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  About Crossing the Lines


A safeword won’t save her from love.

After six months of cavorting in her neighbors’ bed, Alice admits signing the contract to be Henry’s submissive is the best decision she’s ever made. He more than delivers on his promise to give her satisfaction—they scorch the sheets each time they meet.  
But submitting to his dominance alongside his long-term lover shows her the sharp line between sex and love. Henry loves goofy, eager-to-please Jay. Neither man has promised to love her.
Hiding her feelings grows harder every night she spends with them. As the three lovers struggle with wounds old and new, Alice’s emotional turmoil threatens to shred their arrangement. 
Is it time to bow out before they show her the door? Or can a triangle be the shape of true love?

The Neighborly Affection series is appropriate for mature readers who love building trust and healing old wounds through deep conversations and plenty of spice as three people negotiate their happily ever after. This spicy contemporary romance series, best read in order, follows the friends-to-lovers-to-spouses relationship of a committed poly triad.
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Learn more and become an Affectionaughty at www.mqbarber.com/newsletter.
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Gentleman duet
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The antidote to fear is love. May you always have enough of the latter to keep the former at bay. 








  
  Chapter one
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Weaving through cubicle farmers streaming from white-collarville, Alice fished her buzzing phone from her pocket. “Hello?” 
“Alice.” Henry, telephoning? “I hope I’m not disturbing your workday.”
She hustled to beat the crowd. “No, no, I’m done for the day.” Maybe a sweet Henry-surprise waited at home. “Headed to the T stop.” Not a handwritten note, or he wouldn’t be calling. “What’s up?”
“Jay was in a scrape this afternoon, and I didn’t wish you to worry in the event you came looking for us this evening.”
“Just a scrape?” Bullshit. They’d be at home. “Where are you?”
“Perhaps more than a scrape, but not so urgent as to demand immediate attention, apparently.” Detached. Rattled, for Henry. The clipped distance in his voice blazed a trail for her fears. “I expect we’ll be at the hospital a while yet.”
No wonder he’d risked disturbing her at work.
“Which one?” She elbowed through the churning sea of laptop bags and bulky winter coats. Move, damn you. “I’ll come wait with you.”
“Unnecessary, my dear. Jay is rather short-tempered at the moment, as you might expect. Too much waiting, and no pain medication until they receive the results from the scan. But I will keep you informed.”
“They’re worried about concussion? What happened? Is that his only injury?” She couldn’t get the questions out fast enough.
“A delivery-truck driver opened a door into traffic at the wrong moment and clipped his bike. I believe once properly medicated, he’ll be ecstatic with the scar he can expect on his right leg, though the wrist will be a problem, as it’s his dominant hand. They’re calling the damage a sprain for now. They’ve taken X-rays to be certain he hasn’t broken any carpal bones. He’s a bit bruised, of course, though that will worsen tomorrow. His nose is already a ghastly shade.”
Jesus. Jay rode through the streets at maniac speeds. Body slamming a door equaled rapid deceleration, redirected momentum, fuck.
She needed to see him. Tonight. She’d never sleep otherwise. If Henry didn’t consider her family enough to join them in the emergency room, fine. “You’ll both be exhausted by the time you get home. It’ll go easier if you have dinner waiting and a hand getting him situated for the night.”
God, she’d gotten fucking sick of eating neighbors’ casseroles in the weeks after Dad’s accident. The same damn nightmare every day. Walk her little sister home from school. Fix dinner. Supervise homework. Wait for Mom to stumble in from the hospital with her broken smile. “Two people wrangling one doped-up injured person is a lot easier than one.”
Her phone dug into her hand. Too blunt and pushy. She’d assumed a place in their lives she didn’t warrant.
He sighed, and his voice lost its Henry-ness. He sounded tired. “That would be lovely, Alice. I would…greatly appreciate your assistance, thank you.”
“You don’t have to thank me. We’re friends.” He couldn’t argue with such a safe statement of fact.
“I’ll call the super and instruct him to let you into the apartment, my dear. Make use of whatever you like.” His voice regained its brisk control. “I’ll inform you when we’re on our way.”
“Call me if you need anything else. I can get to the hospital if you need me.” If he’d let her.
They hung up on goodbyes, and she caught the train. The lumbering journey of creaks and groans and passengers nursing winter colds differed little from the hard seats and anxious undercurrents of a hospital waiting room. She resisted the urge to call. He had his hands full with Jay. Pestering wouldn’t help.
She grabbed her mail before knocking on the super’s door. An older widower, from the ring on his finger. On the handful of occasions they’d met, he’d been unfailingly courteous.
“Hi, Mr. Nagel.”
“3B. Miss Colvin. You’re here about the key for Mr. Webb’s apartment? He called a bit ago.”
“You got it. I’m giving Henry a hand with dinner tonight. I just need to get into the apartment.”
Mr. Nagel gestured her toward the stairs. “Yes, he mentioned young Mr. Kress had been injured. Nothing serious, I hope.”
She made small talk as they climbed the stairs and ventured down the hall, where Mr. Nagel unlocked the door and excused himself without a fuss. Fifteen minutes of poking around in the kitchen turned up the makings for a decent meal. She darted across the hall and changed into yoga pants and a long-sleeved tunic.
Fuck if she’d serve a lackluster casserole. Assuming the men came home. Maybe the hospital would keep Jay overnight for concussion monitoring.
Henry’s pastry bag worked like a charm to pipe a cheese and Italian sausage filling into softened manicotti noodles. Measuring an equal amount for each tube took steady hands, a discerning eye, and plenty of concentration.
Maybe Jay slumbered through surgery for nerve damage in his wrist.
She punched dough into shape for garlic bread. Her phone kept its silence on the counter. Maybe a superbug had infected Jay’s wounds and Henry sat digesting words like bacteria and amputation and mortality rate.
Mom had cried over those words.
The plastic wrap stuck to itself and tore three times before she got the pan into the fridge. The dough rose under a damp towel. A salad waited for last-minute dressing.
She wiped down the counters. Leaving Henry’s kitchen as clean as she’d found it would show him her respect. No calls yet. No car coming around the corner as she stood at the window and twisted the kitchen towel around her hand like a boxer’s tape. The constriction heightened the thump of her pulse rushing under her skin.
Henry’s hands would’ve felt better.
Settle the fuck down. He’ll call.
Anxious wandering deposited her outside Henry’s bedroom. Nary a wrinkle disturbed the bed. Clothes hung over the back of a chair, ready for a trip to the dry cleaner.
Three steps inside, she jerked to a halt. Trespasser.
No. She had every right to be in Henry’s bedroom. Every other Friday. Not on a Wednesday. Not when he wasn’t home.
The mattress welcomed her as an old friend. The pillow crooned a faint lullaby of dark leather and light citrus. Curling on her side, she hugged the pillow to her body and clutched her phone.
A tug pulled up the comforter with its gentle warmth, and she dozed in its embrace. The bread’s need for the oven prodded her from her nest. After straightening the sheets and replacing the pillow, she haunted the kitchen.
Her ringing phone jolted her.
8:47 p.m. “Is everything okay?”
“Hello, Alice. I apologize for the delay. They’re about to let Jay go. I expect we’ll arrive in half an hour or so. It will be…” A quiet sigh puffed from his end of the phone. “It will be very nice to be home. You were able to get in all right?”
“Yeah, everything’s fine here. Don’t worry. I’ll be waiting.”
“Yes. Thank you, Alice. We’ll see you soon.”
He ended the call, and she sprang into action, heating the oven and extracting dinner from the fridge.

      [image: image-placeholder] The doorknob rattled. She flicked off the burner under the extra sauce. Thirty-four minutes. Her rush came to a dead stop in front of the gaping door.
Jay’s huge doped-up eyes with a grotesquely swollen and discolored nose between killed her. He’d look full-on raccoon in the morning.
“Alice!” Left arm slung across Henry’s shoulder, Jay shuffled through the doorway. “I got doored. Wham! Fucking truck. You should’ve seen it.” He walked like an old man but babbled like a kid on a sugar high. “S’been years since I got doored. Like, at least two years.”
They must’ve given him something fantastic for the pain. Please not Oxy.
“That’s a long time, Jay.” Was it? Who knew. An air cast gleamed white as exposed bone on his forearm. “Sorry the truck got in your way.”
His bright smile dropped into a mournful frown. “Weeks, Alice. They want me off the bike until the wrist heals.”
Dried blood spotted his cargo pants. He’d lost the shorts-converting bottom halves somewhere. “S’not fair. Stupid driver should hafta stay out of his truck for weeks. He’s the one who parked the wrong way.”
The gauze encasing the lower half of his right leg and dotting the left itched at her. She should be something. Moving. Doing. Anything.
“Is that marinara I smell, Alice?” Thank God for Henry.
“I raided your freezer.” She slid herself under Jay’s arm and helped Henry balance his weight between them. “Figured you’d rather defrosted homemade than stuff from a jar. Couch?”
“The couch first, yes. He’ll need to eat something. He’s had nothing since lunch, and the medication on an empty stomach has had a rather predictable effect.”
“Hey, I’m not pre—preda—predacable.”
Charming. He’d be a handful. “No, you’re totally unpredictable now, which is why Henry wants you on the couch.”
“Couch is good,” Jay said. “Or bed. Bed is better. I like it when Henry wants me in bed.”
Hoo boy. Two handfuls. Her commiserating glance at Henry went unreturned as they lowered their patient to the couch. Jay’s casted hand ran over her breast as she disentangled herself, and his goofy grin suggested the move wasn’t clumsiness. “You’re sure they got his dosage right?”
Nodding, his face solemn and distracted, Henry stretched Jay’s legs along the cushions. The charcoal-gray fabric dipped, the couch more soft than supportive. A stiff accent pillow added a dot of dark mustard beneath Jay’s calf.
“He’s a lightweight for his size—with alcohol as well—and particularly susceptible to the euphoric effects of narcotics.” Henry straightened and offered a shadow of his usual smirk. “And, of course, he has no sense of boundaries. You’ll have to excuse him, I’m afraid. I doubt he even recalls that it’s Wednesday.”
Did he mean to say her presence confused Jay? Maybe her being here was improper on a day other than Friday. He’d had plenty of time to rethink his decision to let her help. The longer she stayed their sometime sex partner, the more she risked their friendship.
“I made manicotti. It’s under foil in the oven to keep warm.” Distance. She needed distance. “There’s garlic bread, too, and extra marinara for dipping on the stove.” The kitchen and its sparkling clean counters beckoned. “I can just—”
“Alice.” Henry encircled her wrist. “Would you make a plate for Jay? We’ll need to feed him first and get him tucked away in bed before we can sit down to our meal, my dear. If you haven’t eaten yet, of course. I realize it’s quite late.”
She slipped her wrist free, squeezing his fingers before letting go. “You bet. One plate of pasta coming up.”
She cut everything into bite-size chunks, even the bread, because chewing would hurt, judging from the bruising across Jay’s face. One plate, one water, one Alice-ass on the coffee table once she’d dragged it closer to the couch where Henry sat behind their patient and propped him up.
Jay fumbled for the fork as she lifted the plate. “I can do it. M’not a baby.”
“Jay.” Henry used his firm tone outside the bedroom. “You’ll sit quietly and let Alice help you, my boy. No arguments, now.”
She jettisoned the spirit-enlivening childish mealtime ideas. No airplane or funny sounds. With older sisters, Jay’d probably had his fill of being babied. She stuffed him with technical details about her latest work project. Grade-A adult snooze-fest material.
His euphoria dulled into drowsy boredom with drooping eyelids. He’d finished three-quarters of his plate and half his water, but he wouldn’t stay awake long enough to have the rest.
Henry mouthed a silent, “Thank you.”
Exultation. He appreciated her help. Pushiness had been the right call. Shrugging off his thanks, she set the plate down and slid the table aside. Coordinated movement got Jay on his feet.
“Bathroom and then bed, Jay.” Henry supported him on the left, and she undertook the right.
“Your bed,” Jay said.
“My bed,” Henry agreed.
She suppressed a flash of jealousy.
Leaving them at the bathroom door so Henry could assist alone, she turned on the bedroom light and pulled back the sheets. When they returned, Henry steadied Jay and she stripped off his clothes. Even if the blood came out, the ragged slashes made them unwearable.
God, the bruising and the scrapes. Bad, and they’d be worse in the morning. Purpling lines across his chest probably marked where the handlebars had hit him. The bruises along his left side from his ankle to his ribs had scattered patches of raw, red skin. Gauze hid larger scrapes. Road rash.
She tried to picture it, the door opening into his face, eating his forward momentum and knocking him back. Him tilting and putting the bike down. Sliding on the filthy street under the door as it gashed his right leg open.
Jesus. If she’d seen him howling in pain for hours, she’d have gone fucking crazy. Thank God Henry knew how to hold it together.
Henry lowered Jay to the bed, and she pulled the covers up to his underarms, leaving his arms on top. She picked up his hand. Unblemished, his palms and knuckles exposed an oasis of pristine beauty. She traced his fingers.
“Quality biking gloves,” Henry murmured. “That and a good helmet. And all that concerned him was whether a backup messenger had arrived to courier the package.”
Jay’s eyelids fluttered. His breathing slowed and evened out.
Relief manifested as a magnetic charge drawing her toward Henry. He leaned in. The charge strengthened, promising the answer to everything waited in his kiss. But he only pressed his face to hers, rested his nose above her ear, and retreated far too soon. “If you’ll sit with him until you’re certain he’s asleep, I’ll get our plates ready, Alice.”
She claimed a place beside Jay’s hip as Henry left. A few minutes later, she turned off the light and slipped out, leaving the door cracked in case he woke and needed them.
Henry had laid out their meal on the breakfast bar, a cozy setting ensuring they’d sit elbow to elbow. If his hunger rivaled her own, the quiet they settled into wasn’t surprising. She cleared her plate. Henry started his second helping.
“Have you called his family?” Jay boasted a big, blurry web of family—parents, a gaggle of siblings, a herd of young nieces and nephews. The way he talked, he bore the “cool” uncle title.
“Not as yet, no.” Henry set his fork down and wiped his mouth on his napkin. “I didn’t wish to worry his parents. We’ll call them tomorrow, perhaps, if he’s coherent enough to reassure them himself. He’ll likely want to impress his nephews with his scars when next he visits.”
His halfhearted smile raised a matching weariness in her. Maybe he didn’t want to think about what Jay’s family would say. Or about the scars Jay would have. Blood and crunching metal. Her stomach turned.
She carried her dishes to the sink and rinsed them before loading the dishwasher.
Henry, his plate empty, stared in her direction. Distance clouded his eyes. Leaning on his elbow, he rubbed his index finger across his lips.
She reached across the breakfast bar for his plate.
“Finished?” She softened her voice, in case he didn’t want to be disturbed.
“Yes, thank you, Alice.” He blinked and stood. “You put together a lovely meal. A favorite?”
“One of the few staples I know how to make.” Fucking up pasta took effort. She rinsed his dishes and loaded them beside her own. Beside Jay’s, too. Henry must’ve collected them while she’d sat in the bedroom. “I’m glad it turned out okay. I haven’t done a lot of cooking lately.”
Years, more like. Not since she’d lived at home and Mom worked late and Dad couldn’t and Olivia needed a hot meal. She and Ollie had been culinary explorers, the half-trained teenage chef and her untrained assistant.
Henry swaddled the leftovers in foil and loaded the refrigerator.
She wiped down the countertop.
He rummaged through a small drawer with the assortment of clutter kitchens collected—pens and notepads, novelty bottle openers, scissors, aspirin. Everything with no other home. Organization apparently did have limits. Even Henry had a junk drawer.
Metal clinked. Henry slid his hand across the counter toward her, palm flat. Raising his hand, he left a key behind.
He cleared his throat. “In the event you have need of it again, Alice. The spare key hardly fulfills its function residing in the drawer.”
The bronze key gleamed, a miniature mountain range to unlock the tumblers between her life and theirs. No ad nauseam discussion about his intentions necessary. Common sense and neighborliness, that’s all. Like the McCaskeys, who’d lived across the street from her parents since forever. They’d had a spare for emergencies.
The key chilled her palm.
“I’ll take good care of it, Henry.” And of him and Jay, too. Tonight, at least. She slipped the key into one of the front patch pockets of her yoga pants.
Henry exhaled in the silence. A long day, and longer still if he meant to watch over Jay all night.
If it were her, she’d want to decompress first. Midnight loomed, but she couldn’t leave him alone. Not unless he asked. “Do you want to sit down?”
His abrupt nod conveyed his preoccupation. “Yes. Of course. Please make yourself comfortable on the couch. I’ll just be a moment.” A hint of a frown crossed his face.
She gentled her voice. “He was sound asleep when I got up. The door’s open. You won’t disturb him by looking in on him.”
“Thank you, Alice.” Closing his eyes, he swayed toward her. A wisp of sterile antiseptic clung to the deeper note of his sweat. Intrusive. Needing her hands to wash it away in a relaxing shower. But he opened his eyes, clasped her shoulder, and hurried down the hall.
She curled up on the couch. Throw in dessert, and this might’ve been their Fourth of July dinner. A late night with Henry, Jay’s absence an ever-present thought in her mind.
Classical music often helped Henry relax, but she didn’t turn the stereo on. Tonight he’d only wonder if he’d missed a sound from the bedroom. If Jay needed him.
He’d lost his frown and the tension in his shoulders when he returned, but he sat heavily beside her. His usual grace, in word and deed, had faltered. The oddity unbalanced her.
“Jay still sleeping?” They sat side by side, staring across the room, a small span of inches between them on the wide couch.
“Yes. Yes, he seems fine for the moment. The narcotic effect of the painkillers, undoubtedly.” He brushed at his pants.
She wove her fingers through his. Warmth and life under her hand.
He squeezed their fingers together. “The wait for them while the medical staff assessed his injuries was very long.” His quiet laugh cut. “The injuries weren’t as bad as they’d appeared, which made him less of a priority once he reached the hospital.”
“Minutes feel like hours in a hospital.” Olivia’s hand in hers had been small and cold. Mom’s had trembled like a baby bunny. But Henry’s grip radiated strength even now. “Especially when someone you care about is hurt.”
He lifted his head. “You’ve had some experience with this, Alice?”
Too much. Tonight wasn’t about her.
“My sister took a line drive to the shoulder at softball practice once. She sat out the rest of the season with a busted collarbone.” She wouldn’t detail her father’s accident or his lengthy hospital stay. But sharing would show Henry he wasn’t alone. “I was doing homework on the bleachers when I heard it. Just this god-awful scream. I spent hours with Ollie at the hospital. It was terrifying.”
“How old were you?”
Nope, not happening. He’d dominate the discussion if she let him. Guide the talk toward her experiences and away from the fears he’d hidden from Jay today.
“Sixteen. But it doesn’t matter, does it? It’s terrifying at any age. All that uncertainty. The noise and confusion, and nobody has time to give you answers. You want to make things better but you can’t. You sit and pretend you know everything’s going to be fine, because maybe it will be if you fake it hard enough.”
Silence. Shit. Henry would take an alien invasion in stride. Respond to news of a hurricane-force nor’easter with the comment that the weather might be breezy. Maybe he hadn’t been terrified.
He let out a long, shuddering sigh.
She curled her arm around his shoulders. The scant pressure reeled him in as if she’d accessed some preset reflex in his muscles. She leaned against the back of the couch, and his head came to rest on her chest. The sort of thing she’d do for any friend. Well. For her sister. And now Henry and Jay.
Refusing to examine the thought, she rubbed Henry’s back as the silence settled. If he didn’t want to talk, she’d stay while he worked the problem through in his head. He was a thinker. An analyst, like her.
She wanted to lay her cheek against his head. Pull him farther onto the couch and lie down beside him. Pure presumption.
Minutes ticked by as his muscles relaxed under her hand. A quarter-hour. Seemingly asleep, he might not notice if her fingers strayed to his hair and slipped through the short brown strands. Maybe.
“Jay lost consciousness at the scene. The authorities called me from his phone.” Her shirt half swallowed his soft words. “I admit, I feared the worst when the voice was not his.”
Her chest ached with the urge to strip away his pain.
Stressed and vulnerable, he confided in her out of convenience. Unwise to read more into it. He could’ve lost his lover today.
“He’s home now.” She couldn’t stop her fingers from smoothing Henry’s hair, but she fought off the desire to kiss him. “And he’ll be fine.” Calm reassurance, like he’d given her on their last night in bed together. “You know that.”
If the action was appropriate for him as her friend and dominant, reciprocation had to be appropriate, too. She wasn’t crossing any lines or taking advantage of Jay’s injury to manufacture a bond with Henry. “You can lie next to him and watch him sleep all night if you need to, Henry. I don’t think he’d object to that, even if all he had was a paper cut.”
He shifted, his nose rubbing the side of her breast. Heat prowled down her ribs and took up residence between her thighs. She stiffened and stifled a gasp. For God’s sake, she damn well wouldn’t jump the man on his couch while his lover lay hurt in his bed.
Henry lurched upward, forcing her hand to drop from his hair.
“No, no, of course. I’ll do that. Of course.” He cleared his throat, and his voice smoothed into fluid Henry-speak. “You’ve work in the morning, Alice, and I’ve monopolized entirely too much of your time this evening.”
He took her hand and helped her to her feet.
“Thank you for your assistance with Jay, my dear.” His chaste kiss mimicked the sort she’d gotten from her grandmother. “Shall I walk you to your door?”
Done. Gone. His vulnerability hidden away, maybe for good. The rejection squeezed her lungs. He was still in pain and struggling to cope. He had to be. “I could stay a while—”
“No.” He lifted his chin. His chest broadened as he inhaled. “You’ll go to bed and be well-rested.” Glancing at the antique wall clock, he shook his head. “Partially rested. I shouldn’t have kept you so late.”
The clock hands neared one in the morning, but tired didn’t describe the ache in her bones. “It wasn’t any trouble, Henry.” She felt adrift. Inadequate. “I’m glad I could help. If there’s anything…you’ll let me know?” Unable to identify what he needed or how to offer it. Jay, safe and healthy, probably. If she stopped delaying him, he could go to bed with his lover. “Or I could stop by tomorrow. Whatever you and Jay need.”
He’d been steering her toward the door, and he pulled it open now. “It’s fine, Alice. Your friendship is much appreciated.”
She mumbled something, an acknowledgment, a denial—she wasn’t sure, and it didn’t matter. The door closed behind her. The empty hallway chilled her. No radiator. No Henry.
She’d let things go wrong somewhere, but the catalyst eluded her. A failed trial, and Henry would keep watch at Jay’s bedside alone.
Sleep, when it found her, offered little rest at all, and she walked through Thursday like a zombie.






  
  Chapter two
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“Your weekends with us are intended to be about you and your needs, my dear. My attention this evening would, I’m afraid, be unduly focused on Jay’s needs. You are not obligated to spend that time—” 
“Wait.” She almost never interrupted Henry. Damn straight he wouldn’t skip out over the phone on a Friday afternoon. She’d tried that maneuver. Once. He hadn’t let her get away with it. Fuck if she’d let him get away with it, either. Not when he always pushed her so hard to share her needs with him. “What if I feel I need to help care for Jay?”
A nosy Nellie strolled past the corner of her desk.
She lowered her voice. “It’s supposed to be my time, right? So if I want to help…”
His silence sent a prickle down her spine. Surprising him would be okay. Offending him, not so much. If she only ranked as an occasional playmate, he might tell her to stay out of their relationship.
No. He’d welcomed her assistance on Wednesday at first. The sexual benefits might be segregated, but the friendship endured.
“Do you feel that way, my dear?” The curious note in his voice defied interpretation.
“He’s my friend. I care about him.” If Henry felt awkward about saying yes now, then he thought her needs conflicted with Jay’s. That he couldn’t balance them as he usually did. “You haven’t had a break since he got hurt. Why not let me take care of you both for the night?”
“Would that please you, Alice?”
“Yes.” Hell yes, and yes again, no hesitation.
“You’re quite certain?”
Disbelief. How insulting. “Of course I am. Why wouldn’t it please me?” She hunched over her desk with her cellphone and whispered. “You tell me what you want done, and I’ll do it. How’s that different from our regular Fridays or not focused on my needs?”
Her heart battered her ribs. The hum of the office lights swelled like a discordant soundtrack for her life.
“Very well. We will see you at the usual time despite the unusual circumstances.”

      [image: image-placeholder] She wasn’t at all certain what to expect when she knocked Friday at seven.
Henry had left a note on her door. Following his terse instructions, she’d dressed in casual clothes as she had Wednesday, yoga pants and a worn henley, and forgone eating dinner. As though she’d curl up at home with a frozen meal for one and watch mindless videos. Fridays were Henry’s time. If that’s what he told her to do, that’s what she’d do.
Henry answered the door. Him performing Jay’s usual task with Jay at home struck her like a hammer. Jay couldn’t perform those tasks, because he could’ve been dead or comatose instead of hobbled.
The beaming smile she meant to offer him faltered.
He gave none in return, his face a flat mask. “Good evening, Alice.” He ushered her in, and she slipped off her shoes. “Jay is resting on the couch. Go and sit beside him, please. I’ve placed a pillow on the floor for you.”
On the floor. She’d been demoted. “Yes, Henry.”
Henry’s agitation didn’t manifest in fidgeting the way Jay’s often did, but his tension bled into the air. Distracted and stressed after two full days of caretaking. He’d warned her she wouldn’t get all of his attention, and she’d signed up for it anyway.
She settled into the floor pillow’s cushy depths in the waiting pose Jay favored, her legs curled beneath her. Close to, but not crowding, him in his half-propped perch at one end of the couch.
The television emitted brightness and low chatter behind her. The heavy, rich scent of meat and potatoes flowed from Henry’s post in the kitchen. Homey. Comforting.
Henry called to them. “Jay, you may give Alice your greetings now.”
Grinning like a fool, Jay reached for her. “C’mere, Alice! He’s been promising for hours you were gonna come visit. It seemed like forever.”
Pain-med euphoria. Must be.
She raised up on her knees and leaned in, searching for safe places to touch. The swelling of his nose didn’t seem too terrible, but the bruising across his eyes spread broad and deep. The map of his bruised body from Wednesday pressed at her, a mental inventory impossible to shove aside.
Even awkward and one-armed, Jay hugged her tight. Tape and gauze rasped against her shirt. When his grip loosened, he fumbled for her lips. His painkiller-delayed coordination and her surprise merged in awkward harmony. Muscles readied for Henry’s voice, for a command that never came.
Once Jay aligned their mouths, he kissed her like a lover he hadn’t seen in months. His desperate, hungry kiss conveyed passion and affection.
She tried not to bump his nose.
“I missed you,” he said after he let her lips go.
She didn’t doubt his word, even though they’d already spent more time together than they did in a normal week.
“I’m glad you’re back.” He had to be stoned. Sure, Jay was an open, happy sort of guy, but not that open. Henry must’ve given him relaxed boundaries because of his medication.
His right arm, splinted in its brace, lay across his stomach. His legs extended sideways down the couch, leaving the thinnest space beyond his feet in their thick socks.
“I missed you, too,” she said, because it seemed the right thing to say and it wasn’t a lie. “I was worried about you.”
“You helped. The other night. I remember.” He planted a smacking kiss on her cheek, the sort a child might bestow. In his t-shirt and sweats, he resembled one who’d stayed home from school. “Henry says it’s okay if I thank you.” He kissed her other cheek. “Thank you, Alice.”
Jay. Making her eyes itch. So goddamn sweet, and a fucking truck could’ve killed him. “It was my pleasure, Jay.”
He nodded, a serious expression overtaking his face. “Henry’s in charge of your pleasure. That’s how you know it’ll be good.”
Amusement tingled in her mouth. No laughing. Not at the earnest sincerity proving Henry and sex never left Jay’s mind. Five bucks said he’d skipped undershorts today. “That’s true. He has a gift.”
“Oh! But I have a gift for you. Wait—” He struggled to turn. “Henry, can Alice open her present now?”
“I don’t see why not.” He’d paused his work in the kitchen to watch them, it seemed. “We’ve time yet before dinner.”
Jay settled back against his pillows. “It’s in my bedroom, on the dresser. It has your name on it. I picked it out special for you.”
Leave without Henry’s permission and root around in Jay’s private room. Yeah, right.
“Go ahead, Alice.” Henry answered before she’d gotten a question out. “You know which room is Jay’s.”
She walked down the hall to the second door on the right. The first, always closed, hid Henry’s studio. The next stood half-open. Slipping inside, she sidestepped the messenger pack threatening to trip her.
Neat, organized Henry permitted Jay to keep things as haphazardly as a teenage boy. Impossible. The unmade bed and clothes strewn about demanded she believe. Half a bike stood upside down in the far corner with a bare rim and tools spread nearby.
Dresser. Sure. Probably the clothing-draped lump on her left.
She picked her way across the floor to the lump. Nothing labeled Alice jumped out.
The door swung farther open, and Henry stepped inside. “Jay isn’t the most organized. Do you need assistance, Alice?”
The pile atop the dresser and the biking gear tossed on the bed ignored her vigorous gestures. “How does he live like this?”
“He doesn’t, generally.” Henry crossed to her side and pulled things off the dresser. “It’s the one place where he knows he needn’t answer to me. Consequently, you’ll almost never find him here.”
“He doesn’t like that kind of freedom.” She tested the hypothesis in her mind, fitting the idea into her Jay-puzzle. “Knowing you’re in charge comforts him.”
The feeling wasn’t so different for her. Sometimes, at least.
“Mmm. You’re alike in that way, you and Jay. But he needs it more than you do, I think.” He paused, gaze flicking toward her. “You find it more difficult to admit to or allow what you need. Ah. Here we are.”
He lifted a brown paper bag with her name scrawled in black marker. No shiny paper, no bow. No wonder she hadn’t spotted the gift.
“Not to worry, it’s neither alive nor edible. I did make certain he’d selected an innocuous object. Nothing you’ll find disgusting, shocking, or offensive, I trust. But Jay was rather secretive on the subject.” Henry gestured her out of the room in front of him.
“You let him get away with that?” she teased. He’d relaxed since she arrived, and he hadn’t made any sexual overtures. His behavior said friend, not dominant.
“He was uniformly cranky yesterday.” Henry had a gift for understatement. If he thought Jay’d been cranky, the day must’ve been awful.
“I may have suggested he think on how he might thank you for your assistance Wednesday. He happily informed me this morning he had just the thing and did not require my help in acquiring it. Thinking about you proved a suitable distraction from his injuries. I wasn’t inclined to question him.”
Wow. He’d proffered a fuller answer than she’d expected, especially on a contract night. He wasn’t obligated to explain himself to her.
Maybe he’d forgiven her for whatever she’d done Wednesday night to make him tired of dealing with her. Pushing for an emotional bond outside a contract night and making him uncomfortable. Trying to force him to accept comfort. Tonight would be different. Contract time. She’d comfort and relax him with her body once they’d taken care of Jay.
She settled back on her pillow with a greater certainty the night would go well. Whatever Henry had planned, she’d be allowed to take care of them both. She had a purpose, a function, in the mechanism of their relationship.
Henry handed the lunch bag to Jay. “Here you are, my boy. This is what you picked out for Alice this morning?”
Grinning, Jay nodded. “That’s it. Alice, you have to open it now, okay? You’re gonna love it.”
His enthusiasm, drug-induced or not, infected her. He pushed the bag into her hands, and she slid a finger under the tape holding it closed. “I’m opening it. Gimme a minute here. It has an expert wrapping job.”
“I did it myself. Henry didn’t help at all. It’s my thank-you. I bet Henry will give you something else. But it won’t be as good as mine.”
Lifting out a pair of binoculars, she pinned her perplexed smile in place. Jay’s pharmaceutical cocktail must’ve skewed his estimation of a good gift. “They’re nice, Jay. I, umm, haven’t really used binoculars before.”
Not really. Or at all. Maybe he wanted them to catch a baseball game at Fenway?
“It’s okay. They were mine first. I can show you how to use them.” Jay hadn’t stopped grinning.
“So, umm, what do you use them for?” She peered through them. Oh. Right. Lens caps. She pulled the binoculars away and fiddled with them.
“Me an’ Henry go camping in the summer sometimes. On weekends. He likes to bird-watch on Saturday mornings. But that’s so not for me. Too boring.”
Henry cleared his throat. “Well. That’s—”
“I’d rather bike. Or kayak. Or anything other than sitting still for hours. Being hurt? It’s totally like bird-watching. But I thought, an’ I thought, an’ I thought, and the perfect gift came to me.”
“Jay, perhaps—”
“I’m giving you the binoculars ’cause now you’ll camp with us, and you can sit still for hours with Henry. It’s perfect.”
Henry sucked in a breath like he might choke.
Oh my God. She couldn’t look at him. Summer was five months away. Jay expected she’d not only still be in their arrangement but that she’d join them on trips? No way did he have that authority.
“You might have mentioned the purpose of your gift in advance, my dear boy.” Utter neutrality left Henry’s voice almost unrecognizable.
Would he ask her to go with? Or arrange their camping weekends on Fridays she didn’t spend with them? Great. Now she’d host a daily parade of worries about something that wouldn’t be a question for months, if it ever was.
Jay’s smile dimmed. “Are you mad at me?”
Henry exhaled, his soft puff rippling as though it held back a storm. “Never for long, my boy. It’s a fine gift, and I’m certain Alice will find a use for it.”
“Absolutely.” She faked a cheerful tone and a matching grin. “It’ll be great for spotting architectural details. I’ll take you on a tour downtown sometime.”
Henry excused himself to attend to dinner, his back rigid as he walked away. Maybe he thought she expected an invitation from Jay, on drugs no less, to be binding. The math added up to Henry not wanting her to join them.
Jay patted her shoulder. “Don’t you wanna go camping? If you don’t like bird-watching either, it’s okay. We’ll make Henry stay in bed later.”
“No, I like camping fine, Jay.” She launched into a story about camping with her sister on their aunt and uncle’s ranch, ending with two screaming girls fleeing a flash flood after a leaky water tank burst open.
She figured he’d laugh. Not enough to hurt his ribs, but a chuckle. Instead, he eyed her with solemn intensity. “Don’t worry, Alice. Henry would never let that happen. He’ll take good care of you.”
She forced a laugh of her own. “He takes excellent care of you, that’s for sure. Tell the truth—the warm socks were his idea, right?”
He wiggled his toes. “Yup. You want some?”
From his chaotic bedroom? “Umm, no. Thanks, but my socks are warm enough. Not so stylish as yours, of course.”
“But you could have some like mine. Henry would give ’em to you. Just ask.” He shouted, “Right, Henry?”
She winced along with Jay. The movement must’ve aggravated his ribs.
“Please don’t shout, my boy.” Henry’s voice carried easily from the kitchen. “It’s not good for your health.”
“But you’d give Alice socks if she wanted, right?” Jay didn’t quite shout, though his voice rang in her ears.
“Are your feet cold, Alice?”
“No, I’m fine. I don’t need anything.” She mock-glared at Jay. “Jay is teasing me, I think.”
“He does enjoy teasing. I would hope he’s minding his manners at least somewhat, however. Jay, you recall we discussed appropriate boundaries for this evening. Relaxed does not mean nonexistent. Alice is being very generous with her time tonight.”
“I know, Henry.” Jay sighed. “I just said if she wanted something I have and she asked you for it, you’d give it to her, too. Like…comfy socks.”
The lengthy silence roused her curiosity enough to bring her up to her knees. Henry stood at the kitchen island, facing their direction with his eyes closed. Doing nothing. Just breathing. She hunched back down.
“If and when Alice decides she wants socks, Jay, I will provide them.” Weariness bled between his words. “Until then, please stop trying to force her into them. I doubt she appreciates it.”
“It’s okay, Jay.” She squeezed his good hand. “I’ll be sure to ask for socks when I want some, all right?”
He rolled his eyes, a petulant child missing only the tongue sticking out. “No you won’t. Your feet are cold. You need socks. You’d be happier if Henry would just tell you to put them on, and so would he.” He wriggled his toes. “I am.”
“Jay.” Henry’s sharp tone cut off in an instant.
Her desire to comfort Henry warred with the understanding that he hadn’t wanted her to see him upset on Wednesday. She didn’t want to disrespect Henry. He was the only man she’d ever met who was so worthy of respect.
Jay’s shoulder made an excellent blind. Henry had his back to them. His bowed head and slumped shoulders resurrected her concern. One hand rested on the far counter beside the stove, as if he couldn’t hold himself up. He’d raised the other to his face.
She launched herself halfway to her feet before indecision caught up with her. How far did relaxed boundaries go? He hadn’t gone over safewords. She could say she wanted a glass of water. Lie. To Henry. Not gonna happen.
“Enough, please, Jay.” Henry’s voice had regained its lightness. “Alice is likely as tired of hearing about your sock obsession as I am.”
She didn’t buy it. Stressed and upset, he’d tried to cover with humor. But the moment passed as Henry moved. She dropped to the pillow in a flash.
“You’d be happier,” Jay grumbled.
Henry hadn’t been kidding about Jay’s moods. Worse than her little sister with a cold. Not as bad as her father, thank God, but bored, cranky, and turning every conversational topic into a battle. Henry deserved a break.
Swallowing her annoyance, she tried light chatter, avoiding the growing list of Things Not To Mention, which now included socks and camping, of all things. Jay’s short responses and turned-away face made her effort meaningless. She should’ve agreed to put on some fucking socks.
“Alice,” Henry finally called. “Come and fetch a plate, please.”
She smiled at Jay and rose to her feet. She’d explain to Henry he didn’t need to worry, because she hadn’t taken the camping invitation any more seriously than she’d taken Jay’s babbling about socks. Sweet Jay, wanting to make things fair. Henry didn’t need to take her camping just because he took Jay.
“Come back soon, okay?” Jay gazed up at her with sad eyes. “I’m hungry.”
She squeezed his good hand. “Quick as I can.”
When she reached the kitchen and started to speak, Henry held up his hand in a “stop” motion. He studied her with an unfathomable expression. Pained, almost.
The desire to hug him hummed beneath her skin. But not if she’d make him uncomfortable. Break his in-charge image with too much vulnerability.
“Alice, do you recall what you told me this afternoon when we spoke?”
“Yes, Henry.”
He raised an eyebrow and gestured for her to elaborate.
“I said I needed to take care of you both tonight.”
“You also asked how such a scenario might not focus on your needs. How such submission might be different from other nights.” Resting his hand flat on the counter, he tapped his thumb in rapid, minuscule rhythm.
The night’s nonsexual start already marked a difference. Friendliness didn’t bother her. It was nice. But Henry’s uncharacteristic motion bothered her. She wanted to do more. She nodded.
“I think you need to appreciate that difference more fully.”
“Like Jay thinks I need comfy socks?” Maybe teasing would draw him out. Get him to tell her to drop to her knees. A blowjob would cure his stress. “So you’re going to provide some?”
He frowned. “I don’t expect you’ll find these socks comfortable. But I would like for you to think about that difference. Can you do that for me?”
“I’ll do my best, Henry.” Uncomfortable socks. Was this still about the camping thing?
“Thank you, Alice.” He pointed to the counter. “Load the tray and bring it to the living room, please. I’ve made enough for three.”
“We’re all eating now?” Feeding Jay first on Wednesday, they’d had time to sit together with their meal and talk afterward. “I thought—”
His hand, palm front, stopped her cold. “Jay has been granted relaxed boundaries tonight because of his circumstances, Alice. You have not.”
He’d praised her for her initiative before, even if he controlled their activities.
“Your independent thought is not required, only your obedience. Surely you didn’t mean to question my instructions
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