrups, the lower half of my body completely open and exposed.

      I wanted Nathan. Desperately. I was holding it together, but with a very short rope.

      Suddenly, as if I’d conjured him, the door pushed open and Nathan came in.

      “Adele,” he said, his face ashen and his eyes flat. He immediately leaned over, pulling me up to sitting so that he could wrap his arms more fully around me. “I’m so sorry,” he said against my hair. “What did the doctor say?”

      “I’m waiting for the results,” I mumbled. I let him hold me, but moving my own arms felt like too much effort. So I stayed still as his warmth surrounded me.

      The door opened again and the doctor returned. After a brief introduction, she sat in her doctor’s chair and rolled close to me.

      “Adele,” she sighed, and I knew. Nathan held my hand and I squeezed painfully—wishing for an answer she couldn’t give me. “I’m so sorry. Your cervix is open. This early in a pregnancy, that means miscarriage is inevitable.”

      “No.” I shook my head. The word repeated, on a loop. I wasn’t sure if I was speaking it or if I was hearing it so loudly in my head that it just sounded like I was speaking it too.

      Nathan’s hand in mine went limp and instantly cold, as if he’d lost the blood that was pumping through it.

      “We’ll need to perform an ultrasound to see if it has happened yet, or if the fetus is still viable.”

      I wanted to close my ears to the noise. Nathan was saying something, but nothing came out of my throat—nothing English, at least.

      “I’m very sorry,” the doctor repeated, and she had the decency to actually look sorry. She left the room and Nathan followed her to talk in the hallway and then I was alone as the cold seeped in.

      By the time I was being wheeled to the ultrasound room, Nathan had joined me but said nothing. It was as if there was a language barrier between us. His grief was an illustration on his face and swept through his body. His hands shook and his lips didn’t move. His eyes were shuttered closed and his pallor looked unhealthy.

      Inside, my body was building up towers of denial, to keep me safe behind them. I couldn’t make eye contact with anyone.

      And when the ultrasound technician placed the wand over my low belly, I waited to see the bouncing blob again. I waited for the blink of the heartbeat.

      I waited and waited and nothing happened.

      The technician was different this time and I wished for the one we had before, the bubbly one. Maybe she’d be able to find the baby and announce that this was all a mistake.

      But after fifteen minutes, she found nothing.

      It had just been there. Not long ago. Living inside of me.

      Nothing.

      The entire time, Nathan stared intently at the screen as if he could will the technician to find the magical baby that we’d seen so recently.

      The next hour moved slowly, with words like “empty sac” and “d & c” and sorrys laden with hurt eyes. Nathan brought his hands to his face, shielding his eyes and mouth from me as he dragged his fingers down his cheeks.

      Nathan was inches and lightyears away from me during all of it.

      Did he blame me?

      I did.

      Snow fell outside the window, heavier now. It collected along the bottom of the window pane, causing a fog to form around the corners of the glass. I wished to reach it, to rub my finger along the cold. To see if I’d feel anything from it, because right then all I felt was a profound loss of everything.
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      Shortly after we’d come home, Nathan had hugged me but it didn’t reach the places of me that hurt the most. He tucked me into the bed and then left. I wasn’t sure when he returned, but when I woke at two in the morning, he was fully dressed beside me, fast asleep.

      I wandered the house that night, staring at myself in the mirror. Dark circles ringed my red eyes. My hair looked greasy, and my skin was nearly its same pale color. I examined my nails as I washed my hands, finally seeing the blood that caked under my nails. The sight of it made my stomach clench down and I began rubbing at it until my skin was raw.

      Downstairs, the ultrasound photo was on prominent display on the fridge. Yet another painful reminder. But I didn’t have as visceral of a reaction to it. Instead, I calmly removed the Nantucket magnet that held it to the fridge and then tucked it into a drawer. At the back of the drawer.

      I couldn’t be surrounded by the baby, not when I had lost it.

      I grabbed a box of cereal from the pantry and dug a handful into it, pressing the tiny O’s into my mouth.

      I wanted to be filled up. Because I felt so empty.

      When I pushed the last O that would fit into my mouth, I nearly choked. A fresh wave of tears stung the back of my eyes and a strangled sob wrenched its way from my throat, muffled by the O’s. I turned to the counter and gripped it as the tears slid down my face and cereal sputtered from my mouth.

      My stomach ached, my chest heaved, and my cheeks were coated in fresh tears. The emptiness was unbearable.

      And now, two weeks later, my cheeks were dry. I spent most of my days staring at the television, waiting for something to distract me. I think I pressed the channel up button on my remote a hundred times, but I lost track of how many times I passed one of the sports channels so it was likely more than a hundred times.

      I was wearing yoga pants—not the ones from the hospital. No, those were folded and tucked into a box at the bottom of my closet. Out of sight.

      But the internal bleeding hadn’t yet abated. Two weeks after the D & C and I was still grieving, and now, I was alone. Completely alone.

      Nathan had resumed his schedule from before, being gone all the time, but now it seemed as if he was gone more than before. I didn’t even bother even leaving a mess in the kitchen for him to find and scold me.

      I’d done that for the first week, leaving splatters of milk on the counter, a cupboard door open. I left reminders of my presence all over the house, because it seemed as if me standing in front of him wasn’t enough in and of itself. He hardly existed, moving around like a ghost.

      So, after the first week of me leaving messes—begging for him to notice me—I cleaned them up as soon as I made them. They annoyed me, because I saw how childish my attempt was.

      The house was pristine. Back to how Nathan had it before I moved in. I wondered who the ghost was: me or him.

      A sharp knock on the door caused me to jump up from my place on the couch. The remote fell onto the floor with enough force to pop the batteries out.

      I looked out the window and saw a small black car parked in front of the house. It wasn’t familiar.

      The knock repeated itself and I sighed, flipping the throw blanket off of me and putting my bare feet onto the cool wood of the floors.

      When the knock continued, I shouted, “I’m coming! Jesus.”

      After opening the door, I just stared. Dark, thick hair met a full beard. The eyes seemed familiar somehow, but I knew as I stared at him that I’d never met him before. His crisp black dress shirt was rolled to his elbows and tucked into dark jeans. My eyes skipped over his muscular arms, taking in his overall aura of being a total bad ass, an aura that threatened an almost exciting kind of violence.

      I didn’t let him in, just held onto the side of the door. “Yeah?” I asked.

      The man seemed to take me in, eyes sliding over my yoga pants and tank top. I pulled my sleep sweater across my chest.

      “Is Nathan here?”

      “Nope, sure isn’t.” I began to close the door but his flat palm on the wood stopped me.

      “Nathan has a box of stuff for me. I’m here to collect it.”

      “And who the fuck are you?” I was annoyed that he was taking up my time and hadn’t even had the courtesy to introduce himself.

      He stepped closer to the door and my pulse skipped. This man screamed danger. “Who the fuck are you?” he echoed.

      “I live here.” I clenched my teeth together.

      He laughed, but his eyes weren’t smiling. “Of course you do.” His palm on the door pushed and I scrambled to retain control of the situation by pushing against the door.

      “Hey, back the fuck off!”

      His eyes changed, from light interest to annoyance. “Look, little girl, I talked to Nathan two Tuesdays ago.”

      Two Tuesdays ago. When I lost the baby. Where had Nathan been, when I called him? I remembered he was gone, far away. He’d never told me where.

      The guy kept talking, oblivious to me being lost in thought. “He knew I was coming into town to get some shit. Move aside.”

      Was this guy for fucking real? “Hell no,” I spat, some of the fire that had been gone coming into my voice. “Back up.”

      “Nathan!” he hollered over my shoulder.

      “What the fuck?” I asked, not intending to say it aloud. “He’s not home. You can come back when he is.” I pushed against the door, but it didn’t budge against his hand. I suddenly felt so fucking stupid for telling him that I was here all alone. His one palm on the door was stronger than my full body weight against it.

      “Why don’t you call him? I don’t want to let you in the house while he’s gone.” I wanted to see him prove he knew Nathan—because if he did, he should have his phone number.

      “Fine.” He pulled out a shiny black phone and typed a series of numbers in. Whoever this guy was, he didn’t even need to pull up Nathan’s name in his contacts—he knew the phone number by heart.

      Who was he?

      And why hadn’t Nathan told me about him?

      He held the phone up to his ear, but after waiting a few seconds, he hung up. “He didn’t answer.” He stared at me, as if he expected me to still let him in.

      Suddenly, he let go of the door, causing the door to give under my weight. I stumbled and he stepped forward so that he was in the house, reaching a hand to steady me. The heat of his hand on my arm was like a brand and I shook off his touch.

      He was inside of the house. Shit. Fuck.

      “Who are you?” I asked again, pissed to be kept in the dark. I backed up a step, hit the bannister. I tried to remain as if I was in control of the situation as the man looked around.

      “When will he be home?” His eyes were narrowed and he turned to look at the driveway. “I won’t be in town much longer.”

      I had zero intention of telling him when Nathan would be home, but it wasn’t like I even knew the answer to that. Nathan came and went, and he was often home while I slept and gone when I woke.

      “It’s just a box of stuff. Surely you know where it is.”

      “I don’t. Sorry.” I tried remaining calm.

      Before I could stop him, the guy walked into the dining room and then through the study, looking. I felt so fucking stupid for allowing him to come in.

      Following him around the house seemed to be the only thing I was capable of doing. I watched as he opened the closet doors in the study before frowning.

      Nathan’s study was off-limits to me. Not that Nathan had specifically said not to go into it, but I could tell—his study was his. I made tiny messes elsewhere in the house, but the study was his zone—his place to Zen or work or watch porn or whatever the fuck he did in there.

      So to see this guy wandering the room, pulling open drawers and cabinets and looking under the desk, was more than a little disconcerting. I imagined the look of horror on Nathan’s face, knowing that his pens had been shifted out of order on the top of the desk as Elias crouched and bumped into it.

      “What the fuck? Do you make a habit of waltzing into the homes of people you don’t know?”

      The guy only gave me a glance, an arch of one dark eyebrow before he resumed his search.

      “Pretty sure breaking and entering carries a minimum two-year sentence in Mass, jackass.”

      He paused, large hands braced on Nathan’s desk top. “Only if I’m armed.”

      I swallowed. He looked at me like he didn’t need a weapon. The sheer size of him—from his arms to his hands—looked like he could break me in half without even trying.

      “Are you armed?”

      He lifted a shoulder and some of the frustration momentarily left his face. “Are you going to frisk me and find out?”

      Shiiiit. What in the world could I say to that? Instead of answering, I shifted my gaze to the closet whose doors he’d left open.

      To his credit, he did seem like he was looking for something, and seemed to know the place pretty well. I was still pissed that he acted like he had every right to walk around the house, but I was even more pissed at Nathan.

      “Why don’t you come back tomorrow?” I said when he turned the corner and walked passed me, back to the entry way, hoping the delay would give me time to bring it up to Nathan so that he could get in touch with this guy himself.

      He seemed annoyed by the idea. “Can you tell him I stopped by?”

      “Yeah, I’ll tell him some asshole barged his way into the house.”

      His eyes burned when he pinned me with a stare. He didn’t say anything for several seconds, just glared at me with eyes so dark they looked black. And then his eyes flicked to the wall. “This is my sister’s house.”

      The answer shocked me. I began to say something, but no words came.

      “She spent hours picking and applying that wallpaper herself,” he said, pointing a finger inches from my eyes, to the design on the walls, the design I had always admired, the gently curving lines that intersected before arching away.

      “You’re in my sister’s house,” he said before turning and leaving.

      After I closed the door behind him, I sank to the first step on the staircase. I couldn’t look at the wallpaper without seeing her. Looking around the house, I saw very little evidence of me. But Diana, Nathan’s first love, was everywhere.

      I didn’t think I could feel any smaller than I did in that moment.
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      Every single day for the last two weeks, people kept interacting with me. They waved when they passed, some even spoke to me. Judging from their reactions, I must have been speaking back, nodding appropriately and giving the kind of reactions that they expected. But I’m not sure how. Everything was gray and fog. And I didn’t know how to get out of it, how to clear my eyes and my head. I definitely didn’t know how to clear my heart.

      This loss, this visceral, jagged thing that had been punched through my chest, was different than when I’d lost Diana. I’d never seen it kick through Adele’s stomach, seen the movement of her stretched-out skin. I didn’t know what color hair it had. If it was a boy or a girl. I didn’t know anything about the baby except it was mine, and I loved it. But knowing that I loved it didn’t change anything. There was no physical loss on my end. It was all mental. Every single second of the day, I had to remind myself that it had happened, like the ticking arms of a clock.

      It’s gone.

      It’s gone.

      It’s gone.

      It’s gone.

      Every time the big hand swept past another hour, I felt it through my bones, through every centimeter of my skeleton.

      It’s gone.

      With mechanical moves, I unlocked my office and closed the door shut behind me. I kept the lights off, because I didn’t really even want anyone to know I was here. The sun was hidden behind angry, gray clouds, the kind that only winter in the northeast can provide. It felt appropriate, like my office had become a dank cave for me to hide in.

      And that’s precisely what I’d been doing. I was hiding.

      Hiding from my home, and from Adele.

      It was irrational, but I was incapable of looking at her without seeing her fear and anxiety about the baby. How the fuck could she have not loved it instantly? How the fuck could she not have been counting down the days until we got to swaddle it and cradle it in our arms?

      I sank into my desk chair, the brown leather creaking under my weight. My eyes fell shut while I listened to the sounds of my colleagues out in the hallways, just outside my closed door. We’d had a faculty meeting, and I snuck out a couple minutes early, just so that I could lock myself in here unnoticed.

      Even in the darkened room, the picture of Adele screamed out to me when I opened my eyes again. Letting out a deep breath, I leaned forward to snag the edge of the frame.

      I knew every inch of her face, like she’d been seared into my brain. The way her chin fell to a sharp point and the tiny freckle underneath her right ear, I knew every piece of her. But staring at her picture, I couldn’t help but wonder if she’d shed a single tear about this.

      By the time I got home the last week or so, she was always in bed. And if she was faking sleep to avoid me, she was the best goddamned actress I’d ever met. No, her breathing was deep and even, her face untroubled. Every single night.

      Did it carve out her insides knowing that the thing inside her was just … gone? That the tiny little heart that we’d heard in the doctor’s office just stopped? Because it did mine. Every day I felt the edges of the knife scrape along my skin. It was dull and painful, scooping away bits and pieces of me with every pass.

      “Fuck,” I whispered under my breath, fully aware that no one would hear me anyway. You’d think because I’d lived with grief once before and had managed to shoulder that burden that I’d be far more prepared for this.

      I wasn’t.

      Loss wasn’t something cumulative. It wasn’t something that got easier with familiarity. And I was so fucking familiar with it.

      But for some reason, this particular loss was stripping me of my ability to talk to Adele. To open the fucking bottom right drawer of my desk.

      And I was starting to hate myself because of it.

      I loved Adele. I loved her so much. That hadn’t changed, hadn’t lessened in the slightest, but I knew that my hesitancy was firmly rooted in the fact that I was afraid of her reaction if I reached out to her. If I asked Adele to grieve with me in this, what would she do?

      I’d never know if I didn’t just man the hell up and do it.

      The casters of my desk chair squeaked when I spun in place. When I started pulling open the bottom drawer, I only stopped for a heartbeat before opening it all the way.

      The blanket was the first thing I saw, and I lifted it out with a shaking hand. My nose burned when I set it on my lap to pick up the Harvard onesie and the bath towel.

      With bricks settling in my stomach, I had to face the realization that I had done nothing to lower the wall between me and Adele when it came to the pregnancy. Not once had she asked me to hide my excitement from her. Not one time.

      I could have brought these things home, could have talked with her about the things I couldn’t wait to do.

      Buy books for the nursery, and the good shit too, not just crappy little simple stories. Our baby would have had the best fucking children’s library in the country.

      Go for walks through our little neighborhood as a family.

      Go to the park on weekends.

      Take him or her onto the perfectly manicured grounds at Harvard and be able to see them grow up in such a spectacular place.

      The first tear hit my cheek before I even realized I was crying. Jamming the heel of my hand under my eye, I clenched my teeth together as tightly as I could manage.

      An entire fucking future. Gone.

      And I was sick of mourning it alone. I wanted to do it with Adele.

      Carefully laying the items back in the drawer before I left, I briefly wondered whether I should let her know I was going to be home earlier than she probably expected me. The fact that I even had to question it pissed me off all over again.

      While I walked out of the building, I tapped out a quick text, On my way home. I’ll make some dinner tonight if you haven’t already eaten.

      Perfect. I tried to imagine her reaction to seeing it. No doubt, she’d wonder if I’d lost my mind. We’d barely spoken in two weeks, let alone shared a meal. But I was just as culpable in where we were now as she was, so if one stupid text and one meal together were steps that I could take to cross the distance between us, then I’d do it.

      Traffic was a fucking nightmare, so it was a solid thirty minutes later before I finally pulled into the driveway. Everything was dark in the house save one lamp in the family room, so I knew she was awake, despite the fact that she hadn’t responded to my text.

      An unfamiliar flurry of nerves swirled through my stomach when I walked through the garage door. Everything was quiet, and for a moment I wondered if maybe Leo was had picked her up or something. Normally, she’d let me know, but I couldn’t say for certain that she would have after the last two weeks.

      I dropped my leather briefcase next to the kitchen island and stared at the immaculate counters. Adele had been so messy and absent-minded right after the miscarriage, but I hadn’t said a damn word because I’d been too afraid that she’d think I was criticizing her.

      But in the last week, every time I came home, the house was as clean as I’d ever seen it. I hung my head, bracing my hands on the counter.

      What a selfish fucking idiot I was. Of course this was affecting her. It was right in front of me, and I was just the dick who hadn’t seen it. Probably because I hadn’t wanted to see it.

      “Adele?” I called out.

      “In here.”

      I turned the corner and had a massive déjà vu moment. The last time I’d done this, turned the corner to find her on the couch, I’d had grocery bags full of stuff and she’d ended up banging the hell out of me. And just like that day, she was curled into the corner with a blanket over her legs. Only this time, she was staring up at the staircase with a look on her face that was so blank, it made my stomach drop.

      Her face was pale, like the blood flow had never fully returned to normal. Her hair was limp around her shoulders, but she was still so damn beautiful that I ached. But for the first time since I’d met her, I had no fucking idea how to bridge this gap, how to get back under her skin.

      So like a fucking tool, I cleared my throat and asked the worst question in the world. “So, how was your day?”

      Adele didn’t even blink, just continued staring at the staircase. Okay then. Shaking my head, I moved to sit on the couch by her feet when she finally spoke.

      “Did you help put up that wallpaper?”

      It was my turn to blink. Repeatedly. Because what the hell?

      “I, uh,” I shook my head again, turning to look at the thing in question. No, I had not helped with that wallpaper, because I was completely convinced that it would look terrible. Not long after we’d moved in here, Diana had brought home a stack of books and kept showing me pattern after pattern in the hopes that it would change my mind. But then then she found the one she wanted and decided she didn’t care if I liked it or not. A week later, I’d come home from work to find the wall half done and the smuggest smile on my wife’s face when I grudgingly admitted that it looked nice.

      Naturally, that lead to me fucking her against the wall. I pinched the bridge of my nose before I looked at Adele again. Her face was still void of any expression, but there was color on her cheeks while she waited for me to answer. Why? Why would she even want to hear this?

      “No, I didn’t,” I finally answered and immediately knew it was the wrong thing to say, because her eyes turned frigid. I dropped onto the couch with a weary sigh. “Why do you want to know?”

      She stared at me for a long moment, and then shoved the blanket off her lap and stood. Fucking hell. Instead of stomping away like I expected, she walked over to the banister and looked up at the wall again. Maybe she was drunk. It would explain a lot.

      “I’ve always liked this pattern,” she said so quietly that I barely heard her.

      “That’s … good,” I guessed. Possibly. Because what the hell? Pathetically, I didn’t want to disrupt whatever this was, because we were actually talking. And I missed her voice. I plain missed her.

      “My day was interesting.” Adele pivoted to face me and crossed her arms tightly over her chest. My eyebrows lifted in question when she didn’t elaborate. “Someone stopped here for you while you were at work. It was a very enlightening visit.”

      Never good. My options of who it could have been, given the closed-off body language that she was handing me, were definitely not good.

      “Who was it?” My voice sounded so tired to my ears, and I had nothing left in me to try and do anything about it.

      “I met your brother-in-law today.”

      “Oh, fuck.”

      Adele smiled, but it wasn’t kind. It was tight and uncomfortable.  “How ironic. That was pretty much my reaction too.”

      Fucking Elias. That dick.
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      I stood off the couch and walked toward Adele, who still had that fucking blank look on her face. “What happened?”

      “That’s the first thing you say?” She shook her head, brushing past me to go into the kitchen. “Not, ‘Oh, sorry for not telling you about his existence and that he likes to stop by on occasion.’”

      Any peacemaking feelings that had been floating through me earlier in the day were long gone. Just a single mention of Elias’ name was like pointing the sun on a tiny speck of water and expecting to stay wet. Not only was that tiny fucking speck gone, I was suddenly roasting.

      The sound of a slamming cupboard door snapped me out of it, and I followed her into the kitchen. Her back was to me while she filled a glass with water.

      “Adele,” I started and then paused. What was I even supposed to say right now? Elias was such a non-issue when it came to my life with her. It wasn’t a matter of me hiding him, I’d gone years without seeing him until the first time he stopped by. “It, I don’t know … it didn’t seem important. If I thought he would be here, I would have made sure to be too, or I would have told you.”

      She raised a thin, arched brow and watched me. But she wasn’t blank anymore, thank God. Her eyes were stewing and the color was high in her cheeks. “Really?”

      “Of course.”

      With one finger, she tapped the bottom of her chin, and it instantly put me on edge. “So when he said that he let you know a couple weeks ago that he would be stopping by for something, he was lying?”

      Fuck shit damn it all to hell. This was not what I’d envisioned when I came home. The oily slick of sarcasm was so present in her voice that I felt every atom of my body shore up against it. Like some internal armor was clicking into place. I sank against the island behind me, digging my fingertips into my eyes until I saw stars. “No.”

      “No what?”

      When I dropped my hands, it took a few seconds for my vision to clear. Blinking Adele into focus, I saw she’d crossed her arms over her chest and was leaning against the counter opposite of me. It was such a small length of space that separated us. Only a few feet. But she felt as far out of reach as if she’d been at the end of an endless hallway. “No, he’s not lying. I forgot.”

      “That’s a pretty big thing to forget.”

      “It is,” I agreed easily. “Because I hate that man. And he very much hates me.”

      His text was also immediately preceding her miscarriage. If I thought we had issues talking about it before, having Elias as the lead-in conversation basically meant we were fucked. She and I were both suited up for battle right now, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she yanked out an ax or a sword from behind her back.

      “He’s a scary-lookin’ dude, too. I wouldn’t want him hating me.”

      My eyes snapped to hers, and immediately my veins flooded with rage. “What does that mean?”

      Adele gaped at me. “What is the matter with you? It means exactly what I said. He’s tall and big with a fuck-ton of hair. A fairly intimidating guy to have stomping around the house when you don’t know who he is.”

      “He came in the house?!” I roared, and she narrowed her eyes at me. “Why did you let him in?”

      “Why did I let him in?” she said fiercely and took a step toward me. “That guy is like four times my size. Do you seriously think I didn’t try to keep him out?”

      I dug my hands into my hair while I watched her, so much boiling anger and frustration was rolling through me that I almost felt like I might pass out from the force of it. Because it made me feel helpless. All of this made me feel helpless.

      “What did he do to you?” I asked when I dropped my hands down to brace on the counter behind me. I tried, I really, really tried to say it calmly. A solid attempt to take this conversation back down to a civil place. We were one spark away from a fucking inferno as it was. “Did he touch you?”

      I’d kill him. If he laid a hand on Adele, I’d slice his neck open.

      But if I expected gratitude at my protective questioning, I’d forgotten who I was speaking to. Don’t worry—she reminded me.

      “Do to me?” Adele breathed out an incredulous laugh. “He didn’t do anything to me. God, you’re so fucking presumptuous. Believe me, Nathan, I’m well aware I wouldn’t know what the hell to do if a man in this house treated me like anything other than a ghost or a porcelain doll.”

      The words fell from her lips and I stilled. “What?”

      Her eyes searched mine as she stepped closer, close enough that I could touch her if I’d wanted to. The fact that I immediately questioned whether I should was probably exactly what she was talking about. But a ghost?

      Impossible.

      The word ghost conjured visions of wispy specters and horrifying visions. We’d been distant, sure, but I’d never not be able to see Adele. Most of the time, it felt like she was the only thing I did see.

      “Do you really think that’s how I see you?”

      Adele swallowed but kept her chin tilted up in stubborn defiance. “How could I not? You’ve barely been in the same room as me in the last two weeks, let alone talked to me or touched me.”

      My heart was pounding, and she stepped closer again. I gave her a warning look when she raised her hands over my chest. “Adele.”

      “No,” she said quietly, right before laying her palms over my shirt. Her fingers curled into the flesh of my pectorals and I hardened instantly. “What did you say to me the last time we were together? You said other people need air and food to survive. But us?” Adele shifted so that her hips pressed against me. Her body up against mine, her hands on me, it was the click of a lock, the turn of a key. A perfect fit. “We need something else. Nathan, when you keep your touch from me? It’s the worst punishment I could possibly be given.”

      “Adele,” I whispered. Every time she broke my heart with the words she said, it amazed me. Her vulnerability was even more impressively scary than her fierceness— a yawning canyon opening up before me with no warning. I cupped her face with both hands and she sighed in relief. “It doesn’t fix anything. You know that. And we have things that need fixing.”

      Her eyes snapped up to me, blazing a holy green fire at me. “I’m not an idiot.”

      “I never said you were,” I countered, tightening my hold on her face.

      “I need to feel you, Nathan.” Adele lifted her chin and stood on the balls of her feet, bringing her mouth within inches of mine. Dropping my mouth, I hovered over her, simply breathing her in.

      Our lips almost touched, when I whispered. “No sex.”

      “Come the fuck again?”

      “Not until you see your doctor and get the go ahead.”

      Her jaw dropped and she pulled her head back from mine, but her body was still pressed against mine. “It’s unbelievable.”

      “What?”

      “What a fucking know-it-all you can be.” Then she dropped to her knees in front of me. Her hands went to work on my belt and I hissed out a breath.

      “Adele,” I said in a warning tone. But she ignored me, probably because my dick was like a fucking baseball bat in my pants.

      “If I’m off limits,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone while she pulled my zipper down and shoved my pants down just enough to reach her hand through my black boxer briefs and pull my cock out, “then you’re not allowed to be.”

      “Shit,” I breathed out when she licked around the crown with a slow, measured sweep. Her eyes met mine while she simply breathed on me. I knew her well enough that she wasn’t waiting for my permission. Maybe my acceptance.

      “Don’t tell me you don’t need this just as badly as I do.” Every time her lips formed a word, they brushed against the head.

      The war going on inside of me was so bloody and fierce, each side of me raging against the other. But she was right.

      I did.

      I kept one hand on the edge of the counter and took the other to her hair, weaving my fingers through the strands until I fisted it back from her face. The smile that she gave me when I tightened my grip was equal parts relief and triumph.

      And then she went about devouring me.

      Cupping my balls, she rolled her hand gently at the same time that she licked base to tip and back down again. My groan echoed through the kitchen, only slightly covering the wet sounds of Adele’s mouth on me.

      “Take it,” I pleaded when she still didn’t pull me into her mouth fully. Little minx that she was, she gave me teasing kisses up the bottom, only stopping to tongue the vein that ran underneath the head. So I gripped her hair even tighter, smiling when she inhaled sharply in response. “This was your idea, sweetheart. Quit teasing and fucking suck.”

      “Yes, Professor.” And she did.

      I cursed, a lot, when she opened her lips wide and lowered her mouth onto my dick. She didn’t stop until I felt the back of her throat. Unable to resist, I flexed my hips. Not thrusting, just moving far enough that she made a gagging sound.

      “That’s it, my good girl.”

      Adele hollowed her cheeks when she pulled back, the hot suction of her mouth so damn perfect that I moaned. It was probably dysfunctional, that we could transition so smoothly to this after days of basically not speaking. I didn’t care though. And I bet she didn’t either. This felt like the puzzle piece being clicked back into place, even if it was brief.

      Her head bobbed in front of me, and not once did her eyes leave mine. Stay with me, I could practically hear her say out loud. I used the hand that had been braced on the counter to cup her cheek, swiping my thumb against the satin of her cheekbones. Adele’s eyes fell shut, and she slowed her pace, but increased her suction.

      My hips flexed and I made small, stabbing thrusts into her mouth, wanting nothing more than to be able to yank her up next to me and fuck her. I’d come down her throat, but ultimately, it was unfulfilling. If Adele wasn’t there with me, gasping in my ear and clenching around me, it wasn’t the same. But if she wanted this, I wouldn’t argue with her.

      She gagged again when I thrust a little harder, her eyes tearing up. I eased back, letting her take the reins again with her slow sucks on my hard flesh.

      “Fuck, Adele,” I groaned when she fisted the base of my cock and twisted her wrist in perfect tandem with her mouth. “You feel so perfect like that.”

      She moaned around my dick and her other hand reached down between her legs to make small circles on top of her pants.

      Fuck. Fire swamped me and I pitched my hips, the pleasure rolling on top of itself in waves while I fucked her mouth. She sucked harder, fluttering her tongue on me, making a mewling noise that told me she got herself off.

      “God, baby, yes, fucking yes,” I growled as it overtook me and I poured into her throat. I held the back of her head and slowed my movements until I’d stopped pulsing. She made one slow lick along the tip and then rubbed her lips together. They were red and puffy and it made me want to beat my chest.

      She winced when she tried to stand, and I hooked my hands under her arms to help her up. Once she was on her feet, she folded into me, wrapping her arms around my back so tightly that I think my ribs creaked.

      I cupped the back of her head, smoothing down her hair. We stood that way until the kitchen was dark. Eventually, she pulled back and took my hand. Wordlessly, we got ready for bed. When I slipped into the sheets, she was already on her side, facing the nightstand. I didn’t hesitate to tuck my knees in behind hers and wrap my arm around her stomach like I used to. Adele wove her fingers through mine and shifted our hands up to rest in between her breasts.

      We hadn’t even kissed, I realized later when I was almost asleep and Adele was breathing deeply in my arms.

      We hadn’t kissed and I hadn’t told her I loved her.

      Which made me feel even worse about myself than when I’d first walked in the door.
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      The waiting room at an obstetrician’s office was a certain kind of hell. No, it wasn’t the noise caused by the small children slipping from their mothers’ grasps, nor was it the woman holding a barf bag up to her mouth, her face the color of mashed peas.

      No, it was hell because all these mothers had something I didn’t. The heavily-pregnant woman who huffed as she chased her wild toddler, stubbing her toe on a chair and cursing, was a mother.

      The woman holding the barf bag with one hand protectively around her belly as she breathed uneasily through her nostrils was a mother-to-be.

      What did that make me? Was there a title for a woman who lost a baby, especially so early in her pregnancy?

      The heavily-pregnant mom gave an exasperated smile to a woman rocking her newborn in the corner. “Enjoy it while you can,” she laughed, pushing the hair from her sweaty face with one hand as she held her toddler with her other hand.

      The words were said simply, without any deep thought. So I shouldn’t have felt like someone had just sliced me from hip to hip, disemboweling me on this putrid brown carpet. But I did—because there was no joke for me, no subtle warning of what was to come. There was no after with a miscarriage, there was just the before.

      “Adele?” a nurse called from the doorway. As I stood, I avoided the gazes of all the lucky bitches in the waiting room. What did they think when they watched me walk back?

      She doesn’t look pregnant.

      Is she trying to get pregnant?

      Where’s her baby?

      As I followed the nurse back, I was immediately struck by the scale that waited by the door the nurse led me through. No reason to stand on that wretched thing again. And yet, it made me sad all over again.

      Fuck miscarriage.

      The nurse pushed a cup in my hands and handed me two little toilette packets. It was like a repeat of before.

      I stared at the items in my hand before looking at her. Did she not know I wasn’t pregnant anymore? “I…” What the fuck was I supposed to say?

      As if she sensed my discomfort, she placed a cool hand on my forearm. “We just need to test your urine.”

      I looked at her like she was out of her fucking mind. “Why?”

      She looked around before leaning in. “It’s common, after a miscarriage.” Her voice was soft and her tomato face bobbed up and down, trying to get me to understand.

      She said it like it was a secret we couldn’t say too loudly, lest we disturb the still-expecting mothers. A rage flooded my hands and I shook as she walked away and closed the door to the bathroom.

      Humiliating as it was, I pissed into the cup and joined the nurse in the exam room just next door. She did the standard shit, taking my blood pressure and asking me if I’d been avoiding hot tubs and bathtubs, but she was so detached—like she was a shitty actress reciting lines she’d said so often that she was indifferent to how they were delivered.

      For the first time since I stepped into the office, I wanted Nathan with me. With the exception of the spectacular blow job I’d given him, we’d been like a betrothed Amish couple for as much as we’d touched recently. As fucking cheesy as it sounded—because I knew it was the cheesiest of shit—touching him that night had felt like we’d found our way back to one another, even if only momentarily. We’d fucked the night we met—I shouldn’t have been surprised that sex was what brought us together time and time again, and not just the kind of together that equaled his P in my V.

      “Dr. Parker will be in shortly to do a pelvic exam,” the nurse continued, pulling a paper sheet out from the cupboard behind her. “Undress your lower half and climb up onto the table.”

      And with that, she was gone.

      I stared at the sheet for a moment, trying really fucking hard not to grind my teeth. Having anyone’s hands—anyone who wasn’t Nathan, at least—on or in my vagina was the last thing I wanted. But I did as the nurse directed and was flat on my back when Dr. Parker entered.

      “Hello,” he said with a soft smile as he walked to the sink and washed his hands. It occurred to me how awkward this situation was and I held onto that thought. Some levity was needed right now, before he’d open me up and tell me again I was empty.

      Another nurse came in, this one looking significantly more in touch with how someone like me might feel. The first nurse, with her tomato red face, had made me feel like my miscarriage had scarlet-lettered me, like I’d better be mindful of how others might feel for my loss.

      Something about the new nurse’s face made me want to cry. Maybe it was the fact that she was near my mom’s age, or maybe it was the way her eyes stayed trained on me, as if she was looking for fissures in the armor I was wearing, to reveal how fucking awful I felt under all of it.

      Dr. Parker began the exam, explaining that he was ensuring no tissue had been left behind. The nurse stood by me, smelling like lavender and I kept my eyes on the wall so I didn’t look at her and give in to the burning behind my eyes.

      After it was done, they left to allow me to redress.

      Suddenly, I wanted tomato-faced indifferent nurse back.

      However, when the doctor returned, the sympathetic nurse was with him.

      “Let’s talk about birth control,” the doctor said after expressing his seemingly very sincere apology for what happened. He’d asked if I had questions, but I sure as fuck did not, not with lavender nurse looking at me like she was waiting for me to crack in half.

      “The pill,” I said immediately.

      “Have you used it before?”

      I nodded and Dr. Parker went over some of the different options. “Whatever won’t make me a raging bitch around that time of the month—bonus points if it helps my occasional breakouts, too.”

      After writing down a prescription, the doctor said I was cleared for sex but that if I needed to wait, I surely could. The phrasing of that question threw me off—if I needed to wait for sex, I could anyway—I didn’t need Dr. Parker’s permission for that. But maybe other women felt pressure to fuck their significant others after a loss, regardless if they actually wanted to or not, but I only fucked when I wanted to. Which, granted, was all the time with Nathan.

      After Dr. Parker left the room, sympathetic nurse remained. It was then that I noticed the pamphlet in her hands.

      “How are you doing, Adele?” she asked like we were best friends about to catch up.

      “I’m fine,” I said, looking at the door to my left like it was my mother fucking salvation.

      “It’s okay if you aren’t, you know?” she asked softly. “You’ve suffered a loss, and it’s okay for you to grieve—openly, if you need to.”

      Maybe other women felt safety confiding to others, but I sure as fuck didn’t. She was picking at me, waiting for that fissure to split wide open. “I’m fine,” I said, through clenched teeth.

      She handed me the pamphlet. UNDERSTANDING MISCARRIAGE, it said in large, bold letters. What was there to understand? You were pregnant until you weren’t.

      I had an instant urge to twist the pamphlet in my fist, but instead I looked into the nurse’s gray eyes. “I don’t need this. I’m fine.” Honestly, how many times did I need to lie until the nurse believed me?

      “Is your partner supportive?”

      “I’m pretty sure he isn’t supportive of me losing our baby, so no.” My tone was sarcastic and biting, but it did nothing to push the lady back.

      “Well, a loss affects both parents, of course. But it sounds like you think you were responsible. It wasn’t your fault.”

      “How do you even know that?” I asked angrily. “I was responsible for the baby. Why shouldn’t I be responsible for … what happened?”

      “Adele, I know this is hard to process.”

      “Again, how do you know?” I knew I shouldn’t sound as angry as I did, but fuck. I wanted to get the hell out of there, far away from her sympathy eyes.

      “I’ve had four miscarriages.”

      I knew in the rational part of my brain that she wasn’t saying it to make me feel worse, but I couldn’t help it—I suddenly wanted to shrivel up. Her losses were multiplied from mine. “Four? How did you even try again after the first time?”

      “I wanted a baby badly enough that I pushed on. But trust me, I was consumed with guilt—each and every time. I have three healthy children now, but that’s seven pregnancies in total.”

      It shocked me. That she would try after the first time, knowing what she knew.

      “Trust me—let go of the guilt. It’s the only time I’d tell a woman who has been through what we have that she shouldn’t feel a certain way. More than half of miscarriages are caused from mismatched chromosomes—which is completely out of your control.”

      I didn’t know what to say. Despite her telling me to let go of the guilt—it wasn’t that simple. I’d been wallowing in guilt for two weeks—there was no way I could turn it off that easily.

      “I know you must be hurting, and I’m here to listen.”

      At my shifty eyes, she smiled and reached over, flipping the pamphlet over.

      “But if you’re not ready now, there are a number of support groups in the greater Boston area, as well as forums all over the internet. You’re not alone—not by a long shot.”

      She touched my arm and squeezed. “When you’re ready, talk with someone who will support you. You don’t need to suffer in silence.”

      As I walked out of the appointment, I didn’t feel lighter—but I felt less alone.
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      November in Boston was fucking weird. One day we could have cold that punched to your bone. The next day? A fucking sunburn after laying outside for twenty minutes in a tank top.

      Despite the sunburn I was nursing, I was grateful for the warm weather as I did a short run through Nathan’s neighborhood.

      I wasn’t an inherently active individual, but weeks of living on Nathan’s couch after class had only encouraged gravity’s mission to make my ass, well, the opposite of perky.

      Nathan was working late again, a fact that made me sigh more than I should. He was always working late. My blowjob skills must have been lacking because he’d barely touched me all week. I was tempted to start wearing corsets to bed every night, if it would actually do anything.

      When I rounded the corner back to Nathan’s house, the mailman pulled away from the mailbox. I usually let Nathan get the mail, since most of it was for him anyway. But in the spirit of trying to exist a little more loudly in his house—despite his dead wife’s presence lingering in all its corners—I opened the mailbox to see if there were any small bills that I could cover that month—despite Nathan’s insistence on paying for all the bills concerning his house.

      I began opening the envelopes instinctively, not bothering to see the return addresses. Most of them were bills and I decided that I could afford approximately zero of them. The last letter in the pile gave me pause. I sat on one of the steps that led to Nathan’s house as I glanced over the wording.

      
        Dear Colleague,

        

        As the English department head, I am delighted to invite you to our annual holiday party happening on the evening of November 18, at 6 p.m.

        

        The party will be attended by all department staff at the home of Dr. Jonathan Ezekiel. Please RSVP at the below number to receive directions to his home in Cambridge.

        

        In the spirit of giving, if you would like to participate in a monetary donation to be dispensed proportionately to the homeless centers closest to Harvard Square, please bring a personal check or cash.

        

        You are requested to dress formally and to limit your guests to your significant other only.

        

        Please be sure to RSVP to me, Dr. Rodney Daniel, before November 9. You may reach me by phone or email, both of which are listed at the bottom of this letter.

        

        We hope you will be able to join us.

        

        Best Regards,

        

        Dr. Rodney Daniel

        Distinguished Professor

      

      It was November third, which meant the deadline was the following week. And I knew Nathan hadn’t talked to me about the party because he hadn’t talked to me about anything. I wondered why he hadn’t said anything to me about it, and if he was planning to go without me.

      I folded the paper and stuck it in my sports bra so I wouldn’t forget to mention it to Nathan when he came home. As I stood and stretched, a familiar black sports car pulled up the curb. The stereo was blasting, its bass turned up far enough to rock the concrete under my feet. I looked behind me at the front door, deciding not to walk through it so I wouldn’t have to chase him around the house again.

      Elias exited the driver’s side door, checked his phone and then raised his gaze. “Oh, hi.”

      I wondered if Nathan had spoken to him since he’d last visited, but I just crossed my arms over my chest as I watched him make his approach. He was dressed head to toe in black, and with all that dark hair covering his head and around his mouth, he looked like some plain clothes assassin.

      Luckily for me, his eyes didn’t have the anger they’d held before.

      “Let me guess, Nathan isn’t home?”

      I looked pointedly at the empty driveway before meeting his gaze again. “Did he talk to you?”

      “He did.” Elias tucked his hands in his pockets, but it didn’t make him look any more approachable. The guy radiated intimidation—from the dark fucking aura he had and the bulge of his muscles under his tight t-shirt.

      “Well, he’s not here yet and I don’t feel comfortable letting you in, sorry.” It sounded bitchier than I meant it.

      “Understandable. I’m Elias, by the way.” He put his hand out to shake and I realized we’d never had a formal introduction the first time we met.

      I looked at his hand for a beat before placing my hand in his. “Elias,” I acknowledged, meeting his eyes.

      “And you are?”

      “Adele.” I swallowed past the awkward lump in my throat. “Nathan’s girlfriend.”

      “Ah.” He let go of my hand and I wanted to rub my palm over my yoga pants. There was something dangerous about him. And though I was completely faithful to Nathan, I’d have to be in a coffin not to notice how sexy danger looked on Elias. “The girlfriend.”

      He said it like he knew things about me and it made me pull my shoulders back. “The one and only.” I realized too late that this was the brother of Nathan’s late wife and bit on the inside of my cheek out of guilt. Wanting to change the subject, I nodded at his car. “Mid-life crisis?”

      Elias laughed. “I hope thirty-three isn’t mid-life. Maybe I just like to go fast.” He stopped laughing and pinned me with a stare that made me squirm. “But I don’t usually come fast.”

      What the mother of all fucks was that? If I was someone who blushed, I probably would after a comment like that. Where was Nathan? With a pained smile to Elias, I said, “Congratulations. I’ll send Nathan a text letting him know you’re here.” I pulled my phone out, shot him a quick text, Elias is here and tucked my phone back away in my arm holster.

      Elias seemed amused by the way I’d distracted myself momentarily, pulling his sunglasses down to shield his eyes from the late afternoon sun. “I’m sure he’ll speed to get here then.”

      He was confident, that was for sure. But I noticed a slight tick in his jaw—at least what I assumed was a tick. It was hard to see much under all that facial hair. He looked like someone who lived off the grid, hauling around axes like they weighed nothing, chopping wood and then building fires with his bare hands.

      “He said he’d be here to meet you?” I asked, putting my hand up to my brow to shield the brightness.

      “Yeah, he said he’d be home for dinner and I could come back then.”

      I looked at my watch. “It’s four-thirty. That’s a little early for dinner.”

      Elias shrugged, looking not the least bit concerned. “Nathan’s always been a little geriatric.”

      I laughed easily. “Oh trust me, he’s the opposite of geriatric,” I said, and began to continue to defend Nathan when I noticed Nathan’s car pulling into the driveway. The laugh died as I saw the thunder on Nathan’s face when he shoved the door of his car open.

      And after he slammed it closed and stalked to me, I stopped breathing at the way he looked—like he was ready to light Elias on fire and then piss on his pile of ashes.

      Oh, yeah, Nathan was fucking livid. And hot.
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      He made her laugh.

      He made her laugh.

      Elias made Adele laugh. Something I hadn’t seen in weeks. Maybe even months.

      What didn’t help was that she looked fucking incredible in her running pants and sports bra, sweat making her tight stomach glisten in the sun. Naturally, it meant that I’d have to dismember him, since he saw her looking like this.

      Not only saw her, but talked to her long enough to say something that made her laugh.

      Fuck.

      The roaring caveman part of me want to shove him backwards, knee him in the balls, kick him off of my property just for looking at her like that. For talking to her. But then he’d win.

      I didn’t even look at him. Not for a single second.

      Adele shifted in my direction, the look in her eyes screaming at me that she knew precisely what I was feeling. Among the things that she and I shared in common, a healthy amount of jealousy and possessiveness of each other were definitely high on the list. The last time she saw me speaking to a colleague at Harvard that was roughly my age and moderately attractive, she’d practically screwed me blind in the driver’s seat of my car before we could even make it into the house. In fact, if I remembered correctly, she had hiked up her skirt and started climbing in my lap before I’d even put the car in park.

      “Welcome home, honey,” she said right before I reached her. I wrapped one arm around her sweat-slicked waist, anchoring her against me. With my other hand, I gripped her ponytail and pulled on it, which tipped her face back. I sealed my mouth to hers, not giving one flying fuck that Elias was watching. Maybe as little as a month ago, I wouldn’t have done this in front of Diana’s brother.

      But Adele was mine.

      And if he had enough of a death wish to come to my home and try to sweet-talk her, all bets were off. Adele whimpered when I angled my head and swept my tongue through her mouth, rubbing it against hers. My pulse pounded in my ears when she gripped a hand in my shirt, but after a second I realized it was because she was trying to pull me back.

      Blinking out of the kiss, I was breathing heavily and fully hard. Adele kept her eyes downcast and wiped a hand under her reddened lips. Elias cleared his throat behind me and that was enough to finally make her meet my eyes. The look she gave me, with a lifted eyebrow, was seriously, Nathan?

      Holding her gaze for another second, not wanting to break the moment, I finally slipped my hand off her waist and followed the smooth line of her arm so I could weave my fingers through hers. That softened her annoyed look, but only slightly. And as much as I wanted to keep ignoring him, I turned to face Elias.

      He looked mildly amused, which did about as much for my mood as Adele’s embarrassment.

      “Welcome home, honey,” he repeated, with a shit-eating grin on his stupid fucking face. Honestly, I never cursed so much in my own head as I did when I was around Elias. He and I never got along when Diana was alive, but in the five years since her death, any cordiality had slowly burned away. All that was left was the barest thread of civility. Sometimes not even that, apparently.

      “I have the stuff ready,” I said while I brushed past him, keeping Adele’s hand gripped in mine so that she had no choice but to follow. I heard Elias push off his car, but I glanced at him over my shoulder. “You’re not coming in, shithead. I’ll bring it back out.”

      He grinned again and I resisted the urge to flip my middle finger up at him. In order to unlock the front door, I had to drop Adele’s hand. From behind me, I could practically feel the waves of her annoyance at me. But that could be dealt with after Elias was gone. Once we were inside the house, I marched back to my office and grabbed the paper box that I’d stored Diana’s camera and portfolio in. Adele was perched on the arm of the couch, her arms folded over her chest while she watched me walk back through the room. Yeah, the look she gave me told me we were definitely not done with what had happened outside.

      In other words, it did nothing to lessen my erection, because these types of possessive outbursts typically ended in spectacular orgasms for both of us. Usually multiples for her.

      When I cleared the front porch, Elias straightened from his car. No smile to be found this time. Probably because Adele wasn’t out here anymore. God, that made me want to punch him.

      I held the box out, just far enough away from him that he’d need to take a step in my direction. He held my glare longer than I expected him to, then finally took the step necessary to pluck the box from my hands.

      Elias jerked his chin at the house. Or his beard, since nobody had seen his chin since roughly 2005. “Adele seems like a nice kid.”

      I snorted. “Adele isn’t a kid.”

      “Yeah,” he drawled, giving me a slow, deliberate nod. “I guess I’d noticed that.”

      Deep breath in, slow breath out. It simply wouldn’t do for me to get into a fist fight in my driveway. “So we’re done here? I can stop anticipating more of your little visits for a while?”

      With narrowed eyes, Elias seemed to ponder that. I sighed and looked up at the sky.

      “I can’t make any promises, Nathan. It’s just so fun to come here and piss you off. Pretty much the highlight of my week so far.”

      “Yeah?” I tsked my tongue and glanced back at the house. Adele had moved up to the front window. The thin white curtains were drawn across the length of the glass, so I couldn’t see her face, just the outline of her perfect body. “That’s a shame, man.”

      “You think so?”

      It was too easy. I smiled at Elias. He instantly looked suspicious. “If this is your highlight? Yeah. I do. Because I’m about to walk in the house and fuck Adele against the wall next to the front door. Maybe if you stick around out here you could pick up some tips. But then again, probably not, because all you’ll hear is her screaming my name.”

      And then I turned my back on him. I may have even whistled when I walked up the front steps.

      When I shut the door behind me, Adele was still looking out the window.

      “What did you just say to him?”

      Her tone wasn’t accusing, just curious. I made my way around the loveseat so I could stand behind her. But instead of looking out the window like she still was, I looked at her. I laid both hands on her shoulders, sliding them up and down her upper arms.

      “Why?” I whispered into her hair, then took a deep breath of her scent.

      Her voice was a little unsteady when she answered, but I took it as a good sign when she melted into my touch. “Because when you walked back into the house, he gave you a look that should’ve killed you on the spot.”

      My hands slid back up her shoulders to toy with the thick straps of her sports bra. Goosebumps popped up on her skin, and I used my thumbs to put pressure on the base of her skull so that she’d tilt her head to the side. When she did, I dipped my head to kiss along the back of her neck.

      “Nathan?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Did you,” she paused, sinking back against me when I traced a finger along the edge of her sports bra before dipping in the front to palm one breast, “oh, God, that feels good.”

      “Did I, what?” I said next to her ear before I licked the shell.

      “Did you know that Elias is still standing in the driveway?”

      My answering chuckle sounded devious to my own ears, so I couldn’t even imagine what it must have been like for her. With two fingers, I plucked at her nipple within the tight confines of her bra. Her hips made tiny swivels, pressing her ass against my rock-hard cock.

      “Brace your hand on the window,” I said into the skin of her shoulder. It still tasted like the salt from her sweat. I bit down on the bone, just enough that she jumped. But she still hesitated.

      “He’ll see.”

      So maybe my girl wasn’t into voyeurism, and I didn’t know that I was either. But if Elias thought I was screwing with him about what I was going to do, he’d learn pretty quickly.

      Pushing my other hand down the front of her yoga pants and beneath the cotton of her underwear, I ran my pointer finger along her slit. She was so wet for me, so slick and slippery.

      “Oh, fuck,” she moaned, dropping her head back onto my shoulder. “Nathan, he’ll see. He’ll know.”

      Just long enough to torture her, I pressed my finger down on her clit. Adele tilted her hips up to seek the friction she needed to get off. When she did, I pulled my finger away. One of her hands gripped my wrist and tried to move my hand back into place. The other reached behind her to palm my cock, rubbing against the front of my pants.

      “I know he’ll see,” I hissed. “He’ll see what’s mine. He’ll see exactly who you belong to. And who I belong to, too.” I said it right before I plunged two fingers into her pussy. She cried out and lurched forward, the rough movements of my fingers causing her momentum to shift. Her hand smacked against the window while she started fucking my hand.

      The roar of Elias’ car engine made me smile, even though he hadn’t squealed out of the driveway yet, so I pulled my hand out of her pants so that I could yank them down her hips. He thought I was kidding.

      I wasn’t.

      But he’d know that soon, if he didn’t take the hint and leave. And he’d never dare try anything with her after this. Adele’s hand moved to take the place of mine between her legs. She was so shameless in chasing her own pleasure, and I fucking loved it. With efficient hands, I opened my belt and shoved my pants and boxer briefs off my waist. Adele was bared in front of me, only the bright blue of her sports bra covering her flawless skin.

      Reverently, I smoothed a hand down her spine, which made her back arch up like a cat. Then I took both hands and palmed the firm flesh of her ass. She whispered something that I couldn’t hear. When I stepped closer and dipped my knees so I could feed my cock in between her legs, she dropped her head down.

      With slow rolls of my hips, I worked my dick along the lips of her pussy. “You got the all-clear from your doctor?”

      “Yes,” she groaned, trying to work her hips so that I’d slip in. “God, this is crazy. He’s right there, Nathan.”

      “Does it make you hot? That he might see us?”

      She started shaking her head, but I pulled my hips away and we lost contact.

      “Fine,” she all but yelled, and I fed her just the tip in reward. I had to close my eyes at how amazing she felt after abstaining for so long. She only had a couple inches of me right now, but the tight, hot, wetness of her cunt felt like heaven. But I didn’t thrust in, not until my dirty girl admitted what I knew. So I made tiny rocking motions with my hips. In and out, in and out. She smacked the window with her palm. “Fuck, Nathan. Yes! I want him to see. I want him to see how good it is between us. How fucking hot we are together.”

      Good girl.

      I snapped my hips and gave her every fucking inch of me as hard as I could. She screamed, bracing her other hand on the window. The squeal of tires down the driveway barely registered in my ears, because all I could handle was Adele. She was all I could smell and see and taste and hear and fuck and love. Just her.

      Mine.

      I gripped her hips with both hands and hammered at her. There was no finesse, no sweet, steady motions designed to build slowly. This was raw fucking. A claiming. A branding.

      Mine.

      With each thrust, her tits bounced and I couldn’t tear my eyes away from where she took me. My hands tightened around her bones and her flesh, and I wanted to bruise her. I wanted to be able to see the marks of my fingers on her flesh for days.

      Her pussy tightened and I clamped my teeth down. “Don’t ever be embarrassed if I kiss you in public like that again.”

      “I won’t,” she moaned, and I felt her fingers move along her clit. Then she split them in a V shape, and when my cock slid in and out of her, I could feel her fingers on either side. “Oh fuck, I missed you, Nathan.”

      “I missed you, too.” In and out, in and out, sweat covered her back, covered my whole body. “Come on, baby, come with me.”

      Heat gathered and spread, flooding my legs and toes with prickling heat. She moaned, tightening around me again. I lifted a hand and cracked it on her ass, once, twice and three times when she screamed and fisted around me in waves. I pulsed into her, breathing her name as I curved around her back and thrust a few more times. With her hands still on the window, I placed my fingers in between hers on the cool material of the curtain.

      My forehead landed on her shoulder and I rolled it back and forth, like if I transferred her sweat onto my skin, she’d stay inside of me forever.

      “I love you,” I said quietly, feeling more in sync with her now than I had since before she got pregnant. Maybe it was a false, post-coital sense of security, but it felt so good that I didn’t care.

      “I love you, too,” she said back and motioned to stand up. I pulled out and heard her suck in a breath when wetness slipped down her leg. It almost made me hard again, knowing that she could feel me falling down the inside of her thighs. The look on her face told me she knew exactly what I was thinking. So I grinned, leaning down to place a kiss on her lips.

      She smiled into the kiss, weaving her arms around my neck. I heard a crinkle when she did and I leaned back.

      “Ha. Oops,” she said with a sheepish smile. She pulled a folded up piece of paper out from the side of her bra that I hadn’t groped.

      “What’s this?”

      She waved a hand and went to pull her pants up, but the flush on her cheeks told me she was legitimately embarrassed that I found it there. I hummed when I read the letter.

      “Ahh, yes. I forgot that I’d be getting this.”

      “Sounds like it might be a fun party.” Adele said it easily enough, but I could hear something underlying in her voice. Not detached, but close enough. I closed my eyes in understanding. We’d never talked about this type of stuff. Public appearances as a couple now that she wasn’t my student.

      “I guess we’ll find out, huh?”

      Her eyes flicked up to mine, the hopeful light about slaying me. “You want me to come with?”

      “Who else would I bring to keep it interesting?”

      She smiled. “You could always bring Elias.”

      I barked out a laugh. “Cute. As long as you can behave in polite society, little girl, of course you’re coming with me.”

      The instant her eyes cooled, I knew it was the wrong thing to say. But that post-coital bliss was still too bright and too strong for me to say anything about it. So I kissed her again, and went into the kitchen to make us some dinner.
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      “Adele,” I yelled up the stairs, staring at the ticking hands of my wristwatch. “We need to go.”

      “Calm your tits, I’m ready.”

      I laughed under my breath, imagining her saying something like that amongst my peers at Harvard, who would all finally get to meet Adele in about thirty minutes. I didn’t want to be nervous about it, but it was there all the same. Whether they’d ask her the wrong question, or one of us would give the wrong answer, either option scared the piss out of me. And Adele, fuck, if she’d act like the wonderful, smart, impressive woman that I knew was underneath her sometimes prickly demeanor, then we’d be perfectly fine.

      She’d be fine, I told myself again, just like I’d done all damn day.

      Then I changed my mind, because she came down the stairs looking like a walking wet dream. Which was okay under normal circumstances. But in a group of thirty colleagues and their significant others? They’d think she was jail bait.

      “Adele,” I said slowly, my eyes tracing every inch that I knew intimately. “You look…”

      She smiled at me, the bright red of her lipstick making her teeth look even whiter than normal. The black cocktail dress that she had on might have looked classic, even boring, on a lesser woman. But the thick straps that curved over her shoulders, and the neckline that veered down her chest in a sharp V only made her cleavage look a little bigger than normal, her waist a little smaller thanks to the wrapped lines of fabric. Her hips curved against the dress, which hit a couple inches above her knees. The nude heels that she had on her feet must have been four inches, so her legs—fuck me sideways—looked about six feet long.

      Her eyebrows were up, waiting for me to answer. Swallowing past the tar that coated my throat, I gave her a weak smile.

      “Beautiful. You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you,” she replied with an unearthly glow in her green eyes, and then turned to grab her purse from the hallway table. That’s when I saw her back. The straps that went over her shoulder twisted together, exposing a wide swath of her toned back.

      And her ass in that dress.

      No, no, no. I couldn’t do it.

      “Do you have something else you can wear?” I said on a rush. Adele froze for a second, and then made a slow pivot to face me.

      “You just said I look beautiful.”

      “You do, God, you look so fucking amazing.”

      “So…”

      Damn it. I blew out a breath and ran a hand through my hair. “You look too amazing. Does that make sense?”

      Adele pursed her lips while she tucked her cell phone and a tube of lipstick in her tiny black purse thingie. “No.”

      “Adele,” my voice trailed off when she narrowed her eyes up at me. Her lashes looked eight times longer than normal, which made the green of her irises that much more vivid.

      “No, Nathan. I’m not changing. I spent two hundred dollars on this dress because the woman at Nordstrom’s told me that I looked stunning and that it was the perfect cocktail dress for any occasion. I am not changing. If those women judge me because they’re mad I have amazing tits and an ass that doesn’t sag yet, they can go fuck themselves.” She stepped into my face, the spikes of her heels bringing her much closer to my height than she’d ever been before. Then she poked a red-tipped nail into my white dress shirt. “If they’re so close-minded that the fact that I’m not ugly automatically means I have cardboard for brains, then I don’t want to meet them anyway. Keep me locked up at home, because I can’t change how I look, Easton. And I won’t do it because you’re afraid they’ll write me off the moment I walk through the door. I’m not a bimbo and I’m not a pushover. I’m wearing this fucking dress because I feel beautiful in it.”

      My eyes traveled over her face, the feeling in my heart swelling somewhere between pride, wonder and cold, skin-numbing terror of bringing this other-worldly creature into their midst.

      “Okay.”

      Suspicion clouded her eyes. “That’s it?”

      I nodded and grabbed the dressy black coat that she’d draped over the back of the couch. When I held it open for her, she hesitated, and I could see the nerves in her face despite her little speech. So I smiled, even though they were still fizzing through my body too. Adele smiled back, and slid her arms through the coat. While she was buttoning it up, I placed a soft kiss on the crown of her head. Her silky blond hair tickled my lips, so I smoothed it with one hand to make sure it was still perfect.

      “That’s it,” I agreed. I held out the crook of my elbow for her, and she slipped her arm through so she could grip my bicep. “Now let’s go, my little warrior.”

      And she was smiling when we walked out the door, which was the best I could ask for.

      Our drive over was quiet. For different reasons, probably. Mine was still undoubtedly my nerves, and maybe Adele was gearing up for the battle that she imagined was waiting for her. The streets were quiet and dark, small patches of snow left on lawns from the sprinkling flurries we’d gotten earlier in the day.

      Thankfully the roads were dry. Actually, on second thought, if it had been an icy, slushy mess, maybe Adele would have worn galoshes instead of stilettos. When we passed under a streetlamp, I glanced over at her in the passenger seat.

      Her legs were crossed primly, belying the sex-personified body that was under her wool coat. But the light tracked over her legs in uneven pulses, showing her toned, bare legs.

      I hated that she was right. That there was a possibility that they’d take one look at how painfully beautiful she was and write her off in the same breath. That they’d never care to know just how much sharp wit and razor-edged intelligence was packed into her skull.

      We turned the corner onto the Ezekiel’s street, all the old, brick houses forming a stately and intimidating line of wealth. Adele pulled a breath in through her nose and I laid a hand on her thigh. She closed her eyes before turning to look at me. It was so dark in the car that her face was in shadows and I couldn’t tell what she was thinking.

      “Let’s get this bullshit over with.”

      I laughed to cover my apprehension, because we both knew this was the biggest test of our relationship so far. I jogged around the car to open her door for her, and I was relieved when she took my hand immediately. But her grip on my fingers was tight, so she was just as nervous as me. In her other hand, she held the wine bottle that we’d brought as a gift for the host.

      “Are you sure we got the right kind?” she whispered while we walked the gently curving path to the front door. Like she was afraid they could hear us, even though we were separated by massive amounts of brick.

      “A good cabernet is always a safe bet.”

      Adele snorted. “Like I’d know. I’d still be buying two-dollar wine if I didn’t live with you. Probably shouldn’t announce that as soon as I walk through the door, huh?”

      My left eye twitched. “Probably not.”

      I followed Adele up the short steps of the covered front porch when the massive black door swung open.

      “You must be Nathan and Adele,” a portly woman wearing black silk and pearls said with a kind smile on her face. She was easily in her sixties, and Adele and I both relaxed immediately. “I’m Bonnie Ezekiel, please, please, come in. Make yourselves comfortable.”

      A white-shirted waiter took both of our coats, and I couldn’t help but miss that Adele was still holding herself a little stiffly while she looked around the perfectly decorated room.

      “Your home is beautiful, Mrs. Ezekiel,” Adele said with a polite smile. Bonnie winked at her and laid a light hand on Adele’s elbow.

      “Just Bonnie, sweetheart. Let’s go into the dining room, everyone else is here already.”

      Adele looked back at me and I quirked an eyebrow, to which she rolled her eyes.

      Any good feelings I’d had at Bonnie’s warm welcome fled instantly when every woman in the room zeroed in on Adele with avid curiosity. She was oblivious, thank God, since she’d latched onto Bonnie and was following her to a long buffet along the wall that held hors d’oeuvres.

      I saw Bonnie say something that made Adele laugh, and I breathed out a sigh of relief. Max greeted me with a firm handshake, as did Jonathan and Rodney. Max lifted his eyebrows at Adele, where she was still talking to Bonnie.

      “The picture doesn’t do her justice.”

      I laughed, shaking my head a little bit. “No, I suppose it doesn’t.”

      He straightened his tie and gave me a comical look. “I think I’ll go over there and see if she’s ready to leave you for a more mature man.”

      Given that Max had been happily married for forty-five years, I gestured for him to go ahead and smiled when he made an exaggerated show of kissing Adele’s hand. Her delighted, albeit mildly embarrassed expression made his theatrics well worth it.

      Maybe tonight wouldn’t be so bad after all.

      Rodney’s wife, whom I recognized from pictures in his office, sauntered over to us and laid a hand on my forearm like she knew me. I was instantly on edge, the tight botox-ed skin of her face registering nothing except blank interest.

      “Well, Nathan,” she drawled, sliding up next to me with her hand still gripping my sleeve. “You look handsome tonight.”

      As if I’d ever spoken to her before. I smiled and shifted so that her hand fell off of me. Glancing over at Rodney, he simply shook his head at his wife, but the affection in his eyes told me she was probably like this with every male colleague of his.

      “Thank you,” I lifted my eyebrows when I couldn’t recall her name. “I’m sorry to be rude, but could you remind me of your first name.”

      She giggled, and Adele glanced over at me. Her eyes narrowed and I gave her a subtle shake of my head. This was not the place for a jealous display. Especially not over a woman in her early fifties who was obviously trying to wind the clock back to her thirties. And not doing a very good job of it.

      “Mary.” She laid a hand on her chest with a beatific smile, like she was doing me a favor by telling me who she was. “I’m sorry, I feel like I know you with how much Rodney talks about you. But you’re still a bit of a mystery to those of us who aren’t on campus every day. We were just dying to get to know you tonight.”

      “We?”

      She waved a hand at another woman, who smiled and made her way over to us. Thankfully, she maintained a polite amount of distance and introduced herself as another professor’s wife. Adele slid a hand up my back when she joined us, and I didn’t miss the way Mary’s eyes snaked over Adele’s dress. I stiffened, but Adele gave them both a warm smile.

      “Hi,” she said brightly, setting her glass of wine down on the dining table so she could shake their hands. “I’m Adele, Nathan’s girlfriend.”

      The other woman, Lisa, complimented Adele’s dress, which made me relax again.

      “Oh, this old thing?” Adele ran a hand along her flat stomach. Lisa laughed, Mary just answered with a tight smile. “Thank you. I don’t get to dress up like this very often, so it was fun to get ready.”

      I wrapped my arm around Adele’s waist. “You look just as beautiful in sweatpants.”

      Rodney introduced himself to Adele and clapped me on the shoulder. “Don’t make us old married men look bad, Easton.”

      Mary glanced at her husband and then back at us. “Yes, Nathan, soon we’ll expect them to actually tell us we look nice once in a while.” Then she cocked her head at Adele. “So how long have you two been dating?”

      It was impressive that she managed to make dating sound like a dirty word. Adele glanced up at me before she answered. We counted that Thanksgiving night of the year before, when I waited for her in the snow, as the real date of when our relationship began. No more secrets then, no more lies between us. The first time I admitted I was falling for her, when I proved it to her, and when she finally believed me.

      “A little under a year.”

      “And where did you two meet?” Lisa asked with a bit more kindness than Mary had given us.

      “If I answer, is it someone else’s turn in the hot seat?” Adele answered with enough charm that everyone laughed. Except Mary. I smoothed a hand down Adele’s back, hoping she knew that this was just as hard for me too.

      The fact that we’d escaped Northern unscathed didn’t really mean anything. I may not have broken any conduct rules at Harvard, but if they knew I’d had a sexual relationship with Adele while she was in my class? That would be a tough one to explain to our department chair.

      Partially because he was a pompous ass, and partially because I never wanted to be looked at as a predator. I wasn’t one. Adele had been the first and only temptation in my entire teaching career. Thank God she’d been of legal age.

      “Adele ran me over in the hallway of a restaurant,” I answered for her, giving Lisa my focus. I could tell she was genuinely interested. Maybe because I was still the new guy, maybe because we were the youngest people in the room by a couple decades. It didn’t really matter. Rodney elbowed me in the side like I was joking, but I lifted a hand. “No, really. She was leaving the ladies’ room, and never looked up. I’m still surprised I didn’t end up with a broken rib and that she didn’t get a concussion.”

      “Which restaurant?” Mary asked, peering at Adele over the rim of her wine glass.

      “I’m sure you wouldn’t know it,” I said smoothly, not at all prepared to admit what the name of the bar was. “It’s a small place closer to Boston.”

      “How old are you, Adele?” Mary ignored my answer and tilted her head to the side.

      The air crackled when Adele didn’t answer right away. My heart was galloping in my chest, and I kept a firm hand on Adele’s waist. Rodney chuckled and walked away to grab more food, leaving me and Adele with Lisa, Bonnie and Jonathan. Certainly not the whole group, but enough that it honestly made me want to vomit from nerves.

      “Isn’t that bad form?” Adele teased. But her smile was tight, I could tell. “I thought you were never supposed to ask a woman’s age.”

      “It is,” Lisa agreed, giving Mary a stern look.

      Mary tittered, waving a hand at her friend. “Forgive me. Too much wine on an empty stomach, I suppose. I’m just envious that I can’t fit into a dress like that anymore.”

      “I’ve got on a very good pair of Spanx,” Adele deadpanned.

      Not the right answer. Mary narrowed her eyes. “So what do you do, Adele? Or are you a stay-at-home girlfriend?”

      It might have been clearer if Mary had outright called her a gold digger.

      Adele clenched her teeth, and I could practically see all the things that she wanted to say stamped all over her face. Lots of F words. “I’m finishing up my degree. So no, I’m not working right now.”

      “Ah,” Lisa interjected, flashing an uncomfortable look at Mary. “Your Masters?”

      Fuck.

      Fucking fuck fuck fuck. Adele cleared her throat and then took a sip of her wine. I tossed back the whiskey that Bonnie had brought to me.

      “No, my Bachelors.”

      Silence.

      Everyone in the room seemed to stop talking at the same time.

      “Oh,” Lisa said slowly. “Well, that’s wonderful.”

      “I took some time off to work full time. It put me behind by a couple years.”

      It was a weak excuse, and Mary flicked her eyes between me and Adele. I smiled at her, trying my damndest to look unconcerned, but bombs were going off in my head. Massive explosions that were making my ears ring and my blood pound.

      If they asked where she attended, we were so screwed.

      “Adele, sweetie, you haven’t seen the house yet,” Bonnie said from behind us. “Would you like a tour?”

      I exhaled quietly when Adele walked off with her.

      We were idiots for not expecting that her schooling might come up. Stupid, fucking idiots.

      Mary and Lisa walked off to talk to their husbands. Jonathan started saying something about the Patriots. But I didn’t hear a word.

      And when Adele and Bonnie came back in the room about fifteen minutes later, I gave her a quick look and then turned my back to get another drink.
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      “Your home is beautiful,” I said to Bonnie as I tried not to dissect the way Nathan had looked away from me so quickly after we returned from the tour.

      “It’s been in my family for sixty years,” Bonnie replied with pink in her cheeks. “I grew up here, inherited it after my parents died.”

      I was nodding, but not really listening. Nathan had turned his back to where we stood just by the hallway’s threshold. He’d seen me come back, but he made no move to come to my side, to chat a little more with Bonnie. What the fuck?

      “Adele?”

      “Hmm?” I turned to Bonnie.

      “I asked about your parents,” she said, her gray eyebrows drawn together. “Do they live in Boston?”

      “Oh.” I turned my attention decidedly away from Nathan. “They live about forty minutes away.” It was all I could say about them, because it wasn’t like we got together for rousing Sunday dinners or some shit. I searched for some way to change the conversation and spied a family photo on the wall. “Your family?” I asked, with a nod of my head to the cherry frame.

      Bonnie’s face brightened with pride. “Yes. Four sons. Ten grandchildren, with two more on the way.” She was absolutely lit up, like a sunbeam behind her eyes. “I thought being a mom was the best thing to happen to me.” She turned to me, pushing me gently with her elbow. “Turns out, being a grandmother is even better.”

      My stomach twisted. Would I have felt the same way about our child? I snuck a glance at Nathan, whose broad back was all I saw. What did he think, surrounded by his married colleagues—with many of them, I was sure, raising kids and settling into their Leave it to Beaver existences?

      “Let’s rejoin your beau,” Bonnie said, seeming to take notice of how my attention was distracted. I gave her a grateful smile as she led me back to where Nathan stood, surrounded by a few of his colleagues and their wives. She slid her arm in the crook of her husband’s offered one and I felt another little twist, because Nathan acted as if I wasn’t even there.

      “How’s Pippa?” Lisa asked that twat-face, Mary.

      Mary took a sip of her wine, as if she was enjoying holding us all in suspense over whoever the hell Pippa was. “She qualified at the county gymnastics,” she said. “So we’ll be traveling to D.C. for the next phase of qualifications.”

      “Oh, wow!” Lisa exclaimed, the most personality I’d seen from her all night. “We’re hoping Madison will take a liking to gymnastics in the next couple of years. I do love those outfits.”

      Realizing that I had nothing to offer to the conversation, I turned my attention to the table with canapes and had just shoved one into my face when Mary’s voice called to me.

      “What about you, Adele? Is a family on your horizon?”

      What the fuck kind of question was that? For one, what did that even mean—on my horizon? And for two, did she mean to imply that I couldn’t have a family without children?

      I swallowed the cracker and cheese and took the last sip of my wine. “Well, I’m only in my twenties. My decisions don’t much go beyond what I’m going to do for the day, much less five or ten years from now.” Beside me, Nathan shifted but I didn’t look at him because Mary’s gasp at my answer was loud enough to cause me to look directly at her.

      “Ten years?” Mary asked aghast, as if I’d just told her I took great delight in torturing puppies. “Well, that would put Nathan at, what, forty-five years old? Assuming that you two eventually marry.”

      “Assuming,” I said sweetly, wishing I had another glass of wine. “Nathan and I haven’t talked a lot about the diamond rings and white picket fence and golden retriever life.” I glanced at him, my smile tight. The fact that he wasn’t saying a damn thing right now was causing my face to heat. He made no move to touch me, to give me a reassuring smile. Not even a blink in my direction.

      “Oh. I guess I assumed that, since you’ve been together nearly a year—you said?” Mary asked, like she couldn’t quite remember—but I knew she fucking did. “I assumed you’d be talking marriage and children. But I guess, since you’re so young, that must be a little much for you.”

      My stomach was like a wrung-out rag. Twisting, aching. “Well, you know what assuming does, right?” I asked, my anger at the situation causing me to want to bite back at Mary and her condescension.

      “Adele.” It was the one word he’d said in the last fifteen minutes, but he said it with such admonishment that I clamped my lips shut instinctively.

      It was all I needed to hear from him, and I realized my presence was no longer welcome in such polite company.

      “Bonnie, can you tell me where the restroom is?” I asked, the sugar back in my voice.
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* * *

      On the car ride home two hours later, I kept my gaze firmly forward, not sparing a glance at Nathan. The rest of the night, he’d pretty much ignored me. If that hadn’t set the steel in my back, the way he hadn’t seemed the least bit sorry for it had. He hadn’t touched me once after Bonnie steered me away from the conversation to give me the tour. It was like he was depriving me of it for some reason—punishing for me for whatever had set him on edge.

      He had been embarrassed of me. I rewound the night and replayed it over and over, trying to imagine what it was that had made him suddenly pretend as if I didn’t exist.

      Not once in our relationship had Nathan acted like he was embarrassed of me—not a single time. He’d only kept our relationship from his father for the same reasons my family was in the dark—because no matter how we framed it, he’d always look like the professor who had seduced his student.

      Funnily enough, it really had been the other way around.

      When Nathan pulled into the drive, I was out of the car before he was, taking quick steps to the door and sliding my key into the lock before he could join me and either continuing ignoring me or say something to piss me off.

      I walked into the kitchen and grabbed a pop from the fridge. As I brought it to my lips, Nathan passed in front of the door. He glanced at me—but it was as if he looked right through me. He turned, emotionless, and walked into his study.

      I set the can of pop down harder than I should have, causing a mess on the counter. My first instinct was to clean up the droplets of soda that peppered the counter but then I thought, fuck it.

      This house wasn’t mine, in any way. It was as if I was living in a hotel, built by Nathan and his dead wife. I didn’t have a single thing besides the clothes in his closet that proved I lived here. The mess was the only acknowledgement that Adele was here.

      He’d never been embarrassed of me—until he was in a room full of Susie Homemakers and their Accomplished Husbands. Sure—I didn’t fit the mold of a professor’s girlfriend, but that had never seemed to bother him before.

      I wiped a drop of soda off my dress, remembering how Nathan had asked me to change out of it before we went to the party. And after the comments from Mary about the dress and Nathan’s silence following, I just wanted to rip the damn thing off and wash away the embarrassment that lingered on my skin.

      Twenty minutes later, after cleaning off the makeup that suddenly made me feel cheap, I turned the shower water hot—hotter than I usually allowed— as I stripped out of my clothes. Again, I thought to carefully pick them up and place them in the hamper, but defiance caused me to drop them on the middle of the bathroom floor, so Nathan couldn’t ignore them as easily as he ignored me.

      Scrubbing at my skin with the loofah, I ground my teeth. In high school, people had assumed I was a slut just because the boys liked me. That stigma had followed me into college. I thought I could shake it off the older I got, but after a night like tonight, in a room full of mothers and wives, I realized I didn’t fit in, not with anyone—not anywhere—not even in my boyfriend’s life.

      I sighed as I massaged the shampoo into my scalp, feeling like I was washing out a pound of hairspray and uneasiness. So consumed by the feel of the hot water sluicing over my body, I didn’t realize Nathan had stepped into the shower with me until his hands slid around my stomach.

      My instinct was to settle against his touch, so I did for just a moment. He hadn’t touched me all night and I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed such a simple gesture until his chest met my back.

      My traitorous body relaxed and an ember lit low in my belly when his hand slid up my abdomen to cup one breast. I knew I shouldn’t give in to him so easily—but sex had always been how we found our way back to one another. As his thumb brushed against one of my nipples, a sigh escaped my lips. Another hand traveled south, to the apex of my legs and I opened them more fully.

      I shouldn’t want this—want him. But no matter the anger that coiled around me, Nathan was my undoing—always.

      Settling against him, my head dropped back to his shoulder. And that’s when I smelled the bourbon on his breath. Smelling it was an awakening, because Nathan hardly ever drank enough for me to smell it.

      Instantly, I pulled away from him and turned so we were facing. “Are you drunk?”

      “I drove us home,” he said flatly.

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      Nathan’s eyes were so dark then, like someone else had taken possession of his body. I crossed my arms over my chest, as if it would protect me. “I had some bourbon in my study.”

      “Define ‘some.’”

      “Does it really matter, Adele?” he sighed, as if I exasperated him.

      Well, the feeling was fucking mutual.

      “It does when you’ve spent all night ignoring me. Did you come home and make yourself get drunk enough to work up the nerve to touch me?”

      He shook his head, looking like he wanted to roll his eyes. “I didn’t ignore you. Don’t act like a child.”

      I clenched my teeth together. “You treated me like I was one—a misbehaving child who you regretted bringing to meet your colleagues.”

      “Come on, let’s just shower and go to bed.” He reached a hand for me but I stepped back.

      “No,” I said firmly, putting a finger against his chest. “You don’t get to touch me in private after spending an evening in public, treating me like I was invisible—like you were so embarrassed by me that you couldn’t even acknowledge my presence until I was about to say something to that bitch.” I pulled my hand away from him and raised an eyebrow. “I’d like to shower alone.”

      Despite my anger at him, I was grateful that he didn’t push me, force me from his shower. He stepped out with a sigh loud enough to echo in the house.

      I stood under the shower head until I was sure he was asleep. We’d need to have a talk, but not when he was lit up on bourbon and my wounds were still so raw.
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      The following morning, I ate my cereal at the island, looking through my upcoming assignments in my planner. Nathan studiously ignored me all morning, and I was still deciding how I felt about that. Should I be relieved that he wasn’t being amiable with me, acting like nothing happened? Or should I be upset that he hadn’t apologized to me first?

      Instead, I distracted myself with assignments, mentally prioritizing which to do first and which could be set aside when my phone buzzed.

      I hadn’t talked to Leo in a week or two due to our busy schedules, so seeing his name made me feel the first bit of lightness I’d felt in a while.

      
        Leo: Wanna go out tonight to Paddy’s? My treat, since you’re always broke.

      

      I laughed lightly at that, because it was true—especially since I’d quit the campus coffee shop earlier in the summer to focus on school.

      “Who’s making you laugh?”

      I turned on my stool, eyes catching on Nathan in the corner of the kitchen.

      It speaks, I thought. “Leo.” I turned my attention back to bowl of cereal and frowned at the soggier pieces. I watched as Nathan moved through the kitchen and poured himself a large cup of coffee. The skin around his eyes was dark and a tad swollen, a product of the alcohol he’d had. He said nothing else before he took that first big sip.

      I’d left the box of cereal on the opposite side of the kitchen island, next to where he stood. I waited for him to say something, to acknowledge that it wasn’t tidily put away. But he simply ignored it—as I was becoming accustomed to.

      Where was my Nathan? I’d had barely a glimpse of his disarming smile, only a taste of his desperation for me. I ached, deep in my gut, for who we were when there wasn’t so much darkness between us. Come back to me, I screamed in my head.

      But we both stayed silent as he drank his coffee and read from the paper in his hands and I checked off items in my planner to pay attention to.

      My phone buzzed again and I glanced at the notification that spread across my screen. Another text from Leo.

      
        Leo: I’ll leave the missus at home, if that’s what you’re worried about.

      

      The missus was Leo’s girlfriend, Scarlet. They were disgustingly perfect for one another, and while I was warming to Scarlet, I wasn’t keen to spend time with both of them at the same time. Witnessing their relationship only made mine feel darker, heavier.

      “What does he want?” Nathan asked, his voice hoarse and his eyes still trained on his paper.

      Setting my phone down, I said, “He wants to go out with me tonight, to catch up.”

      Nathan didn’t say anything, just made some kind of grunt in the back of his throat and still didn’t look at me. I was starting to feel like the bust of Alexander the Great he kept in the hallway—just there for decoration.

      “I don’t speak caveman,” I said. “Grunts don’t translate well.”

      “I was just thinking…” he began, and an uneasy feeling settled in my chest. This was going to be an argument. “Do you really need to do that?”

      I set my spoon down and pushed the bowl of soggy cereal away from me. “What is it you object to? Me going out, or me going out with Leo?”

      He glanced up at me from his paper. “Mostly the first part. Maybe a little bit of the latter.”

      “Why?”

      “You just had…” His eyes dipped to where my stomach was concealed by the island counter, and I sucked in a breath. He cleared his throat before saying, “And Leo likes to get you drunk.”

      “So do you,” I said with a lifted brow. “And as for the other thing, it shouldn’t affect me.” Almost as soon as I said it, I wanted to sarcastically laugh. It shouldn’t affect me. It was the only thing that did, these days.

      “Right.” His voice was curt and he lifted the paper higher, to conceal his face.

      “In case you’ve forgotten, I’m twenty-two years old. Going out with friends is kind of what people my age do.”

      “Well, people my age…” he didn’t continue. He dropped the paper enough so that I saw his face for a brief second.

      “What? What do people your age do? Tell me, Nathan. Because I don’t think it was made painfully clear what people your age do last night.”

      “Don’t start this,” he said, a thread of anger in his voice. He was controlled, but I didn’t miss the subtle shake of the paper in his hands.

      “Don’t start what? Whatever ‘this’ is, it’s been brewing for some time now. Tell me—just be honest. You want me to be like those women, don’t you?”

      “You’re being ridiculous.” He brought the paper up to his face, concealing himself from me again, so I lunged across the counter to rip it from his hands. His features were made of stone.

      “Ridiculous is you ignoring me last night at your colleague’s holiday party. Ridiculous is you coming home last night and waiting until you were deep into the liquor to touch me.” My voice trembled and I paused to gather my courage. He reached for the paper and I yanked it farther away.

      “That’s what you want, isn’t it?” I spat. “The wife, the kids. Well, I almost gave you one of those things. But I’m not fucking them. I’m just not.”

      He winced and turned away. The surge of emotion in my face burned white hot and I trembled from my toes to my fingers with suppressed tears. I swallowed three or four times, just trying to clear the ball of sadness that had affixed itself to my esophagus.

      His silence was wrenching my heart from my chest.

      Silence.

      Silence was what my father had given me. Quiet disapproval. A turn of his back, to shield his eyes from me, his biggest mistake.

      Silence.

      I didn’t think I could take it from Nathan, too. If Nathan continued to treat me like a ghost, I’d become one.

      I curled my fingers into the newspaper, needing to feel something tactile, something to ground me.

      “What is wrong with you?” I asked, my voice raising louder and louder. “What’s wrong with me? Why won’t you fucking talk to me?” I sounded desperate—because that’s exactly what I was. I couldn’t reach through and pull from him what he wasn’t saying.

      And still, all he gave me was silence.

      “Are you mad? Do you blame me for losing the baby?

      He didn’t turn around right away—he kept his back to me as he spoke. “I’m mad, Adele, that I had to mourn alone.”

      He sounded broken, like even getting to admit this much was hurting him. But it was hurting me, too. “Do you think I wasn’t hurting, Nathan?” My voice cracked on the last note and my stomach clenched. Leaving the island, I walked to where he stood. If he wasn’t going to turn to look at me, I was going to make him see me—finally, in front of him.

      “Look at me,” I pleaded.

      When he finally did, I saw a hundred storms in his eyes, deep anguish etched into the lines around his eyes and mouth. Eyes I loved so much. But he looked at me like I was hurting him even more.

      “Do you think I wasn’t hurting?” I asked again. I had to say it twice, because my voice was so thin the first time, I could hardly hear it over the roar in my own head.

      “Say something!” I yelled, because the silence was too much, too heavy—worse than if he had physically hit me. “I can’t take silence from you, Nathan. You have to talk to me. You have to tell me, yell at me—anything, but please,” I swallowed and it hurt the whole way down. “Please, don’t give me silence.”

      His eyes burned and his hands reached for me—his first instinct being to console me. But he stopped just an inch from touching me and pulled back his hands. It was akin to a slap—when he deprived me of himself.

      He opened his mouth before closing it right away. There was turmoil in his face, and he wore it as honestly as he wore his passion. Which made me ache all that much deeper.

      Finally, he spoke. “How would I know? You never once said anything—you never seemed happy, or excited, for the baby. I was alone in my excitement, and then alone in my grief.” He shook his head and pounded his fist on the counter. “I was alone, Adele.”

      I squeezed my fingers into a tight ball and pressed my hand against my lips. The sob was in my mouth, ready to be released, but I couldn’t give it weight. I took three deep breaths before I said, “How could you think I wasn’t hurting?” I shook my head and turned to run up the stairs. I needed out—away from him.

      “Where are you going?” he asked, following me into the bedroom. I wanted to laugh. I had to pry how he was feeling out of him, but now he was asking questions like he hadn’t just made me suffer through his silence.

      “Out.” I grabbed a pair of jeans, a bra, and a t-shirt before closing myself in the bathroom. I didn’t want him to look at me undressing and try to touch me.

      I shot a quick text to Leo, Do you think we could start the day a little early? Go to lunch, pregame before Paddy’s tonight?

      As I brushed my teeth, I listened for noise outside of the door but heard nothing. The silence was all-encompassing. I needed my best friend, I needed Leo to talk to me, distract me from the mess that was the life Nathan and I had built and then let crumble before our eyes.

      When my phone buzzed, I snapped it up quickly.

      
        Leo: The professor piss you off?

      

      Oh, Leo. You had no clue just how complicated this was. I replied, I need to spend a day with my best friend.

      I pulled my hair into a ponytail and was splashing water on my face when Leo’s text came through.

      
        Leo: That sounds ominous. I’ll pick you up?

      

      I replied yes please and waited in the bathroom, not wanting to spend another minute with Nathan and his silence. When I heard the roar of Leo’s new truck, I bounded down the stairs and out of the house. I registered Nathan standing to follow me to the door, but I was already climbing into Leo’s truck when Nathan stood outside on the porch.

      “Should I wave or something?” Leo asked, looking at Nathan as I did. “So he wipes that look off his face?”

      “No.” I buckled my seat belt. “Let him be pissed.”

      “Is this girl code or something? I’m supposed to rah-rah and support you by shunning him?”

      I gave Leo a look as he pulled off the street. “Are you my girlfriend?”

      He laughed and shook his head. “No, but if you need that, I can lend you Scarlet.”

      I made a face. “No offense—because I’m happy that you’re happy—but I doubt there’s much Church Girl can help me with. She’d likely douse me in holy water and baptize me in her bathtub or some shit.” Leo shook his head at me and I felt bad for teasing him about his preacher’s daughter girlfriend. “If I needed girlfriends in general, I wouldn’t be spending time with you.”

      “So where do you want to go then, before Paddy’s?”

      “Somewhere with lots of alcohol. Because I’m going to drink all of it.”
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      I was just tired. So fucking tired of the back and forth, the tiny moments of forward progress before one of us did something to knock us the hell backwards again. Maybe this was simply what happened when you were in a relationship with someone who was a decade younger than you, who’d barely had time to experience life as an adult before being in an adult relationship.

      Maybe if Adele was dating a boy, someone who thought keggers were cool and whose messy apartment was shared with four other guys, she’d have more fun.

      Nope.

      The soul inside of Adele didn’t fit with a typical college student. She’d always felt older than that to me, which was what got us in this mess in the first place.

      The house was too quiet, too dark, too empty since she’d slammed the door on her way out, so I grabbed my keys and got in the car without even knowing where I was going.

      Like sitting in the house and watching the clock until she got home safely would make our argument worse somehow. Not that it wasn’t bad. It was. It had been bad and completely necessary. I was almost embarrassed that it took us this long to finally swap harshly spoken words about the baby.

      Actually, she had spoken most of the words, much to my embarrassment now. In that moment, it was like my tongue had been nailed to the roof of my mouth. Seeing her so desperate about what had had happened, finally, should have opened up the floodgates. Instead, I’d been rocked by the fact that we’d been so blind to each other’s struggle.

      Six months ago, I would have bet every cent to my name that I knew Adele inside and out. That I’d be able to catch a glance of her across a packed room and I’d know precisely how she was feeling.

      Now I didn’t feel like I knew anything.

      And in return, I’d shut down on her. The worst possible thing I could have done in that moment.

      My car drove down side-streets, some empty, some not. By the time I found myself pulling into the main entrance of Northern University, I couldn’t even be surprised. I’d spent the first six years of my teaching career on that campus. The tree-lined main drive was bustling with students, all bundled up to walk down the snow-scattered sidewalks. Since the trees were empty of leaves, I could see everything. See all their faces as they walked and talked and laughed.

      There was an empty spot in front of the Student Services building, so I pulled in, not quite sure what I was even doing there.

      Sitting in my car felt more pathetic than getting out and walking around, so I zipped up my leather jacket and pulled a stocking cap out of the console to put on my head. As soon as I opened my door, a blast of cold air hit me, along with the sound of laughter. A group of girls walking arm in arm passed my car, two of them giving me a blatant once-over.

      It simply settled the exhaustion even deeper into my bones.

      She’d done that before. In the beginning.

      I remember pacing the front of one of my classrooms and feeling her eyes on me in a way that had been thrilling and completely indecent.

      I cupped my hands in front of my mouth and blew warm air on my fingers while I walked. No one stopped me, probably because no one recognized me. Or maybe they did, and I simply looked like a creepy former professor wandering the grounds of his old school.

      Two guys yelled, and I looked up to see them greeting a group of women outside of the coffee shop that Adele used to work at.

      Given that my hands were quickly getting numb, and I was feeling pretty fucking nostalgic about the earlier days in our relationship, I walked through the glass and steel doors.

      It looked the same as when Adele worked there. Generic tables and booths, a gas fireplace surrounded by rocks, and the hushed conversations from seated groups were all the same.

      I placed my order, watching the two baristas work with quick efficiency and felt a pang. With robotic movements, I took my coffee from the bored-looking worker and found an empty table along the wall.

      The coffee was so hot that it scalded my tongue, but I took another large drink anyway. By the time it was almost gone, I could barely taste anything.

      I didn’t even know how Adele and I had gotten to this point.

      Maybe we burned so brightly, so early in our relationship, that this was the consequence. That we’d been destined to reach this kind of fallout, with or without the baby.

      I swallowed against the rush of emotion, picturing her anguished face when she told me that she’d been mourning alone too. I’d done that to her. Just me. I’d been so wrapped up in my own grief that I had placed her in a box that she never wanted to be in.

      “Can’t stay away, can you?”

      My head snapped up to see my father bracing his hands on the back of the chair opposite of me. I lifted my eyebrows and traced the lip of my coffee cup with my thumb.

      “Apparently not.”

      We were quiet for a moment, me not offering him a chair and him not asking if he could take one. It was an apt description for our entire relationship.

      “May I join you?” he asked quietly.

      I held his eyes and searched for rancor or ill-intentions and saw only genuine curiosity. So I nodded. “Of course.”

      He didn’t have coffee, so he fiddled with his phone for a second before taking a deep breath. “Things going well at Harvard?”

      I breathed out a laugh. “As well as I imagined, I guess. I work longer hours, and sometimes I’m afraid that my upper-level students are smarter than me.”

      For a second, he just stared at me, then his lips curved in a small smile. Me leaving Northern for Harvard was a Big Fucking Deal in the Easton family. I was the only son, and the Eastons had been attending or teaching at Northern for as long as I could remember. When I’d told my father that I was leaving, he’d merely sneered and told me I was a disappointment.

      Good times.

      We hadn’t had a civil conversation since then. So this also felt like a Big Fucking Deal. The fact that he was asking and actually seemed to care about my answer. Maybe my mom put him up to it.

      “That probably means you’re doing your job well if they surpass you at some point.”

      “I suppose.” I shook my head and took the last drink from my cup. The bitter aftertaste of the coffee was the only thing that made me know that this was actually happening and I hadn’t been dropped into the Twilight Zone. “No coffee? That’s new.”

      He shook his head. “Saw you through the window on my way back to my car. I had a committee meeting and I was about to head home.”

      “So you came in here just to talk to me?” I sounded skeptical, because I was feeling pretty fucking skeptical. He even had the decency to look chagrined. A group of students chattered and laughed their way out the door, blanketing the coffee shop in an eerie silence. Besides the baristas and our table of two, there were only three other girls reading quietly in the opposite corner.

      Would that have been Adele, without me in her life? Sitting in a coffee shop with friends and studying, maybe to avoid a crappy roommate or a quiet apartment? Going to a basketball game with a group of people and heading to a frat house afterward to celebrate?

      I dropped my head to take a couple of deep breaths. I’d chastened her for wanting to go out drinking with Leo on a weeknight, but that’s what normal college seniors did.

      More often than not when we argued, we always circled back to our roles. I was the patronizing older boyfriend, and she was the irresponsible younger girlfriend.

      She wasn’t irresponsible, she was simply young. Doing the same things that I did— with Diana, actually— when I was in my early twenties.

      “You look like you’re thinking awfully hard over there,” my father said, interrupting my pointless train of thought. Pointless because I couldn’t do anything about it right now. Probably not until tomorrow when she was home and sober. She certainly wouldn’t be coming home that way.

      “I am,” I admitted and leaned back in my chair. “It’s about my girlfriend.”

      “Ah.”

      I gave him a rueful smile, still a bit thrown that I was having this normal of a conversation with my father. “You probably didn’t even know I had one, huh?”

      He scratched the side of his face and leveled a considering look in my direction. “No. For how long?”

      “Almost a year.”

      With an answering nod and lifted eyebrows at the length of time, he blinked a few times before talking again. “What’s her name?”

      “Adele,” I answered without thinking, the way I said her name sounding pathetic with how full of longing it was. I kept my eyes on my empty cup, because it’s not like there was much he could say. And I certainly wasn’t going into any details.

      “Where,” he cleared his throat and lowered his voice, “where did you meet her?”

      Something in his voice made me look up. It was suspicion. And suddenly I remembered being in this exact same coffee shop with him. Adele had been working that night. And they knew each other from my father being on the scholarship committee that had selected her.

      Fuck. Fuuuuuuuuuuck.

      “At a restaurant,” I answered far too late. His eyes were looking around, and he started shaking his head slowly.

      “Adele.” His eyes closed and I tipped my head back to stare at the ceiling. He couldn’t possibly piece it together with so little. “What’s Adele’s last name?”

      Keeping my face carefully blank, I waited for him to open his eyes. When he did, I didn’t say a word. Because what could I say?

      “Goddamnit, Nathan,” he ground out. “What’s her last name?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said simply. I wouldn’t lie about it. And I wouldn’t give him the truth right now.

      Not there. Not yet.

      She and I never talked about our families or how we’d broach the subject of our relationship with them. One of the things we had in common was a shocking level of apathy to the people who gave us life. I didn’t want to spend any of my free time with my family just about as much as she didn’t want to hang out with hers. Not once had I given consideration to explaining Adele’s presence in my life to either of my parents. Not one single time.

      “I don’t want to be right about this.” He said it so quietly that I almost had to lean forward to hear him.

      “You’re probably not,” I replied with a casualness that I did not feel. “There are many women with that name, so I’m not sure who you think it is.”

      His eyes blazed and he braced his folded hands on the table, pinning me with a look that made me feel like I was stabbed to the wall with butcher knives. “What I think is that I recall a very beautiful student by the name of Adele, who worked here and was in one of your classes. What I think is that the semester after she had that class with you, you pursued a job teaching elsewhere. And what I think is that if I’m right, you’re the biggest embarrassment that I could have possibly conjured for a son.”

      “Strong words for a really fucking big ‘if’, Father.”

      Everything I said came out even and unaffected, but my heart was pounding. She was still a student here, and with my loose tongue, I could very well screw something up for her. Just because I was gone, didn’t mean she might not feel any ramifications. Our eyes still held, and after a long minute, he pushed back from the table and stood.

      But he didn’t leave.

      Taking his time, he walked around to my seat and leaned over so that his mouth was right by my ear.

      “If I’m right, then it makes me sick that I ever felt a moment of pride about you. If I’m right, then you’re the biggest fucking cliché in the books, Nathan.” Then he clapped a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “But please, son, feel free to prove me wrong at any time.”

      As he walked away, I stared at his back with a rock in my gut and couldn’t help but feel like we’d slipped back into our typical relationship.

      But even that couldn’t distract me from the horrible realization that he was completely right.
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      I only waited about two minutes after he’d stormed out to push away from the table. My whole body was covered in flames, and they licked away at my clothes until I could practically feel them on my skin. The cold November air didn’t even touch me on my walk back to my car, and more than once, I got strange looks when I knocked shoulders with someone going in the opposite direction.

      “Watch it, asshole,” some guy called out when I all but mowed him over when I got to my car.

      The churning anger inside of me, coupled with the freedom of knowing that I was on the campus as just a man, made it very easy for me to turn around and nail him with a glare.

      “Go fuck yourself, frat boy,” I yelled back.

      But I didn’t wait to see if heard me, or if it pissed him off. It felt so damn good to take the leash off and just say what I was thinking in that kind of situation.

      And it hit me. The reason it felt so good is because I’d lost my safe place to do that.

      Adele.

      Adele had been my safe place. The person who always listened when I had something to say, and the person that I never had to filter myself around. What was painfully clear now was that she probably would have listened to me if I’d come to her with what I’d been feeling.

      We could have mourned together.

      I slammed the car door shut and breathed heavily. “Fuck,” I yelled and punched the console. Ooh, and my fucking father. I didn’t give a rat’s ass if he wasn’t proud of me. I was well past the point of living my life for his approval. But he could still make trouble for us, and for her.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket and I barely looked at the screen before I snarled a hello.

      “Okay,” Max drawled on the other end of the line. “Maybe I’ll call back.”

      I dropped my head back and sighed. “No, it’s fine. I just ran into my father, and while that never goes particularly well, this was a doozy even by our standards.”

      On the other end of the line, he made a sympathetic noise. “Daddy issues.”

      In the breath of silence after he said it, we both paused and then started laughing.

      God, that felt good too.

      “They’re the worst,” I replied easily.

      “Have you got plans tonight?”

      I started my car and glanced behind me before pulling out of the spot. Suddenly, I wanted to be very far away from this place. “Just grading some papers, why?”

      “Push those off for a day. I’ll bring over some bourbon and cigars. We can act like we’re not too old for this.”

      My fight with Adele rang through my head again and I let out a deep breath. “The wife won’t care?”

      “No,” he said good-naturedly. “She hates when I smoke, so it’s easier if I go somewhere else when I do it.”

      The skies had started to darken, which meant I’d been driving around before landing at Northern for much longer than I’d thought. But I didn’t expect Adele home until well after midnight. She’d probably close down the bar just to spite me, and I couldn’t really even blame her.

      “All right. You’ve got my address?”

      “Not at home. Text it to me, and I’ll head right over.”

      The fire that had coated me not that long ago had ebbed completely during our phone call, and as I drove home, it wasn’t lost on me that having a sixty-eight-year-old colleague over to my house to drink bourbon and smoke cigars was the closest thing I’d had to a night with friends in years.

      I hung up with Max and rolled my eyes. Pathetic.

      But it didn’t dampen my ridiculous excitement at him coming over. Adele was the only person I hung out with. It never bothered me when she spent time with Leo, or at least it didn’t always bother me.

      The fact that they only had a platonic relationship was evident, and not just because Leo had a serious girlfriend. I’d only had to be around them once to see their interaction was akin to a brother and sister. It didn’t bother me that she had a friend she could spend time with outside of us, but every once in a while, it bothered me because I didn’t have that.

      So by the time Max’s car pulled into the driveway, I was practically bouncing off the walls. Maybe it was good that Adele had gone out. We’d talk the next day and I’d apologize for my part in our distance.

      We would be fine.

      Max knocked on the front door and when I pulled it open, he already had a lit cigar out the side of his mouth.

      “While I’m happy you’re here,” I said, turning around to grab my coat, “you cannot smoke that in the house.”

      He laughed and took a seat in one of the chairs off to the side of the front porch. Once I was settled next to him, I cupped a hand around the tip of my cigar to help it light. I sank back in my chair and took my first large puff, holding it in my mouth before letting it back out.

      “It’s good,” I told him while he took another large draw, making the end glow a bright orange. “What is it?”

      “Nub Cameroon,” he said on the exhale, a thin line of smoke fading into the cold air. “Nicaraguan. My son-in-law likes to prove his love to me by stocking me up with all the good ones.”

      “Good man.”

      Max propped one foot on the opposite knee. “I guess. As much as he can be, considering no one is good enough for my daughters.”

      I smiled, shaking my head a little trying to imagine what it would be like if either Adele or I had parents who’d had that kind of outlook. That we were a prize that could never be earned.

      “Did I tell you that Marjorie finally settled on a thesis?” One of his master’s students had struggled all year figuring out what to do her thesis on, something that Max bemoaned constantly. I shook my head. He rolled his eyes. “Domestic myth-making in the novels of Elizabeth Bowen.”

      I lifted my eyebrows. “Four months of discussion and that’s what she decides on? I liked her TS Eliot one a lot better.”

      “Didn’t we all,” he grumbled and lifted the cigar to his lips again.

      The sky around us got darker and darker, the air colder. But we never left our spot. I was on my second cigar and second bourbon in so many hours, and I’d laughed more in those hundred and twenty minutes than in the entire month prior.

      My ears were almost frozen off, and I was fairly certain that my balls had shrunk up into my stomach due to the cold, but neither of us felt like going indoors.

      Max was wiping tears when I told him about one of my sophomores who started crying in class when she was arguing about the social constructs in the world of the Bronte sisters when a rumbling truck pulled up the driveway.

      Well, shit. With a glance at my watch, I was more than a little shocked that Leo was already bringing her home, given that it was barely ten.

      “Didn’t peg Adele for a truck owner,” Max said, shielding his eyes from the headlights.

      “It’s one of her friends’.”

      We sat there while the truck kept idling, and my stomach started churning uncomfortably. Partially because of the cigars, a little bit of the bourbon, and a whole lot that Max was still here when Adele got home. Maybe her earlier than expected arrival meant that she wouldn’t be drunk.

      The cab of the truck lit up when Leo cracked open the driver’s side door. “A little help here, man.”

      Or maybe not.

      Cursing under my breath, I ignored whatever look might have been on Max’s face and jogged down the steps to the sidewalk that led to Leo’s truck.

      When I pulled open the passenger door, she was singing. Not a good first sign of her sobriety.

      “Hey, you’re a crazy bitch but you fuck so good, I’m on top of it,” Adele sang in an off-key voice, playing what might have been an air guitar but her hands were up by her shoulders. I gave Leo a look and he just held his hands up.

      “Why do you think I’m bringing her home, dude?”

      “I’m not a dude, Leonardo,” Adele slurred, drilling a finger into his bicep. Leo just rolled his eyes and flicked her hand away.

      “She’s all yours,” he said with a mildly apologetic smile.

      Adele whipped her head around, finally realizing that I was standing in the opening of the passenger door. “You.” The accusation among the drawn out, drunken word was completely unmistakable. She blinked slowly and then turned her head back to Leo. “He’s pissed at me.”

      “Yeah,” he said dryly. “You’ve mentioned that a time or two now.”

      I clenched my jaw, imagining them talking about our issues. “Okay, let’s go in, Adele. Can you walk?”

      “Of course I can fucking walk,” she snapped, sounding remarkably sober.

      If I’d only told Max to go home about ten minutes earlier. Searching deep, deep inside myself for any level of calm, I held a hand out to her in order to help her out of the truck. She curled a lip at it and stepped out, miraculously landing on two feet. In my anger earlier, I hadn’t paid attention to what she’d been wearing. The jeans were fine, but somehow on Adele, a simple white t-shirt managed to look downright indecent.

      Probably because she was wearing a bright red bra underneath that shoved her cleavage up to miraculous levels. Normally, I’d salivate or dip my hand down in the front. But with Max on the front porch and God knows how much alcohol in her system, I wasn’t feeling particularly touchy.

      “Did she lose her coat?” I asked Leo while Adele weaved in place next to me.

      He turned to look behind his seat and shrugged. “She must have left it at the bar. I’ll call and see if they have it.”

      With hurried movements, I unzipped my fleece jacket and laid it over her shoulders.

      “Cold,” she whispered and jammed her arms through the sleeves. “I don’t even care that I’m still so fucking mad at you.”

      “Glad to hear it,” I said, wrapping an arm around her shoulders to steer her toward the house. I glanced at Leo over my shoulder. “Thanks for getting her home safely.”

      Leo nodded. “I always will.”

      “Awwwww,” Adele sang, leaning into me. “You’re the fucking best, Leonardo.”

      “Lots of water, Morello,” he said, pointing a finger at her. I tipped my chin at him and closed the passenger side door.

      “Who’s car is that? You cheatin’ on me, Easton?” Adele glared at Max’s sedate four-door sedan like it had personally injured her. “’Cause I’ll cut a bitch. I will cut her the hell up.”

      “Trust me, you are more than enough woman, Adele. I couldn’t possibly handle anyone on top of you.”

      She jerked to a stop right before we turned the corner to the front porch. Adele laid a hand on my chest and peered up at me. The vivid green of her eyes searched my face, and the way she was looking at me made my breath catch.

      “Sometimes when you say shit like that, I forget how mad I am at you.”

      I smiled sadly. “I’m sure you’ll remember in the morning.”

      “Uh huh. Now who’s car is that?” And she slipped out from under my arm and charged around the corner. I held my breath when she stopped, a shocked expression covering her face. Then she smiled. Brilliantly.

      “Maaaaaaaaaax!”

      When I walked up the first step, Adele had flung herself at him to give him a giant hug.

      “Hello, dear,” he said with more kindness than I probably would have in that moment. He cleared his throat when she didn’t let him go and with every passing second, I could feel my blood pressure rising.

      “Adele,” I said gently, laying a hand on her shoulder. “Max might want to breathe at some point tonight.”

      After disentangling herself from him, she swayed sideways and then righted herself. Max shifted his eyes to me, and I forced as much of a smile as I could manage.

      “You were so nice to me at the party, Max,” Adele said, patting his cheek a couple times. “Nobody else was. You were so nice. You and Bonnie. My best friend Bonnie.”

      “Okay,” I wrapped an arm around her shoulder again and attempted to steer her in the house. She shoved my arm off.

      “I’m talkin’ to Max. Everyone else there acted like fucking dicks, including you, Easton.”

      “Adele,” I ground out. “I think it’s time to go in.”

      Max waved at me, embarrassment causing his eyes to flick away from me. “I’m just going to go. Thanks for letting me come over, Nathan.”

      Hugging him one more time, Adele said something into his ear that I couldn’t hear, and thank fuck, it made Max laugh under his breath. “Of course, dear. You go get some sleep.”

      By the time he was to his car, I was fuming. Adele didn’t give me a spare look before she stumbled into the house. For a few minutes, I stood on the dark porch. Dark, because she’d turned the light off on me after going inside.

      At the rate I was going, if I waited until I was calm to go inside and help her get into bed, she might make it there by next week.

      Because if I walked inside right now, after watching her completely embarrass herself and me in front of my mentor, the only friend I probably had right now, I just might kill her.
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      I fell four steps inside the house, landing hard on my ass right at the foot of the staircase. “Fuck me,” I grumbled, leaning to rub the side of my sore ass. My eyes caught on the sneakers I was wearing and I glared at them—surely, those fuckers were to blame.

      It took longer than it should have for me to yank them off before I threw them across the room. One of them ended up in Nathan’s beloved study and I giggled. He was going to be pissed.

      He probably already was.

      I hadn’t intended to get totally trashed. I rarely drank more than enough to feel that delightful little brain tickle, but the last few months—with everything—had come to a head earlier today and I needed to forget the bullshit that pulled me down for a little while.

      My other shoe ended up somewhere in the living room behind me and I hummed, happy to leave my mark in Nathan’s house. Diana’s house.

      She was mother fucking everywhere. All over the wallpaper in the entry, the paint colors in every single room in the house—hell, even the table I sat at to do my work had an ink stain that Nathan had told me was caused by her.

      I rubbed a hand down my face, feeling a tingle in my cheeks. I needed to get something in my stomach to avoid the uprising in my belly. Crawling, I made my way to the kitchen. When I reached the island, I grabbed one of the stools and slowly pulled myself to standing. Why was it so hard to stand up after you’d fallen so spectacularly?

      I heard the slam of the front door and kept my back to the thunder I felt approaching as I opened the refrigerator and surveyed its contents.

      Milk would probably react badly with the tequila in my belly—no milk. There was a bunch of shit to assemble a salad, but fuck salad. I pushed the cucumbers to the back of the fridge with more than a little hostility, spying what I wanted.

      Chocolate mother fucking pudding pie.

      “Aw, yeah!” I cheered as I pulled it up. I felt like a champion for finding pie, and pumped my fist in the air in triumph.

      Not even bothering with a plate, I set the pie on the counter and grabbed a large spoon. As I shoved the first bite into my mouth, Nathan entered the kitchen.

      He looked like he wanted to say something, but I was too invested in my pie to listen. I held up the spoon and looked at it adoringly. My phone started ringing to my current ringtone—"What’s Your Fantasy" by Ludacris and I immediately started dancing. It was a bit of a throwback, but it was a pretty sexy song and usually granted some blushed looks from my fellow public transportation riders whenever my phone rang.

      “Are you going to answer that?” Nathan asked.

      With a mouthful of pie, I shook my head. “Nah, I’m gonna daaaance.” And so I did, spoon in my hand as I slid in the space of six tiles in front of the fridge. I wasn’t sure what it was about drinking tequila, but it was as if it served as a direct line to my legs, turning me from someone with no coordination to someone with even worse coordination but less concern for those who witnessed my dancing atrocities.

      When the music stopped abruptly, I snapped up my phone and pulled up my music app—setting it on a playlist I usually ran to. When “Blister in the Sun” came on, Nathan quietly remarked, “What eclectic taste you have.”

      I wasn’t sure if it was a criticism or not, but I wasn’t going to let a curmudgeon ruin my dance groove. I ate three more bites of the pie while I danced across the kitchen before I put it back in the fridge, laughing at the spooned gouges across its surface.

      “Here,” Nathan said, grabbing the fridge door before I could close it and pulling out a bottle of water. “Drink this, so you’re not miserable tomorrow.”

      I swiped it from his hand and leveled him with a look. “This might help keep me from being miserable, but is it going to help you not be an asshole?”

      Ohhh shit. I couldn’t believe I said that. I knew the alcohol was wearing off bit by bit, especially after eating half of that pie, so I was lucid enough to know that it was a bitchy thing of me to say.

      “I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that.”

      But I was still buzzed enough to reply, “Are you sure you even heard me? You were so silent this morning that I thought I should take you in for a hearing test.”

      “Adele, you’re drunk.”

      I set the water down with more force than necessary, causing it to splatter all over us. “Gee, Professor. I think you took the wrong career path because you’re so Goddamn astute. Detective Easton has a certain ring to it, don’t you think?” I saluted him and pushed my hair away from my face.

      Nathan sighed and pressed the water bottle back into my hands. “Just drink this.”

      Suddenly, I felt a sharp press against my heart. Nathan, even though he was likely pissed at me, was still taking care of me. Like he’d promised, before everything went to shit.

      The tears pricked behind my eyes more quickly than they would have if I’d been sober, but I shook them off still, wrapping my hand around Nathan’s as he pushed the water bottle against mine.

      He looked at my hand for a beat. Then, slowly he extracted himself from my hold. “Drink the water,” he said again, before turning around to walk away.

      “Nathan,” I said.

      He paused, his back to me and I took the opportunity to walk up behind him and press my chest to his back. My hands slid around his midsection and held on tight. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      I felt the muscles under my cheek tense. “Why are you sorry?”

      I was still a bit too liquored up to explain myself, so I just kissed his back and ran my fingers over the rock hard abs I could feel under my fingers. With my chest still to his back, I ran my hands up his button-up shirt, sliding a nail right in the gap between the buttons. Gently, I scraped his skin and felt him again tense under my cheek.

      “What are you doing?”

      I rubbed my face against him. “Maybe you’re not as astute as I thought.” I unwrapped my arms and stepped around him, putting my hands over his pecs and sliding them up to his shoulders.

      God, he felt so hard, so warm. I pressed my thumbs along the curve of muscle and looked up at him under my lashes. His eyes were dark, but the lust for me burned bright. The tick in his jaw emboldened me to undo the top button of his shirt, then the next, until his shirt was open from neck to waist.

      With my eyes on his, I leaned down and licked a path from his belly button to his neck. When my lips hit his Adam’s apple, I sucked on it, nibbling just a little. I felt a hum from his throat when I did that, but his hands stayed at his sides.

      My fingers glided up his neck, my nails digging in just a bit as they scratched over his five o’clock shadow. I ran one of my nails over the line of his lips, and let my other hand travel down his chest to his waist, scratching and pressing and touching him as much as I could.

      I rose up on my tiptoes to kiss him fully on the mouth, and it was then that I felt the first give, with him finally relaxing against me. I led the kiss, sucking on his bottom lip as I gently bit down. There was a fire racing down the center of my chest, and I realized how badly I needed this, to kiss him and to love on him a little bit.

      Pressed so closely, I could feel his erection against my belly. Leaving his mouth, I dropped to my knees in front of him and kissed the hard length straining against his slacks. He made me feel downright wicked, especially like this. Tequila had nothing on Nathan.

      I opened the button of his slacks, breathless for a taste of him, when I felt his hands in my hair. But instead of encouraging me, they tugged me.

      “What?” I asked, pulling to standing. My hands wandered over his expanse of skin and muscle because I couldn’t stop touching him. I felt like I’d been starved of him, and here he was—ripe for the picking.

      “Not tonight.”

      I shook my head, squeezed his waist in my hands. “Come on.”

      “I said no.” He pushed me gently away, but enough for me to get the hint. I nearly stumbled thanks to the way my head spun but I grabbed onto the island for balance.

      He walked away and I followed him, all the way into his study. He sat in his chair and acted like he couldn’t see me following him like a lost puppy.

      “Go to bed.”

      I stopped my pursuit as I stared at him. “What’s your problem?”

      He didn’t look at me, just slid his glasses on his face. Those fucking glasses. “I’m not in the mood.”

      “You sure seemed like you were.” I walked next to him and lifted myself so that I could sit on the corner of his large desk. “I miss you, Nathan.” I picked up one of his hands and placed it on my thigh, moving it up. “Touch me. I miss you,” I repeated, my voice hoarse.

      He yanked his hand away. “We need to talk about our argument this morning, but not when you’re drunk.”

      I shifted off his desk, a little hurt that he was pushing me away so easily. “I’m not that drunk. I’m just a little buzzed.”

      When he said nothing to that, I crouched beside him. “Let’s have some hot makeup sex. We haven’t had that in a long time.”

      He flipped open a book on his desk, not looking at me still. “We’re not making up. We can’t just fix all of our problems with sex. We’re supposed to be adults.”

      Whoa. I pulled my head back, surprised at his harsh tone. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Just go to bed, Adele.” Still he didn’t look at me.

      I stood. “Fuck you, Nathan.”

      “I’ll sleep on the couch,” he said to my retreating back as I climbed the stairs.

      I was so angry and humiliated by the turn of our conversation and the fact that he wasn’t going to sleep in the same bed as me for the first time since I moved in with him. I wanted the old us back, when things weren’t complicated—when sex brought us back together whenever we were feeling lost.
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      Sometime in the middle of the night, I was in the bathroom vomiting. As I clutched the seat and let my stomach empty itself, all I could think about was the last time I’d been in the bathroom doing the same thing. When I’d still been pregnant.

      So there I was, crying and vomiting and wishing that Nathan and I could find our way back to each other. It was then that I acknowledged that we’d had months of this, slowly separating as we adjusted to living together and Nathan’s new job. The miscarriage hadn’t been the catalyst to our split, but it had only driven it deeper than I felt was manageable for us both.

      I barely slept all night. Part of me kept waiting for Nathan to come to bed, to quietly hold me and assure me that we’d be okay. I stared at that door, willing it to open with Nathan on the other side.

      But he didn’t come up to even brush his teeth.

      I sent a text to Leo, asking him to come pick me up. He replied with a question mark but said he’d be fifteen minutes.

      I’d concocted a hundred things to say but as I walked down the stairs, faced with Diana’s wallpaper and my sneakers on the mat by the door—like a guest’s shoes would be—I realized what I needed to do.

      Nathan was in the kitchen, sitting at the island and reading his newspaper like he did every morning. The fact that the coffee maker was full of coffee—instead of just enough for him—made my heart throb over what I was going to do.

      The mug I pulled from the cabinet said Kennebunkport, Maine where I knew Nathan had honeymooned with Diana. My fingers curled firmly around the handle, and I loosened them only when I thought I would accidentally break it. I took the first sip of my coffee before setting it down.

      “Nathan.”

      “Hm?” He looked up from his paper for a moment before returning his attention to whatever was in today’s headlines.

      “We need to talk.”

      He set the paper down, sipped his coffee and appeared completely at ease. How was he not burning from the inside out, like I was? I felt like this conversation would tear me in half.

      “I…” I wasn’t sure how to start this. How to say what I needed. I loved Nathan, but I no longer felt like love was enough to shoulder all the weight we carried. I couldn’t live with his silence; with the guilt I wore like a brand on my skin.

      “I love you,” I said, and stopped him when he opened his mouth. “But I can’t do this. Not right now.”

      His eyebrows scrunched together. “Do what?”

      “Us.”

      His eyes changed, from disbelief to confusion. “Explain.”

      I didn’t like how he said that, like I was a student in his class, being asked to defend my stance on a subject. “You either ignore me or patronize me,” I blurted out.

      “I don’t.” He shook his head, but I held up a hand.

      “No, you were silent yesterday when I was begging you to speak.” I took a deep breath, hoping for courage, to do this without crying. “I need to say my peace and leave.”

      “Leave?” He shook his head again. “And go where?”

      “Leo’s picking me up.”

      He gave me a look. “Are you going out? Again? After last night?”

      My heart ached. He was doing it, again, talking to me like I was a child. “Are you even listening to me? I need a break. From you,” I threw my hands up and gestured to the entire kitchen, “from this house, where I don’t belong. I’m going to stay with Leo for a while.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous; you can stay here. I’ll take the guest bedroom.”

      “No.” My voice was as firm as the fists I made with my hands. “I’m not being ridiculous. I’m hurt. I can’t live under your roof—sleep in your bed—clean your house.”

      “Clean?” He raised an eyebrow and I shook from the inside out—anger was an earthquake in my bones.

      “Jesus, Nathan! Do you think I leave messes because I don’t know how to put a fucking bowl in the sink?” I walked to the sink, set my mug inside of it. “Look—I know how to do it. It’s not that I’m incapable—it’s that I’m invisible.”

      “No, you’re not.” He stood but I backed away.

      “I feel invisible. I’m in your wife’s house. Her bed. That mug,” I pointed to the sink, “was the mug you bought on your honeymoon with her. There is nothing of me here.” I pressed my hands to my stomach, to hold in the despair that rocked me in my gut. “I leave messes because it’s my only mark on this house, your house—her house. I’m trying to remind the both of us that I’m here.”

      Nathan sighed, and my heart sank.

      He didn’t believe me.

      He didn’t think I was serious.

      I stared at him, begging him with my eyes to see how fucking serious I was. But he just stared back, his face a portrait of disbelief.

      “Here we are again—you acting like I’m not completely serious. Treating me like a petulant child, throwing a tantrum.”

      He looked weary, as if we’d been through this before. But we hadn’t. In all our fights—and there had been many—I’d never threatened to leave. I’d never even slept in a separate bed if we fought at night. I was always the one making us have it out before we went to sleep.

      And still, he seemed under the impression that I wouldn’t be walking out of this house in a few minutes.

      “I’m going to pack a bag,” I said, before leaving the kitchen and climbing the stairs.

      To his credit, he followed me up to the landing, standing just outside the door to the master. “You’re not going to get me to jump when you’re being dramatic,” he said as I shoved clothes into the weekender-sized bag I had.

      He carved me hollow with that—with his disbelief in my decision. Closing my eyes, I told myself that he was probably just safeguarding his own feelings. I braced my hands on the bed and turned my head to look at him. “Don’t you feel it, Nathan? The emptiness? I accepted that you were too busy—that you had a lot on your plate—to cater to me. But I can’t live with your patronizing tone. I can’t live with your silence.”

      I wondered if he remembered the piece I’d written about my father a year before, the piece that had been a turning point in our relationship. I’d talked all about my father’s silence, how it had developed me into the person I was. I couldn’t see his face that well in the early morning shadow of the hallway, but he seemed to still for a moment.

      “I’m not silent now. I’m listening. Talk to me.”

      “Now? Now you want to talk? What about the last few weeks since I miscarried? Where the fuck were you then?”

      He opened his mouth but I put my hand out and stopped him. All my anger was cresting now, like a wave about to pull us under.

      “No, you weren’t here. You buried yourself back into work. All your grand declarations of being here for me, of taking care of me, had fallen away the moment they’d removed our baby from my body. You never once asked how I felt.” Shit. The tears were in my voice and in my eyes and just breathing hurt. I whipped my hand around the bedroom. “Diana lives in every corner of this house—she’s here more than I am. I don’t feel like I belong here.” I zipped up my bag and tried to shove past him in the hallway, but his hands reached out and wrapped around my arms, holding me still.

      “You’re not actually leaving.”

      “Yes, I am.” I shook my arms to get away from his hold. “We need a break.”

      He squeezed me tighter, the look in his eyes changing. He finally understood. “We don’t need a break, Adele. Maybe we just need to talk.”

      “Talk?” I shouted, probably louder than I needed to. “You haven’t been talking to me in months. Not until…” I waved a hand around my stomach. “You promised, Nathan.” I hiccupped, the grief settling in my throat. “You said you’d take care of me. And then…you just stopped.”

      It was as if he transformed before my eyes. His face had remained impassive until I’d started packing my shit. He leaned in, maybe to kiss me? I didn’t know, because the instant he leaned in, I pulled back.

      “You said you’d take care of me, of us. I believed you.” I shook in his arms, trying to free myself. His grip only tightened. He wasn’t going to make this easy to leave him. “Let go.”

      “I won’t.”

      It was killing me, that he wouldn’t leave me alone. After months of wanting him like this, I now couldn’t stand him holding me, holding my heart, hostage.

      “So what if we’re both a little broken, Adele? We can fix it. We can.” His voice was hushed, such the opposite of mine.

      “It’s not the fact that we’re broken.” I shook my head as tears shook my voice. “It’s the fact that you let me pick up the pieces alone.”

      “So, what? You leave and then what? You come back at the end of the week?”

      My throat burned, fire racing up the column of my neck. I couldn’t stop the tear that fell from my eyes. “You’re not even taking me seriously right now and let me tell you, Nathan.” I swallowed, hoping to keep the nausea that threatened at bay. “I’m living with a hole inside of me.” Tears made me scrunch up my nose. “And I’ve been suffering for weeks. Alone. I don’t need silent Nathan or patronizing Nathan—I need the Nathan who loves me, who reaches for me the second he sees me. I need you. But you’re not here. And when you are here? I’m invisible to you.”

      “You’re not invisible, I’ve just been busy.” He shook his head and his grip loosened so that he was running his hands up and down my arms, trying to soothe me.

      “You’ve been busy for a long time. I can’t remember the last time I felt like a priority to you. I’m supposed to be the woman you’re in love with; we’re supposed to be building a life together. But we’re not. And I need you to let me go.”

      With that, I pushed away from him and walked down the stairs just as my phone buzzed in my pocket. Thank God for Leo’s timing, I thought as I opened the front door and walked out to his truck.

      “Adele!” Nathan roared from the door.

      My steps faltered for a second, because I heard the aching, the longing in his voice. It was instinct for me to want to go to him, so fighting it back was more difficult than I imagined it could be. But I couldn’t keep telling him I was a priority—he needed to see it for himself. I paused only a second before I ripped open Leo’s door and gave him a quick smile before I buckled up.

      “Whoa,” he said when he saw the bag.

      I felt Nathan moving toward the car and said, “Just drive, please.” My voice cracked as I pleaded with him to press the gas, to take me away from the one place that had felt like home in years. When we were halfway down the block, I asked, “Can I crash at your place for a while, until I figure out what I’m doing?”

      Leo stared at me, blinking. He was more stunned than Nathan had been right away. “Uh, sure. But there’s not a lot of room at my house. You’d probably be more comfortable at Scarlet’s.”

      Oh, shit.
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      Adele didn’t come home that night. And I knew because I sat on the couch while the skies were cold and dark, until the sun peeked past the heavy gray clouds at dawn.

      That was about when I cracked open the whiskey.

      I was drunk by noon.

      Passed out by five.

      And when I woke up on the couch the next day before the sun had begun to rise— the house dark considering I hadn’t turned on a single light the day before— she still wasn’t home.

      Even when she had walked out the door, I thought she was bluffing.

      Because never once in all the tension and silence and awkward encounters through the last two months did I ever think that she’d leave me.

      Adele left me.

      Adele left me, I chanted over and over in my head while I stared down at the empty crystal glass in my hand.

      “Adele left me,” I whispered, just to see if I could say the words out loud. Then I heaved the glass at the wall, feeling absolutely no satisfaction when the glass exploded. The framed picture on the wall right next to where I’d hurled the glass never moved an inch, which actually pissed me the hell off. It wasn’t enough destruction, just a small spot in the drywall where the glass had hit, and the millions of shards all over the floor.

      But those could be swept up. Forgotten the instant they were dumped into the trash bin. Like they’d never been there. Exactly the way Adele had described her presence in the house.

      “Fuck,” I said, dropping into a chair and gripping my head with my hands. There was this strange pinching around my heart, like someone was dragging the tip of a pin over the surface. It was causing enough pain that I wanted to rip out the offending organ, but not enough that I wasn’t able to function.

      What I hated most of all though?

      Adele was one hundred percent right. About everything.

      After I’d started at Harvard, she was the sacrifice. Time with her was the sacrifice.

      When we fought, I looked at her as a child. As someone who didn’t know as well as I did what was right and what was wrong.

      The house that we lived in, together, bore no trace of her whatsoever.

      After she lost the baby, it was the worst of all. My grief had superseded hers. Instead of just asking her what was in her head, I answered the question for myself, and left her to deal with the consequences.

      Alone.

      Digging my fingers into my temples, I attempted to regulate my breathing. Each realization, each bullet point of my failure stabbed me a thousand times over. And no matter where I looked, all I saw was Diana. The pictures, the paint colors, the rugs under my feet. The dining room chairs, the couches and the duvet covers on the bed.

      They all carried Diana’s stamp.

      When I walked through the kitchen, I crunched over the broken glass. But I didn’t stop to clean it up. Maybe that was my nod to Adele’s silent displays of ownership over the house, or maybe I just didn’t want to lose my nerve.

      It took me three hours to fill six boxes.

      When I taped the last one shut, I was fully sober, just the throbbing headache at the base of my skull reminding me that I’d drank way too much whiskey.

      The walls of the upstairs hallway were empty. So were the walls leading up the staircase. The china set that had been given to us as a wedding present was carefully wrapped, leaving the two glass-paned cabinets on either side of the stove bare.

      The attic was emptier by two boxes of clothes and keepsakes from college.

      In fact, the only thing I’d kept was our wedding album, but I carefully folded that into the duvet from the master bed and tucked it into the shelves along the back wall of the attic.

      In the quiet, musty room, I felt the weight of what I’d done. Purging my house of the most obvious pieces of Diana would’ve slayed me just a short year ago. But once Adele had barreled into my life, I barely noticed them anymore. They didn’t stay out of some statement of grief. They stayed because I didn’t have the motivation to get rid of them.

      The pieces of my former life being plucked off walls wouldn’t erase my memories of Diana. But when Adele came back— when, not if— then I wanted her to see that I was listening.

      By the time the last box was settled into the backseat of my car, I knew what I had to do.

      So I pulled out my cell phone and scrolled through the contacts until I found the number I hadn’t called in five years. Nerves pitched my stomach in a slow roll while the phone rang in my ear. They probably wouldn’t answer. Just as I was waiting for the machine to click on, I heard someone pick up, and then hesitate to say anything.

      “Hello?” Diana’s mother said with obvious confusion in her voice.

      I cleared my throat. “Hello, Elizabeth. It’s been a long time.”

      “It has. Is there a reason for this phone call?”

      Rolling my eyes felt natural, and I didn’t stifle it since she couldn’t see me. Her chilliness still shocked me, all these years later. But it’s all I’d ever felt from her.

      “I was just wondering if you and Robert were home. I have some boxes of Diana’s things that I thought you might like, and I’d be happy to bring them over.”

      Her silence was long and loaded with … something. Knowing her, she’d judge me for cleaning them out, but clutch them to her breast the instant I handed the boxes over.

      “Yes,” she said in a clipped tone. “We’re home. You remember where we live?”

      I slicked my tongue over the front of my teeth. “Yes, Elizabeth. I remember.”

      And then she hung up.

      If anything, her curt reception reminded me exactly why I was doing this.

      The drive to Hartford took me longer than I remembered, close to two hours with the slick roads of winter. But each mile felt like I was purging something necessary from my soul.

      Their house was beautiful, just like it always had been. One of the austere, brick front houses that bespoke old money and deep family roots that was so common in the northeast. The white of the snow in their front yard made the brick look blood red, and I stared at it from my car for about five minutes before getting out to unload the boxes onto the front porch.

      Robert didn’t come out to help me, which didn’t surprise me too much. He had never liked me, especially when Diana moved two hours away to be with me after college. But when she died? I became the scapegoat for every bad thing in their life.

      And I couldn’t exactly blame them.

      When I stacked the last box onto the porch, the door swung open. I smiled at Elizabeth, but the way her arms crossed tightly over her chest and her face pinched in a frown made it go away pretty quickly.

      “Come in,” she said quietly. “It’s cold out here.”

      I nodded. “Do you want me to take these in first?”

      She swallowed, turning to look over her shoulder, probably at her husband. “That’s fine.”

      They watched in silence while I took the boxes from the cold outside into their cold house. The heat was roaring, but every inch of that house was frosted over. When the last box was set down, Robert finally spoke.

      “What’s in there?”

      Determined to keep this as civil as possible, I extended my hand before answering him. “It’s been a long time, Robert.”

      After a beat, he gripped my outstretched hand with his own. “Thank you for driving out here.”

      “May I sit?”

      They looked at each other first, and Robert nodded his assent. They settled in the middle of the couch, and I took the high-backed wing chair opposite of them. During the whole drive down to their house, I thought about what I’d say to them. Diana’s funeral was the last time we’d been in the same room. They always unleashed Elias on me when they needed something.

      “I know it’s not easy to have me here,” I started, smoothing my wind-chapped hands along the tops of my thighs. “And it’s not easy for me to be here. But I felt like we needed to make some peace with each other.” Elizabeth blinked rapidly and Robert watched me with a stoic expression. “I truly don’t blame you for hating me. She’d still be here with you if she’d never met me. But I did love her, and it took me a very long time to be able to learn how to respect that love and also be able to live my life.”

      “You’ve done that now?” she asked, her voice wavering slightly at the end.

      “I have. It took me almost four years to figure out how.”

      “What’s her name?”

      I blew out a breath, wishing this wasn’t so fucking hard. “Adele. And I love her very much.”

      They didn’t need to know what had happened in the last thirty-six hours, simply that she was the catalyst for all of this.

      “So you want to erase all traces of our daughter?” Robert asked, flint in his tone.

      “No. It’s not about erasing Diana. I’d never be able to remove her from my mind. But it is about making a home with someone that’s not dominated by my dead wife.” They both flinched when I said it, but I didn’t apologize. Because they needed to hear it. “You don’t have to grant me your forgiveness, but I would like to know that I can walk out of here and feel that we’ve settled whatever it is that needed settling between us. That I can walk out of here and be left in peace.”

      A tear fell down Elizabeth’s cheek, and I wondered if there was a number high enough to count how many of them she’d shed in the last five years.

      “No matter what you thought about me,” I continued when they didn’t speak, “I loved her very much. But I’m not going to entomb myself with her memory to make you happy. Anything of hers that I want to keep, I’ve kept. This is the rest of anything of hers with sentimental value, and you’re free to do with it what you want.”

      They still didn’t speak, so I stood and started walking to the door.

      “Wait,” Robert said. Bracing myself for whatever he might hurl at me, I turned to them. He was standing, but Elizabeth was still crying silently on the couch. “The fact that we can’t move on isn’t your fault, Nathan. And I’m … we’re sorry if it felt like we were trying to chain you to her grave.” With a look back at his wife, he smiled sadly. “Good luck.”

      He held his hand to me, and I shook it firmly, feeling like anvils had been unstrapped from my feet. “Thank you.”

      When I opened the door to leave, he’d gone back by Elizabeth to wrap her in his arms. I shut with it a quiet click and walked back to my car with a relieved smile on my face.
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      One week later

      It had taken him a week to text me. If I psychoanalyzed that, I’d probably be more hurt than I was when I saw his name flash across my screen.

      Despite my determination to walk away from him, I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t questioned my decision a hundred times. Regret and guilt battled in my head, long through the night. I wanted him to call—because as upset and sad as I was, I still wanted Nathan.

      Good God, did I want him. It wasn’t natural, being apart from him like this. Hell, I fucking ached to pick up my phone and tell him the stupid shit about my day, the ins and outs that only Nathan would get. But I had to be strong and wait him out. See if he missed me. So the words he sent me broke me a little.

      
        Nathan: Are you okay?

      

      Was I okay? No. I was not fucking okay. I was like an alcoholic in recovery, needing the next hit more than I needed my next breath. I wanted to go back home to him, spread my legs wide open and pull him into me. I wanted to fill myself up with him, because being empty was worse than anything I’d ever felt.

      I wanted to breathe fire into his throat, to damage him forever, so he couldn’t send me a simple text asking me if I was okay—I wanted him to burn right beside me, to breathe his fire into me, so that we scarred one another in a way that was permanent.

      Instead, I replied. I’m fine.

      It was the biggest fucking cop-out. Everyone knew what a woman meant when she said she was fine. ‘Fine’ was not fucking fine, for anyone.

      I thought that was the end of it. I thought I’d been granted a reprieve even though a darker part of me hoped he’d be relentless in calling me back to him. But one afternoon, as I’d tugged at the turtleneck Scarlet had given me to borrow, he’d sent another text.

      
        Nathan: Come home. I miss you.

      

      I realized that my will was only marginally stronger than my feet, so I stayed firm—ass planted on the trundle bed in Scarlet’s room.

      I replied, Please, respect me enough to give me space. That’s all I need from you right now.

      Oh, it hurt. And the only reason I didn’t dissolve into tears and snot was because my entire upper body was slowly being tortured by cashmere.

      “How the hell do you handle this much cloth? I feel like I’m being suffocated,” I asked Scarlet as I stuck my fingers into the neck of the sweater and yanked it from my throat. “It’s like a fuzzy python.”

      Scarlet was used to my attitude, as evidenced by the way she gave me her trademark Scarlet look: one eyebrow raised and lips pursed. “You’re welcome to wear your own clothes.”

      I had to hand it to her. After the first twenty-four hours of staying at her place, whatever intimidation I’d held over her had disappeared. She no longer looked at me like I’d take her in one giant bite and now she gave it back as good as she got. I had to admire her, even if I still didn’t understand her fashion choices.

      “Yeah, well, I’d wear my own clothes, but I’m kind of in short supply.” In my haste to leave Nathan’s, I’d packed my weekender bag with three pairs of pants, eight pairs of underwear, enough socks to last me through an apocalypse, and three tops. Two of those tops hadn’t been church-appropriate, which meant they were definitely not Preacher’s house appropriate. And considering that Leo had shipped me off to Scarlet’s doorstep the day he picked me up, I’d been trying my best not to appear like the harlot everyone thought I was.

      “Don’t you have a key to his house? Go pick up your stuff.” Scarlet returned her attention to the textbook on her lap.

      I rolled my eyes. “Oh, sure because it’s just that easy.” My friendship with Scarlet was in its early stages, but we’d evolved to a lot of mutual respect. There was plenty of snark to go around, however. “He has an alarm that he changes the code to every week or so, so even if I could get in, the police would be up my ass a minute later.”

      “Well, I don’t know what to tell you. Suck it up and wear my clothes or break into your boyfriend’s, or ex-boyfriend’s, house.” She shrugged and turned a few pages in her textbook as she sat properly straight and prim, cross-legged on her bed.

      “Why are you even studying if you’re not in school?” I couldn’t help the curl of my upper lip as I took her in, flipping through a book on some kind of biology, not looking the littlest bit bored out of her mind.

      ‘’Just because I’ve taken the year off doesn’t mean my brain should too.” She shivered and then rolled off the bed to close the window I’d cracked open during the night. An idea suddenly came to me.

      “Scarlet, you’re a mother fucking genius,” I said as I formulated how to get more of my stuff from Nathan’s house.

      “I don’t fuck mothers, but I’ll accept the genius compliment.” She tilted her head. “What did I do?”

      I shrugged as I stood and ripped off the almost-Amish sweater. “It was mostly me, but you gave me an idea,” I said as I tossed the sweater at her. “Honestly, Scarlet. We need to go shopping sometime. Think, less old folk’s home and more I’m a twenty-something with a banging body.”

      “I’ll consider it,” Scarlet replied dryly. “Where are you going?”

      “To borrow Leo’s truck,” I said as I tugged on my coat. “I’m going to get my stuff.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The one good thing about wearing heartache on my face was that it made Leo all the more willing to do anything he could to make me happy, like letting me borrow the keys to his brand new baby. He’d all but thrown them at me when I’d showed up at his house, and soon I was pulling into Nathan’s driveway.

      Luckily, I knew Nathan’s schedule well enough to assume he’d be doing lesson planning at his office before coming home. I had about ten minutes of guaranteed safe time to get in and out and I’d use that time to get my most important shit: my clothes, some cosmetic stuff and my laptop.

      One of the things I’d picked up from living with Nathan was that he often slept with the bedroom window open just a crack. I’d gotten so used to it that I’d started doing it too and I knew that he often forgot to close it before leaving the house in the morning. I was betting that he hadn’t remembered today, a Monday morning, so when I walked around the house and saw the master bedroom window partially open, I did a little cheer.

      Navigating to the window proved a little trickier than I’d anticipated, but after climbing onto the pergola in the back, I was able to pull myself through the window without setting off any alarms.

      There was no way in hell I’d be transporting my shit back out the window, however, so I made my way downstairs and opened the front door, waiting for the alarm to beep.

      Surprisingly, nothing happened. I stared at the alarm box near the door and registered that it was disengaged. Nathan hadn’t set it. I wondered at that for a minute before realizing that Nathan hadn’t been the one setting it in recent months. I left after he did and came home before he did, so I was the one turning it on and off as I came and went.

      It gave me a little pang, to realize that he hadn’t gotten used to setting it himself right away. But I didn’t indulge in that pang for too long because my ten minutes was ticking down, fast. I set my laptop in the truck and returned to the house.

      Upstairs, I grabbed a couple of my toiletries from the bathroom, but my eyes landed on his bottle of cologne and I couldn’t stop myself from picking up the blue bottle and cradling it in my hands. I’d bought him this, on a whim, with the precious few dollars I’d had for spending money one week. I uncapped it and brought it to my nose, inhaling the crisp, clean scent. Part of me wanted to pack it and bring it with me. Maybe spray it on my pillow.

      But then I remembered I wasn’t fucking twelve or a stalker, so I set it down and walked to the small backpack on the bed, stuffing my face wash and shampoo into it. I had just started packing a handful of shirts into the backpack when I heard a noise downstairs.

      I opened my mouth to utter, “Fuck,” but the word died in my mouth as footsteps ascended the stairs.

      I’d have to get the hell out of there, fast.

      Without even bothering to zip up my pack, I slung it over my shoulder and quickly tiptoed to the window. I had one leg through the opening when a figure stepped into the bedroom.

      “Shit,” I said, pressing a hand to my speeding heart. “What the fuck?”

      “I was going to say the same thing to you,” Elias replied, looking very much out of place in Nathan’s bedroom.

      “I could’ve fallen through the damn pergola,” I said, pulling my leg back into the house.

      “I didn’t push you—you’re the one climbing out a window.”

      “And you’re the one in a house that isn’t yours. I thought we talked once before about breaking and entering?”

      Elias held up his empty hands. “I’m still unarmed. I thought Nathan was home—I called from the front door. Which you left open, by the way.”

      “So you just waltz into open doors? Is that your thing?” I gestured for Elias to leave the bedroom because even though I wasn’t technically living in Nathan’s house at the moment, I felt protective of it and of him.

      “Like I said, I assumed Nathan was home and couldn’t hear me calling for him.”

      “Why are you even here?” I asked as we reached the bottom of the stairs.

      “Nathan did something that pissed me off, and I need to have a little chat with him about it.”

      “Huh.” I crossed my arms and took a subtle step back. Elias’ size and bearded-godness was making me wish Nathan actually was here, just because Elias was so very intimidating. “Well, Nathan’s not home, so you should probably come back when he is.” I nodded at the front door. “And I don’t feel comfortable having you in the house when he isn’t here.”

      Elias narrowed his eyes, and they were so dark that, internally, I shriveled. “Weren’t you just climbing out of his window?” he asked. “Why was that?”

      The last thing Elias needed to know was the status of me and Nathan and the last thing I needed to do was tell him. “I was testing,” I said on a whim.

      “Testing what?”

      “How long it’d take me to leave the house.” I tucked hair behind my ears, my tell when I was lying. “If there was a fire or something.”

      “Right.” Elias tucked his hands in his pockets, his arms all rippley and scary strong looking. “I guess we’ll just both wait here for Nathan then.”

      “Uh.” I looked at Leo’s truck and then the front door. “I have errands to run actually. So I’ll leave you here—outside,” I said pointedly. “To wait for Nathan.” My phone buzzed in my back pocket and I pulled it out. Leo had sent me a text.

      
        Leo: How’s my baby?

      

      As I scrunched up my eyebrows, another text from him came in.

      
        Leo: And I’m asking about the truck—not about you. :winky face: Just wanna make sure you haven’t gone all Taylor Swift BLANK SPACE on my truck. Remember, you’re pissed at Nathan. Not my baby.

      

      A welcome smile spread my lips for a second and I nearly replied until I realized Elias was still standing in front of me. “Are you staying?”

      Elias looked at the house and sighed before shaking his head. “No, I’ll come back.”

      The silence between us stretched to a point where I did everything but look at him. “Okay … so … bye.” I waved a little and turned to the truck.

      “Let’s go for a drink.”

      “Wha—what?” I turned around and stared at him, dumbfounded.

      “A drink. I think there’s a story here. I could tell you more about Nathan than you could possibly guess. And you could tell me why you’re in such a hurry to leave his house before he comes home.”

      The only part of that which tempted me was learning more about Nathan, but considering the source I assumed it would be biased, and information I wouldn’t ultimately need.

      I shook my head. “I’m fine, really.”

      “Here.” He reached a hand forward—a very large hand—and took my phone from me. In the span of three seconds, he’d returned my phone. “I texted myself from your number. If you decide you ever need that drink, just call me.”

      “I probably won’t,” I said, tucking my phone back into my pocket and avoiding looking into his eyes. “I’m okay.”

      “If you change your mind, you have my number.”

      It unsettled me, but not in an unwelcome way. I didn’t need attention from another man. In fact, it was the absolute last thing I needed right now. But I’d be a fucking liar if I said that getting that attention, unsolicited, didn’t give me a little warmth in the places I was the coldest.

      I gave him a smile I didn’t feel and climbed into Leo’s truck, pulling down the road and away from Nathan’s home.
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      Dozens of times every day, I ran my thumb over Adele’s last text. It was as if she thought of the most gut-wrenching way she could have possibly punished me, by asking me to leave her alone. And if I didn’t give her the space she wanted? It meant I didn’t respect her.

      Fucking hell.

      I rolled over in bed, cursing my predicament. Again. Just like I did every morning that I woke up for the last two weeks.

      She was still gone.

      I was still miserable.

      Most nights, I barely cobbled together four hours of sleep. And I don’t know what I’d expected, that she’d somehow sense the gesture that I’d made for her and throw herself into my arms? Ridiculous. This entire situation was turning me into a rampant optimist with fairy tale level delusions of reality.

      I groaned, smothering the sound into my pillow. I’d covered said pillow with a new sheet set of basic white and bought a passable blanket to tide me over until Adele came back and we could pick something out together. Knowing her, she’d tend towards clean lines and monochromatic color schemes. The saddest part of that was that I wasn’t even sure.

      Standing out of bed, I stretched and made my way into the bathroom. And just like I did every morning, I actively ignored my morning wood. Every time I showered, I had to fight the urge to jerk myself off roughly to thoughts of Adele, but it didn’t feel right.

      She was asking for respect, and she was asking for space. This was one level of torture that I could inflict upon myself to keep me on a razor edge until she came back to me.

      So I brushed my teeth and leaned over the sink to splash freezing cold water on my face. After I wiped a towel over my face, I froze.

      Her two bottles of face shit were gone.

      I went to the closet and yanked the door open, frantically swiping through hangers. Clothes were missing too.

      “Damn it,” I roared into the empty room. She’d been here.

      She had been here. I didn’t know when, or how long ago she’d walked through the house.

      Adele had been here. She’d purposely come when I was gone in order to pluck herself more fully out of my life.

      I gripped the sides of my head when it felt like it was going to explode off my neck. Unthinking, I reached down and picked up the lamp on the nightstand next to my side of the bed and heaved it at the wall. The spectacular shattering of the lamp base all over the room wasn’t enough, but it wasn’t like I could keep breaking shit every time I was pissed off.

      If I did that? My house wouldn’t be standing by the end of the day.

      Thank holy fucking hell it was Saturday and I didn’t have to work. I’d rip the first student who pushed me a brand new asshole and probably lose my job. I was jogging down the stairs when I heard a knock at the door.

      I stopped, gripping the banister and breathing hard, fire still racing through my veins. There was another knock, one that was harder and more insistent. Like a man was pounding on the door with his fist. My shoulders drooped while I walked down the rest of the stairs and yanked the door open.

      “No,” I said instantly and went to slam the door in Elias’ stupid fucking face. But his hand shot out and stopped it from closing. I backed up when he pushed into the house and I pointed a finger at him. “You have no fucking reason to be here. Your parents and I had an agreement.”

      His dark eyes flared and his whole massive body vibrated with rage. “Yeah, about that. Where the fuck do you get off showing up at my parents’ house?”

      “I was making peace with them, Elias.” I spread my arms out. “Do you think it wasn’t hard for me to call them, to drive two fucking hours and know that I am undoubtedly the last person they want to lay eyes on? It wasn’t, I promise.”

      “Good.”

      If I believed in auras, Elias’ would be a giant black cloud spreading its sickly fingers around every corner of the room. His eyes stabbed into me and I could practically feel the force of his malevolence push me backwards.

      “What is your problem?” I shook my head, wishing very much we were having this discussion when I was wearing more than cotton sleep pants. “I was there two weeks ago, and you decide to show up now?”

      He shrugged, leaning one shoulder against the wall. “Had business in Vegas. Not that it’s any of your damn business.”

      I laughed incredulously. “Says the man who thinks it’s perfectly acceptable to stalk my house.”

      “You let me in, asshole.”

      When I lifted an eyebrow, he had the audacity to laugh.

      I was tired. So fucking tired.

      “Elias.” My voice was weary and I felt like I couldn’t stand anymore. I sank into the couch behind me. “What do you want? Do you want me to suffer for the rest of my life? Would that make you happy?”

      “Yes.”

      The way he said it, so darkly, actually gave me a brief moment of unease.

      “She’s gone,” I said carefully. His eyes narrowed on me and I took a deep breath. “I went to your parents’ house because it was past due. I owed them enough to bring them the rest of her things and make peace. And we did that. Why can’t you?”

      Elias straightened from the wall, his face blanketed in a mask that was so icy that it should have scared the shit out of me. “Saw Adele last week.”

      I shot off the couch and got right up in his smug fucking face. “What do you mean, you saw her?”

      “Stopped by. The door was cracked open, and when I went up the stairs, she was about to climb out the damn window.”

      My heart clenched in my chest, and it took everything in me not to grab him by the shirt and shake him. “When was this?”

      His face lit in surprise. “Last Friday. Wow, Easton, are you telling me you haven’t seen her?” He bent over and started laughing. “Oh God, this is too good. She was acting squirrelly, but I didn’t actually think you’d managed to fuck it up with her.”

      I paced away from him, every inch of my body shaking from the most intense rush of violent rage I’d ever felt in my life. A lot of it was Elias, but I couldn’t deny that some of it was at myself. She’d gotten her things a week ago, and I didn’t notice until today.

      Behind me, Elias took a couple steps away from where he’d been standing. I didn’t dare to turn to look at him for fear that I’d rip his throat out with my teeth.

      “Fuck, Nathan,” he hummed. “She looked so fucking hot standing there in the window. Perfect fucking tits heaving out of her shirt when I asked her to go get a drink.”

      I flew out at him, flames engulfing my skin. I caught him in the stomach with my shoulder and he grunted when his back hit the wall. His fist pummeled into my side over and over, and I jerked my head up, hitting him on the chin with my skull.

      We shoved away from each other and Elias roared, charging at me. I swung my fist, catching him on the side of his face right before he brought his knee up into my balls.

      Toppling over the coffee table, neither of us yielded. Glass broke somewhere and I felt blood trickling out of my nose when he crunched his fist into it.

      Visions of him and Adele flicked through my head, and I punched him over and over right above his kidneys, his curses of pain like crack to my ears. Elias boxed the side of my head and my ears started ringing.

      I rolled onto my back on the floor and he did the same. The only sound in the room was our heavy breathing. Wiping the back of my hand under my nose, it came away wet with blood.

      “Why can’t you just leave me alone?” I asked without looking at him.

      “Because my sister was my best friend in the entire world.” He coughed and then hissed in a breath. I hoped I broke his damn ribs. “And I still don’t know how to live in a world that she’s not part of.”

      My eyes fell closed. Elias had never given me such an emotionally naked answer.

      “I can’t fix that, Elias. You’ve got to know that trying to make my life miserable isn’t going to help.” Finally, I turned my head to the side to look at him. “And she’d hate that you were doing it.”

      Elias pounded his fist on the ground next to him. “You think I don’t know that? Of course I know she’d hate it. But knowing you were happy with someone else fucking pissed me off. I don’t know how to let that go either.”

      With a wince, I sat up. “That’s not going to be my problem anymore, Elias. Whatever issues Adele and I have are none of your business. And if you show up at my house again, I’m calling the cops.”

      When I glanced at him over my shoulder, he was watching me intently.

      “I mean it, Elias. I’m done being your whipping boy. I’ve made peace with your parents, and you seem to be the only person who refuses to accept that life has to go on without Diana. Don’t come here again.”

      I stood and offered him a hand up off the ground. No surprise, he didn’t take it. And when he limped out the front door, he never gave me a backward glance.

      It was probably a good thing, since I could still barely stomach the thought that he was here when Adele snuck in to get her stuff. Talked to her. Asked her out for a fucking drink.

      If I believed him, at least.

      I popped two Advil before going into the bathroom to clean up, my mind rolling over the fact that in her absence from my life, Adele might actually meet another man.

      When the blood was cleaned from my face, I had to come to the realization that unless I started showing her exactly how much I loved her and how much we needed each other, I probably didn’t deserve her.

      Meeting my eyes in the mirror that morning, it was the first time in over two weeks that I didn’t hate the person staring back at me.
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      Scarlet’s family was actually Leave it to Beaver. Her mom, Mrs. Jennings, wore pearls around the house. Her dad always looked happy. And Scarlet was their pride and joy, having graduated college already and preparing for vet school in a year.

      During dinner, they actually had a table set, candles lit, and passed around food in baskets and bowls and platters like you see on television. They smiled and chatted about their days and weekend plans and they did this shit every single day, not just on special occasions. They didn’t drink or make snarky remarks or even throw so much as an eye roll at one another.

      And if all of that hadn’t rocked my gravity, the fact that they were nice to me certainly did. There I was, some blonde girl with a past reputation as a tramp, sitting at dinner with the preacher, his wife, and their wicked accomplished daughter and not once did they make me feel like the outsider I absolutely was.

      Out of respect for them, I wore clothes I wouldn’t usually wear, stuff that came up to my neck—but not turtleneck torture sweaters. I kept my swearing to when I was alone, which was a feat for me, because I swore like a fucking sailor.

      That was the other weird thing: they didn’t say any curse words. Not even hell. Not freaking. Not even F. No, her mom was the only one who said anything to emphasize her frustration and it was usually things that made me snort.

      Like when Mrs. Jennings pulled a roast chicken out of the oven and accidentally burned her hand. She made a quick “Ah!” noise from the pain and then mumbled, “Jiminy Cricket!” When she caught me watching from just beyond the doorway she popped her finger in her mouth and apologized. “Oh, I’m sorry dear. Forgive me.”

      “Forgive you for blurting out the name of a Disney character?”

      She blushed a little and I pushed off the doorway.

      “Need any help?” I asked her. It’d been a few weeks now at casa de Jennings and I was starting to feel like I was no longer a guest, but an unexpected roommate. The fact that the Jennings treated me like I was Scarlet’s friend and not their daughter’s boyfriend’s degenerate best friend proved that they weren’t the snooty assholes I had unkindly expected them to be.

      “If you want to stir the butter and sour cream into those potatoes, that would be swell.”

      Swell. Swear to God, it was like I was living in a fifties sitcom. “Sure,” I said, grabbing the butter and sour cream she had already pulled out and set on the counter. “Do I just dump it in here?”

      We worked in silence, with me mashing the potatoes and her making a gravy from the juice in the pan. I didn’t spend a lot of time one-on-one with Scarlet’s mom, mostly because I think Scarlet was trying to shield her from me and my mouth. Not that I blamed her. But since Scarlet was at Leo’s, I was bored out of my mind.

      “Will you be staying with us for Christmas?” Mrs. Jennings asked.

      Christmas. Just a couple weeks away. Winter break had gone achingly slow, but somehow the fact that the holidays were looming had completely slipped my mind. “Uh…”

      “You’re more than welcome to,” she said, giving me a genuine smile. “You can stay as long as you need.”

      Yeah, this was definitely not like my family. “Thanks,” I said. “I appreciate your hospitality.” And I did. I wasn’t sure where I would have gone after leaving Nathan’s, and I’d idly started looking at apartments for rent near campus.

      “I’m sure your boyfriend will come around.” Mrs. J didn’t really know what was going on, except that I’d been living with my boyfriend before Leo dropped me on her doorstep. She probably thought she was saving my soul from pre-marital sex.

      “Yeah, I’m sure he will,” I agreed with a conviction I didn’t feel. The truth was, Nathan hadn’t texted me again. Sure, I’d told him to respect me and give me some space, so I should have been happy when he’d listened to me. He hadn’t called or texted once. It’d been weeks without him by my side and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t hope he missed me so much it hurt.

      Because, fuck. It hurt me. A whole helluva lot. Sleeping in Scarlet’s bed made me feel like I was a child again, but having a long term sleepover. Watching Leo and Scarlet exchange R-rated looks didn’t exactly help the loneliness either. The longing for Nathan was so strong, it was like I was missing an essential part of myself.

      And all through dinner, I’d tried to smile, to act like everything was just peachy. But watching their family dynamic only made that ache more vibrant. Nathan had been my family. We may not have been traditional and we may not have had consistent routine with our overlapping schedules, but we’d been family. I hadn’t had family in so long.

      Every time Mr. Jennings asked me a question about my studies or Mrs. Jennings had complimented me for helping her prepare the meal, I’d smiled through the pain. Because being with someone else’s family just made the yearning for yours all that more poignant.

      After dinner, I’d pulled Scarlet away from dinner. “Dude. What’s wrong with your family?”

      She stared at me a moment. “What do you even mean?”

      I tilted my head in the direction of the kitchen and tugged at the neckline of my sweater. “They’re so … nice. And they give a shit about you. No one said ‘fuck’ and no one cried.”

      “Ah.” Scarlet nodded slowly, her eyes wide. “Because that’s normal.”

      “Normal is fucking weird.” I tugged harder on my sweater. “Can we go to Leo’s?”
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* * *

      The first words out of Leo’s mouth were, “Nathan’s been texting me.”

      “What?” I sank into the giant bean bag chair in Leo’s basement. “Why?”

      Leo shrugged and turned on the stereo across the room. He did this whenever I came over; it was how he kept his mom from overhearing our conversations. He dropped into the recliner opposite of the bean bag chair and Scarlet sat on the couch beside me. “He asked how you were.”

      I contemplated that for a minute. “What else?”

      “He asked where you were.”

      “Did you tell him? Because I’m not sure Scarlet’s parents would be down with that.”

      Scarlet shook her head. “You’re not their daughter—you can do what you want.”

      I tilted my head at her. “Let me clarify. I’ve gone three weeks, almost four, without sex. When I see Nathan again, it’s going to be very difficult for me to keep my hands off of him. Which means your mom and dad would get an eyeful of all the things the Bible didn’t teach them about sex.”

      “Jesus, Adele,” Leo said.

      “Sorry,” I said to Scarlet. Turning back to Leo, I said, “But I mean it—I don’t want Nathan coming to her house.”

      “I didn’t tell him where you were. Just that you were okay.”

      I nodded and chewed on my lip. “What else?”

      “He asked if he and I could talk sometime.”

      I stilled. “And what did you say?”

      “I haven’t replied yet.” Leo looked at Scarlet and then at me. “What do you want me to say?”

      “Nothing. I want you to say nothing. Ignore his texts for the time being.”

      He sighed and dropped his head back on the recliner. “What the fuck happened between you two, Adele?”

      Even after Leo had picked me up weeks earlier, I hadn’t told him what had happened. But considering that he was my best friend, I felt like he deserved to know.

      “Let me just give you guys some privacy,” Scarlet said, running her hand over Leo’s hair as she left the room. I was grateful for it, because despite our burgeoning friendship, I wasn’t ready to blow her mind with all the shit I had to say.

      “Tell me,” Leo said.

      “Okay.” I took a deep breath. “Over the summer, Nathan got really busy with his new job—prepping for new students in the fall—and as a result, he was hardly ever around. It didn’t bother me at first, because you know me,” I shrugged. “I’m kind of a lone wolf. But then when fall began and we were both busy—with him being busier than me—I started to feel lonelier. Nothing like living with someone but seeing them less than you did before you lived together.” My laugh was bitter. “And…” I pushed my hair away from my face and took a deep breath. I couldn’t look at Leo’s face as I said my next part.

      “And in October, I started getting sick and long story short—I found out I was pregnant.”

      “Fuck.”

      I nodded and pointed at Leo. “I said that word, along with a few more colorful ones when I found out. And, Jesus. I wasn’t ready to be a mom, Leo. But Nathan was so fucking excited, he was practically shitting rainbows. So I tried to put on a brave and excited face, but I mean, how could I? Our relationship was a baby itself. And we were going to bring an actual human baby into that?”

      I waited a second, playing with a loose thread on the sleeve of my sweater.

      “But you got drunk the night before you left Nathan’s. Is that why he got pissed at you?”

      “Yes, but not for the reason you’re thinking.” Would it ever get easier? Telling someone what happened—or rather, what didn’t happen? I didn’t think it would. I summoned all of my courage, of which I seemed to be in short supply. “I lost the baby six weeks ago.” It felt like heartburn. I blinked quickly, hoping the tears that formed in the corners of my eyes would take a fucking hint and evaporate. “And before that,” I swallowed. “Nathan promised to take care of me. He even seemed to make a concerted effort to be around more—to come home earlier than usual. He checked on me throughout the day. He was so very present that when I miscarried, his ensuing distance was fucking painful.”

      Leo joined me on the bean bag, but didn’t put an arm around me. He knew me well, so well that it made me want to start crying all over again. I didn’t need Leo to touch me to help me, I just needed him there. Like I’d needed Nathan.

      “And he started treating me like a child. Talking to me like I couldn’t possibly have an adult conversation with him. Then he came home later and later and when he was home, he didn’t talk to me. It wasn’t until a week before I left his house that I got the impression that he was pissed at me, about what happened. And I can’t,” I shook my head, glanced at Leo, “I can’t bear guilt from him when I’m already drowning in it myself.”

      “Did they say why you miscarried?”

      I shook my head, staring again at the loose thread by my cuff. “No. Miscarriage isn’t uncommon. They said it could have been due to genetics. Who knows? But I was alone through all of it. I wanted the things he’d promised me, but I came to realize that those things were promised because of the baby, and not because of just me.” I let out a breath. “So, anyway. I went out with you, came home shitfaced and we got into it. And he was so cold, Leo.” My hands shook. “And silent. You know how my dad is?”

      Leo nodded. “Quiet, but disapproving.”

      “Yes. And that’s how Nathan was. The next morning, I realized I needed a break. A lot happened between he and I, and most of it wasn’t shit that you take lightly. And, stupidly, I hoped the distance would make him realize how much he needed me. Because I need him. So much. It’s like there’s a constant weight on my chest when he’s not around. I can’t stop missing him, and time has not made it any fucking easier.”

      “And you don’t want me to text him back?”

      “No.” I let out a deep breath. “I don’t think we’re ready to talk this through. I don’t think I could bear it if he talked to me as he did before. If I’m not ready to talk to him, I don’t want you to on my behalf.”

      “Okay,” Leo promised, rubbing my shoulder. “I won’t reply to his text.” He stood up and stretched. “I don’t know about you, but I could use a fucking drink after all of that.”

      “Yeah. Let’s drink,” I said, but my heart wasn’t really in it. “Let’s get your girlfriend totally blitzed. It’s fun to watch her cut loose.”

      When Leo left to get her, my phone chimed, an incoming text message.

      It was stupid, childish even, to hope it was Nathan. But it wasn’t.

      The text was from an unknown number, but because of the text that preceded it, I knew who it was from.

      
        Ready for that drink yet?

      

      Elias.
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      There were few things sadder than finding yourself at the office on the day after Christmas. Especially when you were the only person in the entire building. But it was worlds better than sitting at my quiet dark house. If I’d done that, I probably would have just hooked up an IV of alcohol into my bloodstream.

      Leo had stopped responding to my texts about eight days ago, which probably meant Adele put the kibosh on the small nuggets of information that he’d graciously tossed my way.

      But for a few days, it had been enough.

      I knew she was safe. I knew that someone was keeping tabs on her.

      Only for a few days though. After a week of nothing new, I was starting to feel itchy again. Because I knew that it wasn’t enough.

      Sitting at the house felt like too much inaction, so even though I had no clear reason to be at the office given that the semester was finished, I couldn’t help myself.

      I was just starting to organize folders on my laptop when there was a soft tap on my door.

      “Come in,” I called, praying it wasn’t a serial killer.

      Max’s fuzzy white hair cleared the door first and I grinned. The muscles of my mouth felt uncomfortable holding the shape, probably from weeks of disuse.

      “What the hell are you doing here, Nathan?”

      I stood and clasped hands with him. The skin of his fingers was cold from being out in the bitter air. “Merry Christmas, old man.”

      He laughed and took a seat in the chair on the other side of my desk. “To you too.” Then he lifted his eyebrows at me. “Nothing better for you to do at home?”

      “You’re one to talk.”

      “Oh, I have a good reason. Realized this morning that I left my wife’s Christmas present in one of my desk drawers.”

      I rocked back in my desk chair, folding my hands over my stomach. “Shouldn’t you have given it to her yesterday?”

      The way he laughed only served a brutal reminder that I had no one to buy Christmas presents for this year. Just like it had been before Adele.

      “We’re celebrating tonight since both of my daughters were with their in-laws yesterday.”

      “Ah. Makes sense.”

      We lapsed into silence, and for the first time since I’d met Max, it felt painful and uncomfortable. Like someone had shrink-wrapped my skin to the point that I couldn’t move.

      “What’s going on, Nathan?” Max asked quietly, his kindness and concern feeling heavy and warm after weeks of solitude.

      But I still couldn’t tell him the whole truth. I’d probably never be able to.

      “Adele left me. Before Thanksgiving.”

      He whistled. “Sorry to hear that. How long was it after the night I was there?”

      “The next day, actually.”

      “Shit. I’m so sorry, Nathan. It’s been a long time since I’ve had to give break-up advice to anyone who wasn’t my daughters. And then it usually ran somewhere along the veins of, ‘do you want me to have him murdered?’”

      I gave him a look. “No, I do not want Adele murdered.”

      “Good.”

      “I just want her back,” I admitted quietly. “But she wants space. And if I respect her, then that’s what I’ll give her.”

      “That’s what she said?”

      I nodded.

      He lifted his eyebrows. “That’s a tough spot to be in.”

      “It is.”

      “The fight,” he started cautiously. “Was it your fault?”

      That wasn’t an easy question to answer. Because the truth was that her leaving me was the last domino to fall in a long and slow-moving decline that had lasted months.

      But I looked at him all the same and gave the most honest answer that I could. “Yes.  It was my fault. She’s not perfect, of course. No one is. But if I’d reacted differently, treated her the way I should have, then she wouldn’t have left. And knowing that is what makes it hard to push, when she’s asking me to stay away.”

      Processing that, Max blinked away and stared at the bookshelf up against the far wall of my office. The rows and spines of books that were the foundation of both of our careers.

      “Am I allowed to go ‘English Professor’ in my advice to you?”

      I smiled. “Of course.”

      “’In love there are two things: bodies and words.’” He pointed a finger. “Bonus points if you can correctly attribute it.”

      “Joyce Carol Oates. You could have at least attempted to make it challenging.”

      “Show off.” We both laughed, and when we stopped, he pinned me with a serious look. “You get what I’m saying though, right?”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and let out a slow breath. “It’s not that simple, Max.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “It’s not.”

      “Yes it is. Do you love her?”

      “Of course I do.”

      He leaned forward in the chair and braced his hands on the wooden arms. “You’ve given her space. You let her breathe. But unless you show her, with your words and with your actions and with your body that you love her, how will she ever believe it? Talk to her. And don’t wait too long to do it.”
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* * *

      Two hours later, I raised my hand to knock as politely as I could manage on the imposing black door. I heard heavy footsteps and stood back.

      The look on Leo’s face was almost comical. Almost. If I wasn’t so desperate to see Adele and knowing that this might completely backfire on me.

      “What the fuck are you doing at my house?”

      “Well, you’re not answering my texts anymore.”

      His eyebrows lifted and he gaped at me. “So … you turn into a fucking stalker and show up at my house on the day after Christmas?” I was about to reply when his face got serious. His voice came out low and threatening. “How did you get my address, psycho?”

      “I’m not a psycho, Leo. And I’m not a stalker. My dad has used the same password his entire life. It wasn’t hard to check your student file at Northern.”

      Okay. That sounded very stalker-ish. Leo just shook his head and looked me over.

      “You look like hell. A beard does not suit you.”

      I ran a hand over my jaw. “I seem to lack the motivation to shave lately. Please, Leo. Can you just tell me where she’s staying?”

      “Fuck. No.”

      “I’d wager a guess that she misses me just as much as I miss her.”

      He folded his arms across his chest and leaned against the door frame. So much for being invited in out of the cold. “I won’t deny that. But besides the fact that she would castrate me for telling you where she’s staying, why the hell would I help you? You deserted her at a time when she could not have needed you more.” Then he straightened to his full height and drilled a hard finger into my chest. “She needed you. Not me, not anyone else. The only person she needed after what she went through was you, dickhead. And you weren’t there.”

      Every harshly spoken word out of his mouth was a perfectly placed bullet. By the time he was done, I felt like I would bleed out from injuries to my heart and my head and my gut. Each sharp tip drew the maximum amount of blood from me, just like he’d intended it.

      “You’re right.”

      That stunned him. My admission of guilt. Leo blinked a few times and then narrowed his eyes at me. “I am?”

      “All I’ve had is time the last month, Leo. I can only work so many hours in the day to distract myself from the fact that when she walked out that door, she ripped my goddamn heart out and hasn’t returned it yet. Have you ever tried to live without your heart?” My voice cracked and I thumped a hand over my chest. “You can’t. You can’t live without it. She’s got it. So yes, I know how horribly I fucked up. But I can’t atone for my sins when I’m away from her. I just need one chance to talk to her.”

      Leo shook his head, staring over my shoulder. “You’re both fucking psychos when it comes to each other.”

      “Please, Leo.”

      He groaned, tilting his chin up. “How am I supposed to say no to this, God? Can you hear me? All I wanted was a peaceful Christmas break where I could screw my girlfriend every day if I wanted to. And this is what I get. Crazy ass, homeless-looking, psycho professor showing up on my doorstep.”

      “Is that a yes?” I asked flatly.

      “So help me,” he said, leveling a finger at me again, “if she kills me because I’m telling you this, then you better find some magic juju shit to bring me back to life.”

      “Anything,” I replied and abso-fucking-lutely meant it.

      “Fine. New Year’s Eve. We’re going to that bar you two met at.” Then he held up his hands. “Which I thought was a fucking terrible idea, but I think she’s mildly sadomasochistic and wants to punish herself. “

      “New Year’s Eve? That’s days from now.”

      “Do you want me to beat the shit out of you on my front porch?” he asked in a deadly voice. “You’re not my professor any more either. And one favor is all you get from me right now after what you did to my best friend.”

      I stepped back. “Okay. Sorry. I just … I’m really desperate to see her.”

      “We’re getting there at nine.” He started to shut the door.

      “Thank you, Leo.” I hoped he could tell how much I meant that. I didn’t care if I owed him the world’s biggest favor after this. But he ignored me. Muttering something about crazy people as he shut the door in my face.

      But I didn’t care. I had five agonizing days to figure out exactly what I was going to say to her.
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      The room smelled the same, even looked the same. I swore, if I closed my eyes I could visualize the exact moment Nathan and I had bumped into one another in this spot, more than a year ago.

      But I wasn’t entertaining anything that caused me to slip further into my shell. Leaving Nathan wasn’t getting one fucking iota easier. If anything, I was finding it easier to numb myself to everything around me, lest I feel too deeply again.

      When I first broached the idea of spending our New Year’s Eve at the bar, Leo had raised an eyebrow.

      “Really? Isn’t that where you first met … him?” he’d asked.

      “You mean Nathan, right? He’s not Voldemort. You can say his name.” I’d fiddled with my phone as I thought up an explanation. “Yeah, yeah, Nathan. Yes. We bumped into each other there and then took off. So what? It’s the best place for beers on New Year’s.”

      Leo hadn’t seemed convinced, but I’d talked him into it with the promise of being his designated driver, allowing him and Scarlet a chance to let me fully embrace my sober, third-wheel status.

      Now, thirty minutes into the New Year celebration, I was ready to either take a shot or go back to Scarlet’s house and put on the Golden Girls, such had become my existence in the weeks since I left Nathan’s.

      I thought of him all the time. I couldn’t stop thinking about him. What was he doing? Had he moved on? Set his eyes on another student?

      Shaking my head, I told myself to knock it the fuck off. I knew I was the first student Nathan had ever messed around with, and he had done it only because he hadn’t known that I was his student. As tempting as Nathan was, he wasn’t someone who jumped into bed with the first woman that spread their legs for him.

      But I was haunted by thoughts of him. With nothing to fill my days except for reading all the books I’d missed out on in the last year, I couldn’t stop the barrage of Nathan images. I imagined him in his study, late at night, his glasses sliding down the line of his nose as he pored over his notes. His dark hair mussed, his shirt undone just the first two buttons. Damn it, I wanted nothing more than to just watch him, to take him in quietly, to pretend that we were okay.

      “You okay?” Leo asked and I looked at him with confusion until he gestured to the hand I held against my chest. I looked like I was about to say the Pledge of Allegiance or something, so I dropped it, letting the ache go un-soothed.

      “I’m good.” I picked up my Coke and sipped it noisily as I scanned over the sheer number of people packed tightly in the room. “The music blows, though.”

      “Go request a song.” Leo angled his head back to the DJ, who looked about as excited as I felt.

      “Nah.” I spun my straw around the cup. “It’s not like I’m up for dancing anyway.”

      Scarlet, who was four girly drinks in, leaned over sloppily, bumping into me. “We could dance?”

      “Oh, no, Twinkletoes. I remember the last time we attempted it. I don’t think my toenails have forgiven me for the atrocities you committed against them.”

      Scarlet merely blinked at me, like I’d just spoken another language. She was probably the smartest person I knew—smarter than Nathan, even—but when she drank, her brain reverted to that of a typical high schooler’s. I figured it was caused by the lack of partying she’d done until she met Leo.

      “Never mind,” I said with a wave. “Just drink some more.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Why aren’t you drinking?”

      “Because I’m driving your drunk ass.” I sighed and set my Coke down before settling more fully in the wooden bar stool. My phone lit up on the bar counter and I picked it up.

      For the second time in as many weeks, Elias was texting me.

      
        Elias: I’m in town for another couple weeks. I’m a patient guy, so I’ll wait for you to respond to my invite for a drink.

      

      Jeez, he was a pushy bastard. After the last time he texted me, I ignored it. But I didn’t delete it entirely. I felt like I was betraying Nathan just with Elias having my number. I wasn’t doing anything wrong, but I didn’t want to drink with Elias. I wanted to drink with, kiss, fuck, love Nathan.

      But I needed to get Elias off my back, so I shot him a quick text. Maybe next week. I’ve been busy.

      He didn’t reply to that one and as I scrolled through my other texts, I came across the last one Nathan had sent me.

      
        Nathan: Come home. I miss you.

      

      I couldn’t help it; I traced the letters like I could reach through the phone and touch him. I wanted that, more than anything. Just to feel his skin under my fingertips, his lips on mine. The mere thought made my legs tremble and I was thankful I wasn’t standing.

      Leo came back from his spot at the other end of the bar, the only place the bartenders seemed to be taking drink orders and handed me another Coke. “Thanks, Adele.” He wrapped an arm around Scarlet, whose eyes were closed as she shimmied in her seat to the beat of some early two-thousands boy band song. “Scarlet and I usually take turns being designated drivers for the other, so it’s nice that we both can get hammered tonight.”

      I reached forward and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Anything to get you laid, buddy.”

      He smiled, the very smile that had caused many a woman to drop her panties for him. “I don’t need to get her hammered to have sex with her.”

      My lip curled in disgust. “Listen. I’m happy you’re fucking like rabbits, but let’s just stop with the sex talk with,” I motioned a hand to Scarlet, “little miss Church Girl, okay?”

      Leo scowled. “Damn, maybe you should drink a little tonight. You’re sour.”

      “I’m drinking flat Coke and watching my best friend grind all over his girlfriend on a holiday that usually ends with two lovers kissing, and considering the fact that I’m currently lover-less, I’ve got a right to be a tiny bit sour.”

      “There’s a lot of dudes here tonight—take your pick. I bet you could take any one of them home.”

      Again, I curled my lip in disgust. “For one, my home is currently a trundle bed in the house of a preacher. And two, I don’t want some random hookup.”

      “What about him?” Leo asked, ignoring me completely as he directed my attention across the bar to some guy with a mohawk that scraped the ceiling.

      “He’d use up all my hair product.”

      “Him?” Leo asked, pointing to a guy at the other end of the bar, who was watching every woman walk by him, expecting one of them to fall at his feet because he shouldn’t have to try—especially not with the four-thousand dollar watch he was wearing.

      “Too smarmy. And old.”

      “You like older dudes.”

      I held up a finger. “I like one older dude.”

      “Okay, picky. Him?” I followed Leo’s hand to a guy hanging back from the crowd, against the wall. Under his beret, his hair was in almost-dreads, with beads hanging off the ends. He wore a black velvet vest over a concert tee and drank what appeared to be an Old Fashioned.

      “He’d fuck me, write poetry about me, and then move onto his next muse.”

      “Well, at least he’d fuck you.”

      I rolled my eyes at Leo. “And he’d probably steal my clothes.”

      “You’re probably right.” Leo tipped his beer back and then made a noise in his throat as he brought the beer back down. “What about him?”

      I looked again at the object of Leo’s attention, taking in the muscular guy who was showing off his skills by doing arm curls with a coed. His hair was buzzed close to his scalp and his muscles looked like they’d tear his skin each time he flexed.

      “I’m starting to think the last however-many years of friendship between us is nothing.”

      “What?”

      “That guy?” I hooked a thumb at Hercules. “You think my greatest desire is to have my partner bench press me?”

      Leo shrugged, leaning over to watch the guy as he curled the girl right up to his chest. “It is pretty impressive.”

      “For five minutes, and then what? He’d probably get so distracted while having sex that he’d carry me around the house with one hand, just to prove he could.”

      “True.” Leo laughed but then his eyes changed slightly, and I turned my body to see who he’d set his targets on then.

      But instead of some lonely poet, or oily businessman, I saw him.

      The breath in my chest held still and my hands went numb.

      Nathan.

      His eyes searched the crowd for a minute before he found me. His mouth wasn’t smiling, his eyes were firm, and he looked determined.

      Holy fuck, determined Nathan was hot.

      I turned back around to Leo, who clearly saw Nathan too. But his expression wasn’t of surprise and now that the feeling was coming back into my limbs, I realized Nathan hadn’t looked surprised to see me either.

      “Leo,” I began, “what did you do?”

      Leo wore guilt all over his face. “Hey. He came to my house.”

      Holy shit. “When?” I looked over my shoulder, saw Nathan standing just inside the door. He wasn’t moving one way other another, but his gaze was firm, on me.

      Sweet Jesus. Seeing him like this brought with it a flurry of emotions—from longing to love to sadness and then to lust. I swore I felt my pulse beat hard between my legs.

      I looked back at Leo. “And you told him we’d be here?”

      Leo finished his beer. Slowly, because he was an ass. “Don’t be pissed, okay? I’m sick of seeing you looking like someone told you Santa doesn’t exist. You want him, I know you do. Even if you’re hurt.”

      I tried to process how I felt at seeing him. But everything was a jumble, making my hands shake and my legs bounce up and down on the bar stool. I peeked once more over my shoulder, and saw Nathan making his way to us.

      I felt like I was on the verge of a panic attack. “Holy shit, Leo, holy shit holy shit holy shit.”

      “Shit’s not holy,” Scarlet said as she leaned over and let her curls spill across the bar top. A drunken smile curved her lips. “God is.”

      “This isn’t Sunday School, Scarlet,” I said nervously. The music pulsed in time to my heart beat. A war waged in my head, with my heart telling me to look and my brain telling my heart to shut the fuck up.

      The heart won out and I looked over my shoulder again just as Nathan stepped close to us. He was there long enough for me to inhale that Goddamn cologne which caused my insides to melt. His eyes swept over my face, and down my body. It wasn’t an innocent look—it was a look that said, emphatically, MINE.

      I trembled on my seat, nearly fell off of it from the smolder in his gaze. He stared down at me, but only paused a fraction of a second before he continued on.

      Even as he settled at the bar fifteen feet away, he continued to stare at me. When he licked his lips before taking a sip of the drink the bartender set in front of him, I shivered.

      It was like the mother fucking fourth of July in my panties.
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      Showing up at the bar wasn’t the biggest risk I’d taken all night. No, it was walking right past Adele and not stopping to shove my tongue into her mouth. That was, in fact, all I wanted to do. Seeing her terrified eyes, her tight posture and her pale, panicky face was enough to send me to my fucking knees.

      Her giant green eyes looked right into mine and almost turned my spine into gelatin. But I kept walking, kept breathing, until I was far enough away from her that my heart started working.

      This was, hands down, the worst idea I’d ever had.

      Because what if she walked out?

      What if she hated me for pushing the issue?

      What if she looked at me with anything other than love in her eyes?

      It would be so much worse than when she left me. It would kill me. I once told Adele that we needed intimacy with each other to survive. But being in the same room as her and breathing the same air had officially changed my opinion on that.

      I only needed her.

      If she never touched me again, I’d still want her every single fucking day of my life. Just being around her was what I needed.

      When I took my seat at an empty bar stool on the opposite side of the nicked, beat-up bar that Adele was sitting at, I did my best to not stare at her. But it was impossible. The bartender gave me an Old Fashioned in a crystal glass and I tried extremely hard not to down it in one gulp. The fiery burn of alcohol felt like the only tether I had to my seat. Without it, I might fall in front of Adele’s stool and wrap myself so tightly around her legs that she’d have no choice but to take me home.

      Home.

      I didn’t even know where that was without her. It certainly wasn’t the empty, quiet place that I’d slept at the last six weeks without her. The only place that would ever feel like home was where Adele curled up next to me.

      If that turned out to be a tiny-ass apartment that she could afford on her own, then I’d welcome it gladly. Just the thought of it, of sleeping next to her, made me crack. I risked a glance over at her, and I wished I hadn’t looked. Her head was facing down into her lap, and her hands were steepled in front of her perfect mouth. The black shirt that was wrapped around her slim frame made my mouth fucking water and my dick harden in my pants.

      Her hair was loose, the light blonde strands looking smooth and silky. Exactly the way I liked them when I’d fuck her from behind, so I could fist them easily and pull hard enough that it hurt.

      “Damn it,” I said under my breath. Maybe I shouldn’t have come. Maybe this was the worst fucking idea that I could have had. Who wanted to be ambushed on New Year’s Eve at a crowded bar?

      Even being in the building, the place that I met her, was screwing with my head. I’d only been here one other time, a night where the quiet of my house was enough to crush my skull. It had felt far enough removed from Northern that it wasn’t a hot spot for the students there, but enough of a dive bar that I could get smashed without anyone noticing. And then she’d been there.

      The smooth sexiness of Adele plowing into me in the hallway outside the bathrooms.

      I couldn’t even think about it without wanting to fucking cry. I took another huge swallow of my drink, narrowing my eyes at the glass when I realized it was almost empty. Ice cubes clicked against the crystal, sounding louder than they should have in the crowded space.

      Motion from the corner of my eye made me turn my head over my shoulder. Adele and Scarlet were headed out onto the dance floor. She watched me the entire time she walked and I turned fully. If this show was for me, then I’d fucking watch it.

      Her jeans were painted on her and the heels she wore underneath could probably slice my jugular. I’d tilt my chin gladly, exposing the weakest part of me just to let her know that I trusted her implicitly.

      Adele held my eyes while the slow beat of the song thumped through my body. Her hips moved in torturously slow circles and her hands lifted above her head. The way her head tilted back made her hair touch the curve of her waist and I held my empty glass so tightly that I couldn’t believe it didn’t shatter in my hands.

      Maybe the shards of glass stabbing into my skin would show my love, show my devotion to her. She and Scarlet danced, only Adele kept her attention on me while I sat on the chair like a fucking chump who was trying to figure out when the best time was to make a move.

      But some dumbass made it for me.

      He was young, even younger than Adele. And he stepped up behind her like he had a fucking right to be there, his hands sliding around her hips like he had any clue what they were capable of.

      I was off my seat before my heart pumped a single ounce of blood into my veins. It only took me three strides to reach her. But I stared at him when I put my hands on his chest and shoved.

      “What the fuck, man?” he slurred. “I was just trying to dance.”

      “Dance with someone else,” I warned, barely speaking loudly enough for him to hear. But he heard; I could tell by the way he stepped back. Then her cool hand slid down my forearm and I had to close my eyes to the onslaught of emotion that swamped me.

      Pure, undiluted peace filtered through me at one brush of her fingers after so long. It felt better than any fantasy of her that I could have conjured.

      “Nathan, don’t.”

      And her voice, spoken into my ear, felt like a rush of pleasure so potent that I couldn’t believe that I was still standing. I pivoted to face her, and she was only inches away from me.

      “Don’t what?” I asked in a voice that was raw with pain. “Don’t push that stupid little boy away from what he could never handle in a million years? Or don’t pretend like I have a chance to earn that same thing?”

      Her eyes glossed with tears and then blinked away. The DJ slowed the beat of the music into something sexy and slow, and the people around us shifted together in response.

      “Adele,” I started, smoothing my hand around her waist. But she stepped back, breathing hard from just a single touch of my hand. I shook my head. “No, please don’t run.”

      She took another step back, still holding my eyes. Red hot arcs of light must have sparked between us; I felt so hot and alive. Like I was one giant live wire.

      “If I run,” she asked, the low sexy pitch of her voice almost knocking me over, “will you follow?”

      Before I could even process that, she’d turned and disappeared into the crowd, only the flurry of blonde hair telling me which direction she went.

      Naturally, I did exactly what she asked. I followed her.

      Adele had just turned the corner to the hallway that led to the restrooms when I figured out exactly what she was doing. She was taking us back to the exact spot we’d started. But when I caught up, she didn’t stop in the place that she’d almost taken me out.

      She paused in front of the unisex bathroom, taking one long moment to look back at me before she opened the door and pushed into the single stall room. There wasn’t even one second that I considered not following her.

      When I shoved the unlocked door open, she was leaning up against the sink, chest heaving.

      “Adele,” I whispered, completely undone by being in such a small, private space with her.

      She met me halfway, her arms wrapping around my neck in the same moment that I gripped her ass and lifted her legs to wrap around me. Her lips felt like hell and heaven, the fierce possession that I felt in them the only kind of home that I could have ever wanted.

      I speared my tongue into her mouth and groaned from the sheer fucking torture of tasting her again. Adele tasted like sin and sex, like every light piece of life that I’d been deprived of in the last six weeks.

      “I miss you so fucking much,” I said into her neck, hating that speaking the words deprived me of small moments of kissing her.

      But it was so worth it when she whispered back, “I’ve missed you too, Nathan.”

      From there it was a flurry of tangled hands and ripped clothing. I shoved her shirt up while she wrestled with my belt. I was so fucking hard, and when she shoved her hand down the front of my pants, I almost came like a fifteen-year-old.

      The throbbing bass surrounded us like a private soundtrack, and I started tilting into her on the same beat.

      “Oh fuck,” she moaned when I palmed her breast and squeezed.

      “I need inside of you,” I said into her mouth, and then licked the line of her bottom lip.

      For two long beats, we stared at each other, the world around us fading away. It was certifiably insane to do this. But getting my hands on Adele felt like the best kind of sanity. Like it would ground me to the earth in a way that I hadn’t felt since the moment she walked out of the door.

      Breathing into my mouth, Adele gripped my shaft and twisted her wrist, wrenching a groan from deep within my chest. I wanted to devour her, in this dingy bathroom that was quickly becoming my favorite spot in the entire world.

      “Why the fuck did I wear jeans?” she said when I attacked the button and zipper.

      “It’s okay,” I said when they were open enough that I could work my hand beneath her underwear. With two fingers, I rubbed flat circles along the hard nub of her clit. “Fuck, baby, you’re so wet. Were you saving this for me?”

      The way she blinked made her look drunk, even though I only tasted the sugary sweetness of Coke on her tongue. “Yes. God, Nathan, you’re the only reason I ever get this way.”

      “Because this pussy is mine,” I said into her ear and bit down on the fleshy part of her lobe. I lifted her so that her ass perched on the sink behind her. From there it was only the muffled sounds of the room outside of us, and the breathy exhales of Adele. I barely wanted any sound to escape from beyond my lips, because it felt greedy. The fact that I was getting this tiny, stolen moment in time where neither of us cared about the consequences was precious enough without letting the sounds of my greedy pleasure out into the universe.

      But when she pulled my cock out of my jeans and I ripped her jeans down her ass until they bunched at her knees, I couldn’t stop the lewd curse that came out.

      “Holy fucking hell, look at you,” I ground out. With just the tip of my pointer finger, I traced the seam of the outer lips of her pussy. Adele dropped her head back onto the mirror behind her. “You’re perfect.”

      I started dropping to my knees for a taste when she dragged my mouth to hers. Our kisses were fast and hot, no finesse and no caution. We couldn’t slow enough for practiced movements, because rational thought would probably intervene.

      Dipping my knees so that the angry purple head of my cock lined up at her entrance, I took a second to breathe through the fucking amazing feeling.

      “Yes,” she whispered, squeezing her thighs together around me.

      Then I started to move. Instead of a fast, hard thrust like she was probably expecting, I slid in one inch at a time until I was completely bottomed out a few breaths later. Around me was hot, tight perfection. Adele flexed her internal muscles, God bless kegels, and I lost my fucking mind.

      All she could do was hold on while I fucked the shit out of her. She whimpered into my mouth while I rolled my hips fast enough that my balls slapped against her ass. The sheer overwhelming pleasure of being inside of her, the pleasure I’d missed during her absence, flooded my system.

      No. I couldn’t come yet. So I slowed my movements when I was fully seated in her again. Adele nipped the side of my mouth and the confusion in her eyes at this distance made my pinch my eyelids shut.

      “Adele, I can’t do this.,” I whispered. “I can’t let this be over and wonder whether every night of the last six weeks has been easier for you than it has been for me.”

      “Baby,” she replied, and the wet, fullness of her voice made me pull back. “You think this has been easy on me?”

      “No,” I started but the abject horror of seeing Adele cry, while I was still inside of her, shut me right the hell up. “Adele, please don’t cry.”

      I cupped her face with both hands when she broke down completely in my arms.
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      He was wiping my face, and touching me all over. It was too much, and at the same time not enough.

      “Adele, you’re shredding my insides. Please don’t cry.”

      But it was unending, this flood of emotion. It poured from my eyes uninhibited, because it wasn’t enough. Having Nathan on this dirty bar sink would have made the Adele from a year ago very happy, but who I was now? I’d be happy for five minutes, before being hollowed out from the realization that sex couldn’t fix us.

      He was deep inside me, but five minutes with Nathan wasn’t enough.

      I shook my head, leaning forward until our foreheads touched. My body was still throbbing, especially between my legs. I shifted a little, which brought him even deeper within me. I had a thought, a wish, that we could find ourselves in this little bathroom, with him fucking me against the cold porcelain. But we weren’t young and carefree. There was so much brokenness between us that couldn’t be fixed by a quick fuck in a dingy bar bathroom.

      “Talk to me,” he pleaded, bracing my ass on the sink so his hands could frame my face. “Please, God. Tell me how you feel.”

      I pulled my forehead away from his and sniffed, the hot tears pouring down my face. He was still inside me, and feeling him growing soft as we stopped quivering around one another made the intimacy that much harder to bear.

      Placing a hand on his chest, I said, “It’s not enough to have you temporarily.”

      “Then come home.”

      God, if only it was that easy. “I can’t.” I shook my head sadly and gripped his shirt in my fist. All I wanted was to go home with him. But I’d been so hurt, and my abandonment issues prevented me from bending to temptation. “You hurt me.”

      He opened his mouth but a noise against the bathroom door caused him to slam his fist on the wood. “Bathroom’s closed,” he growled. He turned back to me, the steel blue of his gaze pinning me in place. My body positively ached to move, but moving would mean I’d lose him.

      Why the hell wasn’t this easy? Why couldn’t I walk away and not look back? Why couldn’t I leave him and heal?

      Because he was, in every possible way, the absolute love of my life. And I had come second. To Diana. To his job. To his grief.

      If I hadn’t been sitting on the cold sink, I was sure my knees would have given way under my weight.

      “Adele,” he said, eyes searching. “I miss you. Every fucking molecule of my being misses you. I can’t go on like this, spending my nights without you. It’s killing me.”

      “Do you think it isn’t killing me?” I asked, swiping the back of my hand over my face. “I’m sad, all the fucking time. I can’t so much as enjoy my day because all I think about is telling you about it. And I can’t.”

      “You can,” he insisted, his fingers digging in my face. “You can tell me anything.”

      I pulled back, and shifted so that he fell out of me. We both winced, and then we were standing there, completely exposed but no longer connected. “Can I tell you that I’ve been hurting for months? That it’s been two months since I lost the baby and the entire time I’ve felt a loneliness so large that I can barely eat or drink, because the obstruction is so great that I’m not allowed to enjoy a single fucking thing without guilt.” I put a hand to my chest. “It lives in me, reminding me of what we had and what we lost. There’s no forward for me. No resolution. There’s just loss; overwhelming emptiness.”

      “Adele, I feel it too. Trust me, I do.”

      “But you never told me. You never consoled me. After we lost the baby, you distanced yourself from me. You kissed me on the forehead and left.”

      “I needed space.”

      “And I needed you.” I felt a fresh sheen of tears and angrily wiped at my eyes before they could fall.

      “You should’ve told me.” He sounded so sad.

      “I wanted what you promised me. After you found out I was pregnant, you were around so much more—and you made me feel desired and beautiful and like maybe we wouldn’t fuck this up.” I reached out and grazed a finger over his shirt, wanting to touch him but not too firmly, lest I fall back under from the feel of his skin. “And then, when I had the D&C, you were gone again.”

      He ran a hand over his unruly chocolate hair and I took his face in for the first time that night. His hair was overgrown, as was his beard. He looked like a man who hadn’t seen the sun in weeks, and I ached to run a hand over that hair, the reminder that he was probably just as lost as I was without us by each other’s sides.

      It was as if I needed him to remind me to breathe. How did I function without him these last six weeks apart?

      It would be far too easy to fall back into his touch and pretend that we could solve this with a round of hot makeup sex. But he’d been right earlier, when he’d pushed me away and told me that sex couldn’t solve everything.

      “I want you home.”

      His words. Jesus Christ, his words. They called to another me, a woman much less brave than I was. “It’s not my home.” Because he was. But where he laid his head was in a home he shared with his late wife. It wasn’t my home.

      His mouth turned into a fine line and his eyes hardened. “It’s not mine either when you’re not there.”

      Again, I was nearly undone by his words. “You left me alone, Nathan. I don’t know how you thought I wasn’t hurting.”

      “Because you never seemed happy or excited about the baby.”

      “I’m twenty-two!” I reached down and yanked my underwear back up over my hips. “I’m still in college, and I don’t even have a way outside of my savings to support myself.”

      “I told you,” he growled, “that I’d take care of it.”

      “Did it occur to you that maybe I wanted something of my own, to be able to take care of myself before I brought a baby into our relationship?”

      “No.” At least he was honest. He touched the ends of my hair with his fingers and rubbed them together. “I assumed you didn’t want a baby because you weren’t ready.”

      “I wasn’t.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Who the hell is ready to be forever responsible for someone other than themselves? I probably would have kept on being not-ready until it was born—if that had even been a reality for us.”

      I took a deep breath and continued on. “But regardless, you promised to take care of me—it was the only thread of sanity I had over the whole situation. Your promise sustained me. But then when I had the miscarriage, your offer of taking care of me was off the table. You weren’t there. I was alone, all day. Every day. Do you know how suffocating it is to live with someone who is completely blind to your internal pain?”

      He ran a hand down his face. Another knock at the door came and Nathan slammed his fist against the door so hard, I swore I could see the ripple effect slide up his arm and into his jaw. “Take a fucking hint!” he shouted.

      Rarely had I seen Nathan lose his temper. When he did, I always trembled—not from fear, but from a blazing hot lust. Seeing the man I loved burn bright with rage had a direct line to my vagina, and I cursed myself for wanting him because we were getting nowhere with our talk.

      My tears had dried up, but they’d pooled in the hollow around my collarbone.

      “Where are you staying? With family?” he suddenly asked.

      “You were the only family I had.” I leveled him with a look. “Fuck my blood family—I’d be homeless before I’d crawl back to them like a dog with its tail between its legs.” I poked him in the chest. “You were my family. And we were supposed to build a family, together. When things fell apart, you weren’t there for me.” I dropped my hand from his chest and wavered back and forth. I wanted to lean into him, because I was so unsteady on my feet from the exhaustion that had settled around me from the outpouring of emotion.

      “I’m so fucking sorry.” And I knew he was. But I also knew that if I returned to his house, nothing would change. I’d be in his home, surrounded by his late wife’s imprint throughout the house. He’d work late, and I’d tell myself that my many nights alone— with cereal for dinner— would be okay.

      But it was a shadow of the life I wanted with him. I wanted to be his priority, but I didn’t want to force him to make me that priority. If he couldn’t make me feel like I came first, I couldn’t settle for being second, or third.

      “I’m sorry too.” Unable to stop myself, I leaned forward and kissed him on the mouth, lingering just long enough that it hurt. After pulling back, I said, “We didn’t talk, and you distanced yourself from me. You should know me better, Nathan. You should know that abandonment is a trigger for me. It’s one thing to be busy, but it’s another thing to avoid me. Which is what you did.” I curled my fingers into his shirt. I couldn’t let him go just yet. “You were embarrassed of me at your work party. And I don’t know how to forget that.”

      He dropped his head and I felt the shuddering of his breath in his chest. “I’m so fucking sorry, Adele.”

      This hurt, so fucking bad. Seeing what my words were doing to him was unbearable. I realized that I could barely shoulder my own pain—bearing his too was crippling me. I wanted to drop my head to his shoulder, to tell him I’d go home with him and we’d figure it out. But living with him wouldn’t fix our problems, it’d only make them more pronounced.

      “I love you, Nathan. God. I’m desperate for you. But there’s an acre of pain between us, and I don’t think I can be with you the way I want to until we sort through this. On our own.”

      “I don’t want to be without you.”

      It was as if his words were shrapnel, imbedding themselves in my chest. I wanted to drag my nails down my chest, if only to show him how much I hurt, too.

      “I don’t want to be without you, either. But I think we need to be. At least for now.”

      “Don’t let me go,” he whispered, gripping my shoulders and pulling me close.

      I swallowed, knowing I had to get away from him and away from the agony that wouldn’t fucking stop. He was piercing a part of my soul with his every admission, so I said the one thing I could think to say, to get him to see why I was so completely shattered. I put my hands on his, pulling them away from my shoulders as I said, “But Nathan, you let me go first.”

      He didn’t deserve the pain I was giving him, but neither did I. It was all so confusing, the back and forth and the way my body suffered when I didn’t arch toward him. The way my heart yearned to be fed by his love. But it wasn’t enough. I needed him to make me feel as if I was as important to him as he was to me.

      So I did all I could manage the strength to do and left the bathroom, left Nathan, alone to grieve. Just as he had left me, months before.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Three

        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    
    
      One week later

      

      For the second time in two months, I found myself in my car, staring up at a house that I never really wanted to step foot in. The problem this time was that it was the house I grew up in. But it was on my list of things that I’d carefully constructed after the emotional upheaval of the ‘bathroom incident’, as I was now referring to it as.

      Considering I was twelve years older than Adele, she sure as hell knew how to pack a punch when it came to proving me wrong about who was the smarter of the two of us. I’d never make the mistake again of doubting that she could school me on mature decisions in regards to our relationship.

      Yet again, Adele was right. About everything. Touching her that night, even going to the bar, was stupid. Incredibly, selfishly stupid. But the next day I’d started going about rectifying that.

      Maybe she wouldn’t know for another month, all the things that I was going to do, but eventually she would. And I could only hope it was enough.

      With a deep, absolutely tortured sigh, I pushed out of my car and walked to the front porch. Just as I was about to knock, a bored-looking maid pulled open the massive mahogany door and informed me that my father was in his study.

      “Is my mother here?” I asked her just as she was turning to leave the soaring entry way.

      “No sir, she’s at an appointment for the remainder of the afternoon.”

      I rolled my eyes when she curtsied and walked away. She curtsied. And an appointment for my mom probably meant she was getting day-drunk with her country club friends. My parents were the worst sort of rich people cliché.

      Wandering slowly down the hallway that led to my father’s study, I took a few minutes to look at the gold framed photos that still hung on the wood paneled walls. My parents with various powerful people, some in politics, some in the entertainment industry.

      Not a single photo of me.

      That’s probably why this would be so easy.

      Adele’s comment about her family had rung so true to me, but not in the moment. Her strength in knowing that she was just done with the people who raised her astounded me. A lesser woman would have caved to their expectations. I’d caved to my father’s until I left for Harvard, the only true act of defiance in my entire life.

      Using my knuckles, I rapped lightly on the heavy door to his study, which was cracked open.

      “Come in,” he called out and I took another deep breath before entering. The desk in the middle of room dominated the space. It was far bigger than necessary, and I used to think of it as my father’s way of overcompensating for something. He was seated behind it in an ostentatious high-backed chair and reading the newspaper. There wasn’t even a computer in here, for God’s sake.

      “Father,” I said in greeting when he didn’t look up at me.  But when I closed the door behind me, he finally glanced up.

      “Planning on killing me?”

      “I’d never be stupid enough to do it here.”

      He almost cracked a smile, but it was like he reminded himself that he hated me again. “What’s this about?”

      I blew out a breath through pursed lips and gestured to a chair. “May I?”

      Because he was a dick, he took a second to think about it before nodding.  “Should your mother be here for this little heart to heart?”

      “No. It doesn’t involve her. I doubt she’d be sober enough to remember I was here anyway.”

      “True.” My father didn’t particularly care that my mother drank vodka tonics a solid eight hours out of every day. She was still a beautiful woman in her sixties and came from a family with old money. That was about all that mattered.

      “You were right. About Adele.”

      Immediately, his face flattened in disgust. “I knew it.”

      But I lifted a hand. “Just hear me out. This won’t take long.” When he nodded, I settled back into the chair and propped one foot up on the opposite knee. “She was in my class last fall, and the night I met her, I didn’t recognize her as my student. She’s the first woman I touched after Diana died. The only woman.”

      “What the hell makes you think I want to hear this?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t really care if you want to. But you’ll listen regardless.”

      Oh, he did not like that. Surprisingly though, he simply ground his teeth and kept quiet.

      “I stayed away from her for a while after I found out who she was. But we did carry on a sexual relationship while she was in my class. It never affected her grade because she’s incredibly intelligent, as you well know since you understand the magnitude of the scholarship that she’s on. The grade she received is the grade she deserved. Any other professor in that department would concur with what I gave her.” Then I dropped my foot from my knee and leaned forward. “I’m telling you this because she’s the woman I love. And she’s the only person I want to spend my life with.”

      “How sweet,” he drawled, looking a little pale in his cheeks.

      Then I laughed. “No, I don’t know that anyone would accuse Adele and me of being sweet. But it is real. And she’s only part of the reason that I left Northern. Of course I wanted to pursue a relationship with her, but I also wanted out from under you.”

      My father shook his head slowly, like he couldn’t fathom what I was telling him. “And now that I know, you think this will help? She’ll have a hard time affording her tuition without that scholarship.”

      “Oh, she’s keeping it. You won’t touch her standing at that school.”

      He laughed then too, and I hated how much it sounded like my own. “You’re certifiable if you think I won’t do anything with this information.”

      “Go ahead.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Excuse me?”

      “I said,” I repeated slowly, “go ahead. Please, tell everyone at that school that your only son fucked his student. How will they look at you once they know? How will they look at the Easton legacy once that comes to light?”

      When his eyes shuttered, I almost crowed in triumph. My father would take this to the grave. His own pride would be the greatest way to secure his confidentiality.

      “I will marry Adele someday. Hopefully sooner, rather than later. Then she’ll carry the Easton name too. As will our children. She’s beautiful and fierce and smart and one of the strongest women I’ve ever met. Whether you see her again is up to you and Mother. But I won’t call you. I won’t stop by, and I won’t ask to be invited over for holidays. The only way I’ll walk back through these doors is if you can accept my relationship with her, knowing exactly where it started.”

      Then I stood, pausing only to make sure he wasn’t going to keel over from a heart attack. He didn’t.

      “Goodbye, Father.”

      All he did was watch me walk out the door.

      I whistled on the way back to my car, only taking a second to start it up and pull through their gated driveway before I hit the Bluetooth button on my steering wheel to initiate a call.

      “Nathan, my boy,” Max said in greeting. “What can I do for you?”

      “Well, what would you say about bringing over some more cigars?”

      “I’d say yes. What time would you like me there?”

      I paused to glance in my rearview mirror, just to see my parents’ house get smaller and smaller. “Before I give you a time, can I ask you something?”

      “Of course.”

      My stomach tightened. “If I wanted to tell you a story in confidence, can I trust that you’ll keep it between us? Even if it might make you doubt me at the beginning of it?”

      Max was quiet on the other end. “Is this story illegal?”

      “No.” Unethical? Maybe. But not illegal.

      “Okay. Then I can be there in an hour.”

      I hung up the phone and drove home, feeling better than I had in months.
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      It had been a week since I’d seen Nathan and I still felt like absolute garbage.

      Over and over, I’d replayed our scene in the bathroom. Half of the time, I kicked myself in the ass. I should’ve run to him, leeched on to him, promised to never leave him.

      Even now, as I sat nursing the hot cocoa Mrs. Jennings had made for me and Scarlet, I wished to be anywhere else.

      “Why is your mom so nice?” I asked as I pulled out the flask I kept buried in my purse, pouring a shot’s worth into the hot cocoa.

      Scarlet eyed the flask. “What’s that?”

      “Rum. Want some?” I asked, as I had already begun pouring.

      Scarlet eyed the rum and gave me a look, like she knew I was slowly corrupting her. But then she sipped the dark rum-spiked chocolate and gave me a nod. “Okay, this is good.”

      “I don’t trust people who don’t need alcohol to get through the holidays.” I tipped the flask back as I drank what little was left.

      “Technically, the holidays are over. You go back to school soon.”

      “Don’t remind me.” I grabbed a pillow and brought it to my chest. “I’ll have to seriously look into renting an apartment now.”

      “Are you sure you’re not going back to him?”

      I stared into the thick dark chocolate as I thought. “I don’t know. Sometimes I miss him so much that I can’t breathe. Other times, I’m not sure we’re good for one another. I never hooked up with him intending for him to be more than that. And then he was, and…” I took a noisy sip. “And then all this crap happened and maybe I should’ve stayed. Fought harder for him to remember I was there.”

      “But maybe your absence will remind him of what he’s missing?” Scarlet asked.

      “It’s been seven weeks since I left his house and I don’t feel like we’re moving in the same direction. It’s like we’re both just revolving around the issue, and I can’t figure out how to come back together. I’d have to let go of my hurt. And believe that he wouldn’t do it again.”

      “Has he ever hurt you like that?”

      I shrugged. “Early on, he had moments where he shut me out. But I hadn’t let my feelings get the best of me yet, so it didn’t affect me the way it did after nearly a year of living together.”

      “Well, I’ve had one serious boyfriend my whole life so I can’t speak with much experience, but I would probably do the same thing.” She sipped her hot chocolate and seemed to be relaxing a bit from the alcohol. “I ran from Leo once, but not before I said things I didn’t mean.”

      “I meant the things I’ve said. I may be called a slut, a hussy, a bitch, but I have never been called a liar.” I drank the rest of my hot chocolate and set it on the nightstand with a clunk before I lay down on the bed. “I love him. But he deserted me in a time when I needed him.”

      “Did you tell him you needed him?”

      “Of course not. But he should’ve known.”

      “Again, I’m no expert on men, but they’re not mind readers.”

      Scarlet didn’t know, didn’t understand what had happened with Nathan. And for the sake of having someone—a female someone—to talk to about female things, I decided to confide in her. “I had a miscarriage in October.”

      Scarlet’s eyes widened in shock and I was grateful for Leo and his confidence. I didn’t have many friends, but Scarlet not knowing about my miscarriage proved I had a good one in Leo. “Wow. I’m so sorry.”

      Besides the doctor’s office, it was the first time anyone had said that to me about the miscarriage. I nodded my thanks, because I didn’t want to speak the word. “And Nathan really wanted the baby. He was thrilled. When I told him I was pregnant, you would’ve thought I told him he won the lottery.”

      Scarlet made a sound like an “aww” at that and I nodded. It had been cute. His excitement for the baby had been the one thing that kept me from losing my shit. “How did you feel about it?” Scarlet asked, as if she’d been reading my mind.

      “Scared. I’m still young. I have shit I want to do with my life before babies happen. And my relationship with Nathan was still so young, too.”

      “Did Nathan know?”

      I chewed my lip. “I know we talked about it, but he assured me he’d take care of me. Of us.” Absently, I rubbed a hand down my belly. The slight roundness that had been there months ago was gone. I paused my movement and clenched a fist. “And after I lost the baby, he was gone. And when he was there, he was patronizing or never noticed my presence. I wandered his house, feeling like I didn’t really belong there. I only lived there for Nathan, and when he wasn’t around it was like I lived with his dead wife’s memory.”

      “His wife died?”

      “Yeah. A handful of years back. They bought the house he lives in, decorated it together. It made me feel unwelcome, admiring the wallpaper she put up, doing homework at the table she bought, sleeping with her husband in her bed.”

      “Hm…” Scarlet said, tapping a finger on her chin. “After his wife died, who did he have around him?”

      “I don’t know?” I gave Scarlet a look—how the hell was I supposed to know that? It was years before me.

      “I mean, his family, or her family. Are they close?”

      “No.” I thought of Elias and Nathan’s disgust for him. “Her family blames him and his family doesn’t seem like the warm, sympathetic type.”

      “So he likely mourned that in private. All alone.”

      I saw where Scarlet was going, but that didn’t make it any easier to accept that he’d pushed me away by pulling himself physically away from me. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” I said flatly, rolling onto my stomach.

      “Because you know I’m right. Nathan mourned the loss of his wife alone, and when you had a miscarriage, he mourned it alone again. That’s how he works.”

      “Shut up, Scarlet.” I pulled a pillow over the back of my head. “Go bury your head in some dissection documentary.”

      “I just think you need to see it from his perspective.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said, but felt like drinking away this conversation. When my phone buzzed from the nightstand, I pushed the pillow off of me and grabbed it.

      
        Elias: Last time, Slim. Wanna get a drink?

      

      I should not reply with a yes. I should figure out what the hell I was going to do with my life from here forward. But after that conversation with Scarlet, I realized I was even more confused than I had been. So, before I could change my mind, I shot out a quick “Yes” along with the name of a bar near Nathan’s house.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Slim?” I asked him as I walked into the bar and spotted him sitting alone at one end of it. He was nursing something the color of dark honey and gestured for me to take the seat beside him.

      “You’re slim. Legs up to your eyeballs, especially with those.” His eyes traveled slowly down the length of my leather-clad legs to the black stilettos I wore. When his eyes came back up, I felt myself warm.

      I couldn’t believe I was doing this, sitting next to Nathan’s enemy, about to have a drink with him. But when the bartender came over, I ordered a whiskey sour and pulled off my puffy coat—the coat Nathan had bought me the previous winter—and set it on the back of the chair.

      “What have you been doing?” he asked as he took me in. The gray and white speckled sweater I wore was oversized, to balance the way the leather leggings hugged my legs like a second skin.

      I watched him a moment and tucked my tongue into my cheek. The way he asked it made me think he knew I wasn’t staying at Nathan’s anymore. But I didn’t feel like talking about Nathan, so I said, “Being a lazy asshole over winter break.” The sweater dipped over my shoulder and I yanked it back up. “I have classes again soon, so I’m trying to enjoy the freedom while I can.”

      “Ah.” His eyes were dark, and he searched me intensely. “Do you plan on staying in Boston after graduation.”

      “Yes. It’s home.” I hadn’t considered staying anywhere else. “Where’s home for you?”

      He lifted his shoulders noncommittally. “I’m still finding my place.”

      The bartender placed the drink on a black napkin and pushed it toward me. “Aren’t you a little old to still be looking for your place?”

      “Aren’t you a little young to settle down here?”

      “Touché.”

      He motioned for the bartender to bring him another drink. “Booker’s,” he said, pushing his glass.

      The bartender nodded and then paused, holding up the glass. “On the rocks? With water?”

      Elias stared at the bartender a moment and I watched the poor guy visibly shrink under Elias’ stare. “Water, on the side.”

      After the bartender stepped away I cocked my head to the side. “What was that about?”

      “Have you ever had Booker’s bourbon?” When I shook my head, he said, “You’ll have to try it.”

      Within seconds, a glass appeared in front of Elias and he pushed it to me. “You first.”

      It felt dangerous, to be drinking with Elias. He was so large that he took up not just the space of his seat, but he was encroaching on mine too.

      Bringing the glass to my lips, I met his eyes over the rim. His lips curved just a little under his beard as I tipped the glass back and took a taste.

      “What the fuck?” I sputtered, setting the glass down hard and pounding back the water the bartender had given him. I pressed the back of my hand to my mouth as I glared at him. “What is that?”

      “Bourbon,” Elias said simply, picking up the glass and taking a larger sip than I had. “Robust, high proof bourbon.”

      “You drink that?” I asked, taking a sip of my much calmer whiskey sour. “And don’t breathe fire?”

      “Who says I don’t breathe fire?” he asked, his eyes dark and glittering under the low bar light. I hadn’t realized how close he was until I felt the heat of his breath on mine.

      I loved Nathan. Loved him passionately. But loving him hadn’t meant putting on blinders toward every other good-looking guy that I passed. And Elias? Well, he took good looking and wrapped it in a barbed wire kind of danger. From the muscles that seemed to grow from every single one of his body parts to the dark of his skin and hair and eyes, he had an undercurrent of something risky, like he could talk a woman into doing very bad things without even saying a word.

      The bartender set another drink in front of me and I picked it up, needing something to distract my hands.

      “Adele, tell me—what do you like to do for fun?”

      I held up my whiskey and gave what I thought to be an obvious look. “Drink.”

      “But that’s not all.”

      “I like to write sometimes,” I said, not intending to say that. “Nothing serious. Mostly scribbles,” I amended, rushing on. The liquor was hitting me more quickly than I realized.

      “That’s it?” He seemed even closer to me now.

      I don’t know why, but I wanted to impress him. “I make a mean café au lait.”

      “A coffee?” He shook his head and leaned in. “Oh, Adele. But you haven’t lived.”

      I pushed him. Gently, just a hand on his pecs, pushing him lightly. But I yanked my hand immediately back like I’d burned it. “My sense of accomplishment differs from yours apparently.”

      “You’re so young. You could do so much, see so many things.”

      “I’m young and I still can. I’m not in a rush to see the world. I can barely navigate the T.”

      He laughed. “I’ll admit, the T is not the most easily-navigable method of public transportation.” He tossed the rest of his whiskey back like a fucking champ and I hated admiring him for it. He gestured to the bartender for a refill and he obliged quickly. “New York, while dirty and occupied with assholes, has one of the best public transportation systems in the country.”

      “Is that where you’re from?” The bartender set another whiskey sour in front of me on Elias’ encouragement, and I found myself drinking it even though a tiny voice told me I was only going to find myself in even deeper trouble.

      “I lived there a couple years. But I’ve lived in other places longer.” He was secretive, but still managed to pry information out of me. The balance of give and take was off, with me telling him much more than I knew about him, but part of me was a little bit afraid to ask those questions. I didn’t really want to get to know him that well, especially since I was still loyal to Nathan.

      When I came back from the bathroom, my legs were much wobblier than they’d been when I’d walked in. So wobbly, in fact, that I stumbled when I reached the bar. Elias caught me around the waist and held me firm. “I should go,” I stuttered, inches from his face.

      He waited a beat longer than he needed to before nodding curtly and setting me upright.

      I pulled out some cash, but Elias placed a large, warm hand on mine. “No.”

      Scrunching my eyebrows together, I pulled out the cash anyway. “No yourself. I’m paying for my booze.” This was not a date, I reminded myself. If I let him pay for it, we both might think otherwise.

      “Let me walk you out.”

      “Guess I can’t stop you,” I joked, trying to navigate through the busy bar. At one point I wobbled so much that Elias wrapped his fingers around my waist, leading me outside.

      His hands on my waist made me all tingly, but also a little sick. It simply didn’t feel right to have another man’s hands on me.

      Once outside, Elias looked up and down the street. “Where’s your ride?”

      “I’m going to call a cab,” I said, pulling out my phone. Liquor made my eyes blurry and I blinked a few times in order to pull up the app I used for cabs. “Two minutes away,” I said happily.

      “I could have given you a ride.”

      “After all that bourbon I watched you drink?” I gave him a skeptical raise of my eyebrow. “No way, dude.” I tried to put the phone in my pocket, but it popped right back out and fell to our feet. “Shit,” I muttered as I bent down.

      Elias bent down with me, picking up the phone case that popped off. “Here,” he said, at my eye level with both of us crouched. He took the case from me and put the phone back inside of it in a second. As he handed it to me, his hand clutched mine. “Hey.” I looked away from our hands and into his eyes seconds before his lips descended onto mine.

      I was suspended in a pause—my body unmoving as unfamiliar lips pressed against mine. He was warm and smelled of leather and spice and it took three seconds for me to realize that this was wrong.

      “No.” I pulled my head back immediately and put a hand to my lips.

      Holy shit, Elias had kissed me.

      He didn’t apologize, even as I stumbled back away from him. Fucking stilettos, I thought. I held a hand up when he made a move like he was going to help me stand upright again.

      “Nope, no way.” I shook my head and was sure I looked like an animal fighting off a predator.

      The problem wasn’t that I hadn’t enjoyed Elias kissing me. In a tiny, dark place, I had enjoyed it, but not enough to go further. That quick, three second kiss had told me Elias was not enough for me.

      But Nathan was.

      Suddenly, I didn’t fucking care about our fighting. Nothing else seemed more important than being with Nathan. It took another man kissing me for me to figure out that baggage or not, I wanted Nathan.

      What Scarlet had said about Nathan grieving alone had struck a chord within me. He’d been just as alone as I had. And I’d let my own hurt, my own pride, get in the way of us talking it out.

      I needed Nathan.

      Elias stood feet away from me, and seemed to take in the way everything played over my face.

      “He doesn’t deserve you, you know?” he asked.

      Elias didn’t even know me well enough to say that, but the fact that he had said it reminded me again of what Scarlet said about Nathan not having anyone for support after Diana died.

      Fuck it. I’d paint some walls in that house. I’d tear down the wallpaper in the entryway. I’d buy new dishes from the thrift store—shit that didn’t look like it belonged on display in a china cabinet. I’d get a new couch, one meant for snuggling, and I’d buy a new table to do my studies at. I’d put up a hundred photos of us, in different frames.

      All of that could be changed. But there was no substitute for Nathan.

      “I don’t deserve him, either,” I told Elias as my cab pulled up to the curb. But I wanted him. Fuck everything and everyone else. My pride be damned, I wanted Nathan more than I wanted to be without him.

      After climbing into the cab, I gave the driver Nathan’s address, instead of the train station. Ten minutes later, I was rushing out of the car, across the icy street, to a snow-covered sidewalk. And then I just stared, stunned.

      In the middle of front yard, right where the grass met the sidewalk, was a large white sign.

      
        FOR SALE

      

      I blinked, staring at it as the snow seeped into my stilettos, and then I walked into the yard, with snow up to my ankles, and touched the sign.

      Immediately, the floodlights came on, making my presence visible to the entire neighborhood, and I lifted my head and met Nathan’s gaze through the front living room window. He stared at me, and the surprise in his eyes made my heart crack in two. All I wanted was to go to him. But, luckily—since my feet were about to fall off from the cold—he came to me, opening the front door and stepping out onto the patio.

      “Adele?” he asked, and I nearly fell to my knees. His voice. It’d only been a week since I’d last heard it, but it felt like a hundred lifetimes. He looked so good, standing in front of the door with the light at his back. He looked like home.

      I had a hundred things to tell him, but the first thing I blurted out was, “Elias kissed me.”
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      Clearly I had matured in our time apart. First, I didn’t sling her over my shoulder and bring her inside for sex. It was far more important to hear the words out of her mouth, which brought me to my second point. When I actually processed those words, I didn’t sprint off to commit homicide.

      “Adele,” I whispered, my eyes drinking her in. Standing in the snow like that, wearing leather and illogical shoes—if I had to guess based on how she was shivering—she looked wild. “Baby, let’s get you out of the snow.”

      But she shook her head. “Didn’t you hear me?”

      As slowly as I could manage with rampant adrenaline pouring through my veins at the mere sight of her, I walked down the steps and into the snow. White puffs of air fogged in front of me when I breathed, and it was the only proof I had that I was still alive. That I wasn’t imagining her.

      Of course, if I was imagining her, she’d never have said what she did.

      When I was an arm’s length away from her, I stopped, searching her face. The finely carved features were so precious to me. Something I’d stupidly taken for granted every single time she was in the same room.

      Never again.

      “I heard you,” I answered, my voice sounding like I was choking on glass.

      Her eyes shimmered, the sheen of tears making me want to claw my guts out. “Then how the hell are you so calm?”

      I lifted my hands, very slowly so that she could back away If she wanted. When she stayed in the same spot, I cupped her face. We both exhaled at the contact, her eyes falling shut for a moment. I kept mine open because I wasn’t willing to miss a millisecond of this.

      “Because I’m fairly certain you aren’t happy about it—”

      “I’m not,” she interrupted with a steely voice.

      “—which is good,” I continued, stepping closer to her. “And it’s good that you’re not happy about it, because no man’s lips besides mine are ever touching you again.” Adele blinked and a tear tracked down her face until it absorbed into the skin of my hand. “Right?”

      “Right.”

      I deflated, wrapping her into my arms with the keenest sense of relief that I’d ever experienced in my entire life. Adele pressed her nose into the side of my neck and inhaled, humming when she let it out.

      “I want to kiss you so badly, but I don’t dare let you go.” I tightened my arms, relishing the weight of her against me.

      She laughed softly, pulling her head back to meet my eyes. There was so much adoration in that one look, so much love. Then she tilted her chin up and placed a gentle kiss on my lips. We rested there for a long moment, just testing the feel of each other’s lips.

      For some reason, it felt like we hadn’t kissed just a week earlier. This felt new and sweet, the longest build-up to the most innocent kiss we’d ever shared.

      Maybe we each thought the other person would deepen the kiss, but I was content to just feel her. I guess she was too.

      I pulled back. “Can we go in now? My feet are fucking freezing.”

      Adele smiled so widely that my heart stretched in a similar fashion. “Yes. I would like that.”

      Instead of holding her hand, I turned and presented my back, crouching down so she could climb on. Adele hopped up, wrapping her arms around my neck while I weaved my arms under her knees to support her weight. She kissed the edge of my jaw as I carried her through the front yard and up onto the porch.

      I didn’t stop when we cleared the door, only pausing so that she could turn the deadbolt behind us. I didn’t stop as we ascended the stairs up to the second floor. And I didn’t stop until we were in the master bedroom.

      Adele slid off my back, and when I turned around, her face was a mask of shock. “Nathan…”

      She turned in a slow circle, and I gave her a sheepish smile when she came to a stop. There were no pictures on the walls anymore, and the simple white bedding on the King size bed just next to us looked like something you’d find in a hotel.

      “You took everything out?”

      I shrugged. “Kind of. I didn’t buy a new duvet yet. I wanted to wait to pick something out until you were with me.”

      She blinked, processing that. “And the sign in the yard?”

      “It was one of the things on my list.” I slid my hand down her arm until I could weave my fingers in between hers. “The things you said to me last week hit me pretty hard. But I needed to hear it. I needed to hear all of it.” I pressed a thumb to her lips when she tried to say something, swallowing over the boulder of nerves lodged in my throat. It’s not like I’d known she was coming so I could practice what to say. So I looked in her eyes and spoke from my heart. “You were right about everything, Adele. I hate that I left you alone when you needed me. It feels like I’ll never be able to forgive myself for that. And I acted embarrassed at the party because I was afraid someone would figure out how our relationship started, and that was so damn wrong of me, baby. I fucked up so many things with you in the last few months. When I thought I was doing the right thing to provide a life for us, I was completely overlooking what you actually wanted. I know that I’m not smarter than you or better than you, and I definitely know that my opinion is the not most important one between the two of us.”

      Since my thumb was still touching her lips, she pressed a soft kiss there with a smile in her eyes. I took my hand away and ran it over her hair, which was still cold from being outside.

      “And when I came back here after you left, I was appalled. I was so ashamed that I never thought about how it might be for you to live in this house. I boxed up as much, and I started getting it ready for a real estate agent.” I pulled her closer so I could rest my forehead on hers. “I don’t care where we live. I just need you. I will never do anything like that to you again. I promise.”

      Oh, Nathan.” Adele sniffed, the tears threatening in her eyes, but not falling over. “I love you so much.”

      “I love you too,” I said, just as our lips met again.

      This was not sweet and innocent. Our tongues tangled and Adele went up on her tiptoes. I gripped her ass and rocked into her. The backs of her knees hit the bed and we toppled over, ripping at each other’s clothes with frantic hands.

      My shirt came off first, then her pants. Her bra was shoved up over her tits so I could suck one into my mouth. My belt flew across the room, followed by my jeans. We didn’t even stop to remove my boxer briefs or her thong.

      She shoved mine down under my ass while I wrenched hers to the side with two fingers.

      “We can do this slowly the next time. Maybe in like twenty minutes,” I groaned when I slipped my fingers into her soaking wet cunt. “You feel too fucking good for me to be slow right now.”

      “God,” she moaned, fisting my cock and trying to shove it in. “Quit talking and just do it. I’ve never been without an orgasm for this long and I think it’s fucking killing me.”

      I propped myself up on one elbow and cupped the side of her face. At first she made a frustrated sound in the back of her throat, but when I brushed my thumb over her cheekbone, she stilled. Our eyes locked and she gave me a small smile. While we held like that, I slowly pushed forward until I couldn’t go any farther.

      Heaven.

      Pure fucking heaven.

      I pulled back in one long, slow, tortuous motion and paused before hooking my hips back toward her. Adele’s arms wrapped around my neck and she brought her legs up to cross her ankles behind my back.

      Pushing my face into her neck with an arm around her shoulders, I wrapped the other around her back. We were touching everything, so tightly wound that the only things we could move were our hips.

      She met my slow thrusts perfectly, and I never hurried, despite my warning that I’d have a hair trigger. Every push and pull, every drag along the hot, wet walls of her pussy felt better than the last. Her nails dug into my back and I picked up speed, snapping my hips faster and faster.

      Her tits were pressed so tightly against my chest that they didn’t bounce from the speed, but I could feel each shift of the firm, round flesh against me in a way that made me want to roar.

      Adele whispered in my ear when I made one particularly hard thrust. “Only you, Nathan. It will only ever be you.”

      “Too fucking right,” I ground out when I could feel the orgasm tighten my balls and roll around at the base of my spine. “God, Adele. You feel so fucking good.”

      She tensed up around me, her pleasure folding around us like a physical presence. “Yes, Nathan. God, I’m so close. I’m … I’m so, fuck.”

      I gripped the knee at my side and lifted her legs one by one until her shins were braced on my chest. She whimpered at the new angle and I cursed at the depth that it got me.

      “Come on, baby,” I groaned when I felt it barreling down on me. Pleasure danced on my skin and she tightened around me. I snapped against her one more time and I felt it. She screamed my name as she came, tightening around me so tightly that it took my breath. I poured my release inside of her with clenched teeth, somehow having the presence of mind to roll to the side so I didn’t crush her.

      Adele draped an arm over my chest and one leg over my waist. Strands of hair clung to her sweat-slicked face and I smiled before tucking them behind her ear.

      “I missed you.”

      She opened her eyes at my softly spoken words. “I could tell,” she said dryly.

      I tickled her sides, loving the sound of her giggles. “Brat. That’s not what I meant. Though yes, of course I missed sex with you. But it was everything else. I just missed you.”

      Lifting the hand that had been on my chest, she stroked the side of my face. “I missed you, too.”

      I leaned forward to kiss her and pulled back after she touched her tongue to mine. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Anything.”

      “What made you change your mind? It’s not like you could have known the things I was doing this week to try to change. To atone.”

      She smiled. “You might not like my answer.”

      “I can handle it.”

      “Well, Elias kissing me was a big part of it.”

      Fuck. I shut my eyes and took a deep breath, trying to use her smell as a calming agent to the way his name instantly raised my blood pressure. But I really did want to know, so I let out a long breath and turned my head to look at her again.

      “How so?”

      She lifted her eyebrows in surprise at my calm response. “The second he kissed me, I knew that you were it for me. No man could ever touch me again without it feeling wrong somehow. And that’s when I decided that no matter what we’d said to each other or what we’d done, we could fix it.”

      “Then I suppose I should thank him.” Fuck, even saying that out loud made me want to punch his fucking face in again. Adele’s low chuckle made it worth it though.

      “I don’t think we’ll see him again.”

      “Good.” I kissed her, needing that after her admission. We kept the kisses slow and sweet, just small tilts of my head to change the angle. They restored me, reset everything inside of me that had been off-kilter since she walked out of the door.

      “Oh!” she said and pulled back. “And it was Scarlet. She’s the other reason I changed my mind.”

      I blinked at the rapid change in thought. “As in Leo’s girlfriend?”

      Humming, Adele pecked my lips again and grinned. “Yup. That’s where I stayed. With Scarlet and her parents.”

      The laugh burst out of me before I could stop it. “Isn’t her dad a preacher?”

      Adele grinned and I tipped my head back, laughing even harder. One of her hands slid over my throat while I was doing it.

      “God, your laugh makes me so hot.”

      In the next breath, I rolled and pinned her by wrenching her hands above her head. “I fully plan on needing to hear some of your stories, you know. But later.” I dipped down and kissed her. “Much, much later.”

      She lifted her head to kiss me back and then smiled up at me. “We have forever, Professor Easton.”

      Yes. Yes, we fucking did.
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      Sixteen Months Later

      

      As soon as we walked through the door, I pulled Adele’s hair over one shoulder and whispered in her ear.

      “Go into the room, take everything off except the cap and the shoes.”

      She laughed, sex rampant in her tone. “You’re such a fucking deviant.”

      But she did as I asked, walking away with a wicked smile over her shoulder at me. It wasn’t a long walk to our bedroom. We’d purchased a three-bedroom bungalow not long after she came back to me. The battered wood floors covered with bright rugs spoke to Adele’s taste. The cool paint colors and dark wood furniture spoke to mine. The kitchen had concrete countertops that we’d both agreed on, with stainless appliances and funky light fixtures that she’d fallen in love with at a thrift store. And in our bedroom, we had a massive four poster mahogany King bed frame that worked quite nicely on the occasions that we needed to tie/strap/handcuff the other person down. With unhurried hands, I loosened the silver and white striped tie around my neck and pulled it out from under the collar of my blue oxford.

      She’d picked my clothes that morning, and I wasn’t going to refuse her, given that it was her graduation day. I'd snuck into the back of the building so that I could watch her cross the stage and take her diploma, shake the president’s hand and wink at the camera that was catching it to show on the widescreen mounted for ease of viewing.

      That wink had been for me, and now I’d make her pay for it. Or reward her for it, rather.

      While I walked through the family room, I unhooked my belt and unzipped my pants. I heard something drop onto the floor of our bedroom and it made me even harder than I’d been before. Which was saying something, since she felt me up the entire drive home.

      I paused before clearing the doorway into the bedroom, taking a second to appreciate the fucking masterpiece that was our life since we got back together.

      It was loud and colorful and messy and perfect. We never went to bed angry, and we definitely went to bed often. But it was more balanced with date nights and cooking classes and long weekends on the coast. It wasn’t just sex to cover our issues; it was intimacy that anchored us even more firmly together.

      “Are you going to come in or should I start this party on my own?”

      I grinned, striding through the door and then stopping up short.

      “Fuck me. You changed your shoes, naughty girl.”

      She glanced down and shrugged. “These felt more fun.”

      Ha.

      I couldn’t disagree that looking at Adele right now screamed that we were about to have some fun. She was stark naked, her tight stomach, high, perky breasts and freshly waxed landing strip only interrupted by two things: her black graduation cap and the black stilettos that had ribbons weaving up around her legs.

      The criss-crossing black ribbon stopped at her knees and made her legs look eight miles long. But as fun as they were to look at, I could not wait until they were spread open wide for me.

      “Turn around,” I said quietly. “Brace your hands on the bed and spread your legs open.”

      Adele slicked her tongue across her bottom lip, eyes tripping down my body before she did it. I almost came in my fucking pants at the picture she presented.

      Her tight, firm ass wiggling while she spread her legs in precisely the right position. Her straight, blonde hair cascading over one shoulder. And her legs. God. Sometimes I couldn’t believe that I got to put my hands on her.

      I stepped out of my pants and used one hand to pull my shirt over my head. She was panting by the time I was behind her and ran a hand down her spine.

      “Are you wet?”

      She scoffed. “What do you think?”

      My hand drifted down to test and I stopped briefly to press my finger against the tight pucker of skin just between her cheeks. That could come later. I slipped three fingers through her slit and hummed my approval.

      “Please,” she whispered, shifting backwards so my cock pressed up against her.

      “Did you think about this earlier when you crossed the stage?”

      “This precise moment? No, I can’t say that I did.”

      I cracked a hand on her ass, gritting my teeth at how it pinked up her skin. “Graduating college has made you mouthy. Maybe I should just go make some dinner now.”

      Adele stood and whipped around, gripping my erection in a tight fist. Her eyes flamed. “Don’t even think about it.”

      The fact that she literally and figuratively had me by the balls made something snap in me. Staring at her like this, with how fearless we were with each other now, loosened my tongue in a way that I’d been wanting to do for months.

      “Marry me.”

      Adele froze, blinking up at me. “Wh-what?”

      Using one hand, I pushed her back onto the bed and crawled over her. She spread her legs naturally and I slipped inside of her in one long push. Her cap fell off her head at the force of it.

      “You heard me.”

      Her head arched back and I lightly bit the tender skin of her neck.

      After groaning she said, “You cannot be serious right now. Who proposes during sex?”

      I thrust inside of her again. “Apparently I do. Come on, baby, you know you want to.”

      When she didn’t answer, I came to a stop. She shoved at my shoulder. “Nathan,” she whined. “This is bullshit. Can’t I come first and then we’ll talk about the serious stuff? Because if you ruin my orgasm with a proposal you don’t mean, I’ll fucking murder you. For both things.”

      I slid in again and we both moaned. “Who says I don’t mean it?”

      Then it was her turn to stop. She cupped the side of my face and stared into my eyes. “Really?”

      “Really.” I dropped my head to kiss her deeply. “I love you. I want to spend my life with you. Have perfect, blonde, mouthy babies with you. Preferably with green eyes. Why shouldn’t we start now?”

      When she blinked again, a tear slid down her temple into her hairline. Her voice was shaky when she answered. “Well then, I say hell yes, I’ll marry you.”

      We kissed, laughing and smiling while we did. The most overwhelming sense of peace lit me up from the inside while I wrapped myself around her.

      Despite everything stacked against us, we’d ended up here.

      Adele raised an eyebrow at me. “Who told you to stop moving?”

      My bossy little girl. Our life would never be dull.

      And I couldn’t fucking wait.

      

      
        The End
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      Nathan and Adele’s journey is complete, and I cannot thank you enough for joining me for it. But Elias still has a story that I want to tell. Please keep reading for a sneak peek of Addicted, Elias and Ruby’s story, which is due to release in October 2016.

      

      *Excerpt is unedited and subject to change prior to release*
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        Ruby

      

    
    
      I arrived twenty minutes early, scoping out the hotel’s lounge and reception for the usual suspects. I didn’t frequent the same places in order to avoid suspicion, which kept my guard up and my eyes alert. These were important things to remember.

      The lobby bathroom was decked out, black marble for miles, with itty specks that sparkled under the low lighting. I touched up my makeup and reapplied deodorant and lip stain. I gargled the mouthwash I’d brought, double checking that I had a toothbrush and floss for later. After smearing a good lot of lotion across my arms, I grabbed the hand sanitizer from my bag and squirted a glob of it into my palms. I didn’t want to dry out my hands with the hotel-provided soap.

      Ten minutes to go.

      I left the bathroom for the lounge and idly looked over the heads of the patrons.

      Tall, dark, and bearded. That’s what he’d told me. It wasn’t much to go on, but he’d also let me know he’d sit beside an aquarium if he arrived first. I debated going to the bar for a beverage when I didn't see him there. I usually brought my flask, filled with only a shot’s worth of vodka to keep my head level but still enough to chill my nerves. But  in my haste to get downtown and not have to walk seven blocks to the hotel in my black stilettos, I’d forgotten the flask on my kitchen countertop.

      It didn’t matter how many times I did this, I was always a little bit nervous.

      As my eyes searched the lounge, I became aware of a gentleman at the bar, who was staring at me unabashedly.

      Refusing to meet his eyes, I made my way to another side of the bar while I waited. I pulled out my phone just to make sure I didn’t have a text message from him informing me he was late before tucking it away. I didn’t need my phone as a distraction right now.

      The bartender set a fruity-looking drink in front of me. The maraschino cherry on top bled into the whipped cream and I stared at it like the unwelcome intrusion it was.

      “From the gentleman down there,” the bartender said in a low voice as he cocked his head to the blond-haired man who’d been ogling me when I walked in. I regretted flicking my eyes to him because in doing so, I had to see the way he stared at me.

      There was no doubt that the dress I wore showed off my assets—it was why I’d worn it. It was black, with an opaque panel that covered my breasts and lower half. The panel was open between my breasts, but it wasn’t totally indecent, because over the panel was black lace fabric that covered the opening all the way up to my neck, stopping at my shoulders to leave my arms bare. The dress came to mid-thigh, and with my simple earrings and my midnight-black hair braided in one plait over my shoulder, nothing about me screamed that I was asking for attention. Especially not from the blond man, and his slug-like lips.

      Ignoring the drink, I looked to the entrance for the man I was meeting, but felt a little spike of urgency in my blood when the drink-buyer stepped into my sights.

      Always be alert: it was my mantra.

      “Helllllo,” he said, looking me up and down. In his hand was a short drink, and it sloshed against the sides as he leaned against the bar top. I took him in, the shirt that looked like it was inspired by a tropically located bathroom’s wallpaper. “You look lonely.”

      I wanted to ignore him, but seeing how he was none-too-subtly encroaching on my personal space, I couldn’t exactly pretend not to see him. “I’m not, thank you.” Pointedly, I looked over his shoulder at the entrance for the lounge.

      The man stepped closer. “That drink looks like Hawaii, don’t you think?” Ah, Hawaii—explained the shirt. I sized him up. Six foot, two-hundred and fifty pounds. Mid-forties with leathery-looking skin most likely thanks to repeated sun exposure.

      Glancing at the fruity beverage, I said, “It looks like a diabetic coma.”

      “You’re too good for a piña colada?” He sounded displeased and I pushed the drink to him.

      “Not too good, no. Just not in the mood for sugar-laden drinks or the strangers who buy them for me.” My eyes were steel as I looked up at him. “I’m waiting for someone.” Get a hint, buddy.

      “Let me keep you company while you wait,” he invited, sitting in the seat beside me and effectively blocking my view of the lounge entrance.

      “I don’t need company,” I said as calmly as possibly. I’d dealt with pushy men like this guy, men who couldn’t take a hint if it slapped them across their smug faces. But it usually got my guard up, regardless. We weren’t in Hawaii, and this man wasn’t someone who was a genuine threat, which made him easy to dismiss.

      “I’m just going to sit here anyway.”

      “Then you’ll be sitting alone,” a deep voice said at my back. The mere proximity of him set my skin afire with goosebumps and I reigned in any reaction I may have had for the sake of professionalism. I felt the man’s presence come to my side and when he said, “Hi, Ruby,” I recognized his voice immediately. I liked the way he said my name, his voice all rumbly and warm.

      I turned my head, already curving my lips in welcome. But then I took him in—as much of him as I could, at least.

      Christ.

      He was huge. And dark. And daunting. Dark hair covered his head and wrapped around his jaw in beard that made me think of flannel and wood smoke. His eyes were direct and intense, like he was memorizing my face.

      One bead of sweat slid slowly down my spine. He was … wow.

      His dark eyes searched me before he looked beyond me, to the man whose jaw had likely collapsed to the bar top. “Get lost.”

      Two words. Two one-syllable words and the Hawaiian shirted man was gone before his shadow could catch up.

      “Elias?”

      He nodded once, slowly, hailing the bartender over with the lightest beckon if his hand. There was power in him, something I immediately found alluring. This was a man who owned not just the room he walked into, but the people in it as well.

      “Get rid of this,” he motioned to the whipped cream monstrosity before turning to me. “What would you like?”

      I smiled politely as I contemplated. I normally might have ordered something stronger. But something about Elias’ presence made me change my mind. “Martini, three-to-one ratio of vermouth please.”

      “Dirty?” The bartender wiped down the counter where the fruity drink had sat, and placed a small, blood red napkin in its place.

      I shook my head and the bartender disappeared down the bar.

      “Dirty martinis are for rookies.” Elias sounded impressed, even pleased.

      I angled my head and smiled softly. “I like to taste my alcohol.”

      “I’m surprised by the three-to-one ratio, though. Isn’t it usually five-to-one?”

      “Wet.” I didn’t need to tease this man with sultry words. He’d seen me before I’d seen him—he was already interested. But that didn’t make my answer any less sexual-sounding. “I like my martinis to be wet.” The low light masked his eyes, but I sensed a shift in his gaze nonetheless. “What about you?”

      “I prefer wet, too.”

      Considering he hadn’t actually ordered any alcohol, I knew he was alluding to something else. It gave me a genuine smile, not the practiced, carefully crafted smile I usually wore for situations like this one. He had a warmness that the Hawaii man had lacked, a sort of wry sense of humor at our situation.

      The bartender set the drink in front of me and Elias laid a shiny black card on the equally black bar top. But still, his eyes were on me. He was taking every single inch of me in, like he didn’t already know what I looked like. His eyes trailed over the braid and I registered his swallow. He’d told me over the phone, he liked the photo he’d seen of me with a braid.

      “Start a tab?” the bartender asked. Elias looked at me with a question in his eyes.

      I subtly shook my head to Elias. “Just the one drink for me.”

      “No tab,” Elias said, not taking his eyes off of me. “Just the check.”

      I shifted on my seat, pressing my thighs together. “Thank you for the drink.”

      “You’re welcome to more.” He gestured an arm out and I took in his clothing. He was as he’d described on the phone—tall and dark. But he was much more than that. He was early thirties, deeply tanned, with lips that held just a bit of a pout in the lower lip. And he was in excellent health, judging by the whites of his eyes and the fit of his body. There was no hint of muscles—oh no, the muscles were obvious, but not in a way that was meant to distract. The dark charcoal sweater wrapped around his arms with just enough slack to show the curves of the muscles that coiled around his thick arms. He wore dark jeans and black dress shoes. His clothes insinuated money, which was a good sign. The heavy silver watch at his wrist touted money too, but not flashy in the way of diamonds or a large logo.

      My sense of professionalism was never far, however and I was reminded that this wasn’t what it appeared to be. I was almost sad when I shook my head. “I don’t make a habit of getting drunk,” I said, not adding in situations like these to the end of my sentence. It wasn’t necessary, just like the alcohol wasn’t.

      I was already excited. That’s what the little curl in my blood was from. Elias projected just enough masculinity and a certain kind of peace—despite his massive height and the broadness of his shoulders. Like he could keep me safe.

      Shaking my head slightly, I told myself I wasn’t looking for a bodyguard.

      “Sorry, I was a couple minutes late.”

      “It’s fine,” I assured him, touching a hand to his arm just because I wanted to feel the muscle beneath. I touched just his forearm, but even that smallest bit held a powerhouse of muscle shifting under my hand.

      And I didn’t let go for several seconds.

      “You’re stunning, Ruby. I regret not telling you the second I sat down.”

      It caught me off guard. He said it with complete sincerity. I didn’t doubt him, but I didn’t often indulge in compliments like that. Too many and they’d go to your head; make you lazy. “Thank you.” I took the opportunity to eye him up and down. “I have to say, I’m pleasantly surprised.”

      He laughed lightly, his shoulders moving up and down. I couldn’t stop staring at him. I couldn’t wait to see what was under the sweater, beneath the dark jeans. “I feel like I’m at a slight advantage. I knew what you looked like.”

      My fingers played with the end of my braid. “That’s what this meeting is for, so I can determine if this is going to work.”

      His eyes were dark when he asked, “And?”

      I smiled. “I’m feeling confident tonight.”

      He licked his lips and it was so sexy—so primal— that I took another sip of my martini to keep from fanning my face.

      “I’m glad you were willing to work with my schedule,” he said, touching my hand when I brought the glass down.

      It wasn’t a line, and I hadn’t meant to lower my voice with its delivery when I said, “I’m quite flexible.” But he smiled nonetheless, a kind of big bad wolf smile as his lips spread. His beard was thick, but not so much that I couldn’t make out the sculpted jaw underneath. I swallowed hard, feeling my pulse race a little. There was heat and more than a little danger in that grin. I was little red riding hood and he was out for me. He pressed his forefinger against the back of my hand, and I felt a shiver up my arm from the contact.

      The air around us was electric as I pushed the drink away from myself, indicating to us both that I was ready. But before we left our seats, Elias reached behind his back and revealed an envelope. I blinked at it several times as my brain fired off little reminders to pay attention under the cloud of lust that was coating us both in a heavy fog.

      “Oh,” I said, breathy and very, very warm. “You just leave that in the bathroom once we’re in the room.”

      “Are you sure?” I looked down at his hands, his very large, very masculine hands, and because I wanted to, I reached down and touched them. This put my own hands inches from his crotch, a fact that made me stutter a little.

      “Ye—yes, please. Just leave the donation in the bathroom.”

      “Donation.” His mouth curved just enough to make me feel warm all over. This was the first time, in recent memory, that a client had made me this excited. But that’s who he was, I reminded myself as he helped me down from the bar stool.

      I had to remind myself again as he led me to the elevator, with the tips of his fingers on the small of my back. He was a client.

      When he opened the door to our room for the night, the whole night we’d agreed on, I looked him in the eyes and reminded myself that he was a client.

      He was still a client when his fingers slid down my arm like he was gliding across piano keys, before his hand wrapped around mine and he pulled me, all too willingly, into the room. The door closed quietly behind me and he stepped forward, so that I was backed up against it.

      As his mouth descended and his breath warmed my face, my insides shivered and I once again reminded myself he was a client.

      And I was his escort, paid to give him a thorough fuck.
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