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"Come. On. Zoooooooeeeeeee!" Alicia clapped her hands together and balled up her fists, bouncing on a bar stool with an excitement she almost never demonstrated. Her breasts traveled with her, rolling crests in the black ocean of her tight shirt, and the men from work who were treated to this spectacle carefully balanced their dual goals of personal safety and adolescent titillation, by staring only with eye-paining peripheral glances. 

Alicia picked up her drink, a rum and Coke she was using to wash down a long list of cocktails, and placed her plump lips to the straw. "I cannot believe," she said loudly, without taking her eyes off Zoe, "that I am actually this excited about this stupid game." She sucked on the straw, and it was anybody's guess if she intended to do so as arousingly as she did.

"Me either," Gina said breathlessly, both elbows propped against the bar. "I mean, she is actually killing it. She's going to win! This is crazy." 

Zoe waved from behind a cage of tight-mesh, heavy-duty chain link. She herself was a few too many in - it wasn't too hard to do at her weight - but the drinks seemed to have energized her. The drinks, and the fact that at 5'3" and 90 pounds, she was destroying a man who was evidently a league champion, at the team-building exercise of the month. 

Currently being held at Blanche Axe Throwing. 

That league champion, a grizzled man with a bright orange beard flecked with gray, and the sort of thick-waisted, tree-trunk-limbed build one would expect of an axe-throwing champion, glared at her. Zoe flapped her hand at him and shrugged, smiling. 

How was she to know she was going to be an axe-throwing genius? 

Longer ago than anyone cared to remember, their boss had attended a "life-changing" seminar - one of hundreds, because he loved attending conferences, seminars, conventions, and meetings the way Labradors love to fetch things from the water - over the course of which he became convinced that team-building through fun activities was crucial to the success of the company. 

And so, the tired employees of Hessler Insurance had dragged themselves once a month to escape rooms and Chuckie Cheese, Dave and Buster's, and paintball and laser tag events, usually scheduled on an inconvenient weeknight such as a Tuesday. Having run the gamut of "fun" activities, they had resigned themselves to bowling forever, until a cousin of one of the accountants had opened an axe-throwing business. 

"Oh Goooood," Alicia had complained. "They probably won't even let you get drunk while you're doing that." 

Alicia had long ago established her level of participation in team-building activities at "drinking and making cynical comments" only. Upon her arrival at any "fun" event, she settled into the bar area and rolled her eyes at her high-fiving coworkers. They did not have a Bronx accent or Latin heritage, nor - perhaps because they did not have them - the ability to blink slowly and say, "you canna make me run around like an idiot in cosplay camo shooting people in the face with paint. And another thing, you are paying for my babysitter," with any conviction. So they participated. Like idiots. While Alicia drank and checked her Instagram account. 

It turned out, however, that there was no law against selling large amounts of alcohol to axe-throwing patrons. 
It also turned out - and this was unexpected by all - that Zoe Wilson was a pint-sized, axe-throwing savant.
At the beginning of the evening, the owner had patiently taken each person into the throwing cage to show them how to throw an axe, and, predictably, the axes had gone flying in all directions but at the target. 

"This is so bad," Alicia had commented, a faint smile on her lips. "Somebody is gonna get an axe in the dick." 

"Maybe I'll just take a pass on this," Zoe had commented, watching an axe chucked by one of the underwriters bounce off the chain-link fence and whirl back halfway down the court. 

Alicia had shrugged and continued drinking, because everyone knew that Zoe was not going to actually take a pass at something if it was an implied requirement of the job. Also, everyone knew that Zoe was the only employee who felt bad for Neil, and so tried to save his ludicrous team-building activities with relentless and aggressive cheer. 

And finally, anyone who knew Zoe well would know that she never, ever, ever passed up dangerous things. She was constitutionally incapable of it. 

The owner, and everyone watching, and Zoe herself, had all been fairly certain Zoe wouldn't even get the axe to the target. It wasn't like she had huge guns or something, and while she managed to get through a softball game, she was not a whiz at those kinds of sports. 

"Just do the best you can," the owner had told her cheerfully, with the kind of sappy encouragement men save for encouraging attractive women who are about to screw something up. 

Zoe had snorted, planted her feet, and set up her throw. Alicia and Gina had assumed she was doing it in a half-mocking way, as she did when she was bowling, and made a big show of setting herself up properly. 

Whack. 

"Holy fuck," Alicia had said dryly in the silence that followed. 

"Wow," the owner said, a look of actual amazement on his face. "Nice... one. Uh, go get your axe. That's uh, that would be, if this wasn't practice, that's a six-point throw." 

"Probably just lucky," Zoe said. 

But that was twenty-some throws ago, and she had thrown almost every single throw almost in the dead-center of the target. The league players, who were waiting to have a match, could not believe it, and so Zoe had been enrolled in the match by a wave of enthusiasm and incredulity.

And rum and Cokes, because all of the other employees were just watching by now, mostly in awe, but also because Neil had not given them permission to leave yet. 

Whack!

"Oh my God," Alicia commented. 

"Another six points, and Zoe from Hessler's is in the... lead." 

Zoe bounced around excitedly, her ponytail bobbing, and clapped her hands. It was hard to tell if she was serious or not. Her small breasts bounced in her tight green shirt, and even the nearly-defeated league champion could not help enjoying the show. 

Her five throws were completed, and the league champion was throwing. 

"Wow," Zoe said, taking a seat at the bar next to Alicia, a faint sheen of sweat at her hairline. 

"You want to have something to drink after that, seriously," Alicia said, snapping her fingers at the bartender. Snapping fingers at people was another habit she got away with because of her accent and latent Latina energy. 

The champion lost, and Zoe took him a beer and gave him a hug in her typical, cheery fashion, and it worked the same charm it always did: even the gruff league champion, defeated by a tiny pixie, could not help but smile and take advantage of the opportunity to squeeze the pretty little Zoe, lifting her off the ground for a bear hug. 

"I need a cigarette," Alicia said, rolling her eyes, when Zoe returned to the bar, and stood up to leave just as the bartender set a drink down in front of Zoe.

"What is that?" Alicia said, incredulously. She flicked her eyes up at the bartender, red-hot anger flashing beneath the surface. "You told me all you had was like, two-ingredient drinks," she said. "Yeah. You said, 'if it has more than two things in it, I can't make it.'" Alicia said this last part in her "imitation white man" voice, which sort of sounded like a very gay Texan, but managed to be terrifying at the same time. 

The bartender, like many of the people in the immediate vicinity of Alicia, was starting to look scared. Alicia had come to a standing position, and between her heels and her hair, she was the terrifying height of 6'3". 

"I didn't... uh... that guy -" he jammed a finger behind him, "paid me extra to make it, told me what to put in it." 

He backed away, hands in the air, like a robbery was taking place. 

Alicia hissed and then clicked her tongue before looking down at the drink. "What you think that is, anyway?" she demanded of Zoe. 

"Californication," Zoe said, without hesitation, staring at it as though mystified. 

"He put like, all the alcohols in there," Gina said. "I saw him." 

"White people, I swear to god," Alicia said, before turning on her heel and heading for the door. She already had her cigarette and lighter in hand, and she had, in her magical way, already identified a young man to take with her outside.

Gina leaned on her elbows and stared into the drink. "You gonna drink it, or what? Looks gross."

"It's... my... it's a, sort of a favorite, I guess, cocktail," Zoe said, still staring at the drink. She was shaking her head. 

Gina gave it another grimace and turned her attention to the rest of the bar. "You think we can get out of here now? You seen Neil?" 

Zoe barely heard her. Remembering, suddenly, that the bartender had been asked to make the drink, she lifted her eyes to look at the other side of the bar. A cool sensation had begun to pulse through her, from the chest outward, into her limbs, and she was almost afraid to find what she expected, because there was only one person she could think of who would send her that drink. 

As happened any time she thought of Derek, something coiled up inside of her lower abdomen, and an electric cool zagged through her, from the face of her clit to the base of her spine and back again. A feral desire gripped her for a moment, and her skin turned hot with it. And then, as the memory of everything else "Derek" elbowed its way into her physiological reaction, the desire cooled, and wound itself up tightly in her stomach, like a snake of ice. 

Derek McIntyre, to whom she had lost her virginity. High school sweetheart, plus one tumultuous year of college. Black, straight hair, and piercing navy blue eyes, and a sort of serious and mean solemnity that she both hated and missed, for she had never found it in another man. It wasn't relationship material, but it definitely secured Derek's place as top performer in bed. Not that the list was especially long. 

Almost unable to breathe, the coiled snake wrapping itself up tightly inside her abdomen, she lifted her eyes, wondering in those few seconds what Derek would look like now, how he might have changed, how he might not have.

When she spotted him, she blinked in surprise: he was tan, more muscular than before - even bigger, somehow a different shape, and his hair was... salt and pepper? His stubble was almost entirely gray. 

He lifted a glass to her and she stared back, the icy feeling flooding her bloodstream again. She opened her mouth, and a useless, non-syllable left her lips like a hiccup. "Ough," she said. 

"Dude that guy is like, old enough to be your dad," Gina informed her. Then she tipped her head and squinted. "Buuuuut... he's pretty hot. Looks like maybe he has - oh my God, he is coming over here, what are you doing?"

He was coming over, and Zoe was still staring, her mouth hanging open, the edges turning up in a smile, and somewhere beneath all of that, the cool feeling she only got from Derek was not fading the way she might have expected it to. 

"Zoe Landon," he said, sliding his drink up to the corner where she and Gina were perched. 

"Dr. McIntyre," Zoe managed to say. Her mouth was smiling, she could feel it. But inside, there was something going on, and she didn't know what it was. 

"I think maybe now that you're allowed in a bar you can call me Randy," he said, clinking his glass against hers. 

Zoe, because she couldn't quite figure out what else to do with herself, or the sudden suffocating heat that was gripping her chest, looked down at her drink. "You remembered," she said. "That's...crazy." 

"You guys drank all my booze and left orange peels all over the place," Randy said. "How could I forget?" 

Zoe looked up at him and smiled, partly out of apology. It had been, like so many things were in adolescence, pretty absurd to think that Derek's dad wouldn't notice all the missing alcohol in his cabinet, the summer Zoe and Derek had "house-sat," which had really been not much more than getting drunk on Californications, having sex, and throwing house parties until they got boring. 

"Well, thanks," Zoe said awkwardly, lifting her glass. "I... wow, what are you doing here?"

"Well, I'm not throwing axes like a world champion. Is this your career or something? I always thought you'd do something... less violent."

Randy's eyes, like Derek's, were a dark blue that, indoors, sometimes appeared brown. Zoe met them, and for a moment she felt like she was staring at Derek. She cleared her throat to cover for the zing that traveled through her, and picked up her drink. "Don't worry," she said, and was horrified at the way she said it, because she almost sounded... flirtatious. "I'm an insurance agent now, so it doesn't get much safer than that." 

Bitterness laced the end of her sentence, and she was surprised by that as well. 

Randy leaned on the bar, and didn't say anything. Zoe crunched a piece of ice between her molars. It was so like Randy to listen like that, and the familiarity of this sort of conversation struck her like a slap in the face. 

"So," she said. "I'm here for team-building. What brings you to the best and only axe-throwing place in town?" 

"Similar stuff," Randy said. His voice was quiet, patient, unalarmed, non-reactive. And yet he used this listening like a surgical scalpel. Inevitably, Zoe thought, he would probe into something inside of her that she herself hadn't considered for years. 

"Psychiatrists have team-building exercises?" she said, quizzically. She gave a shake of her head to emphasize the "quizzical." She was exaggerating her movements, acting strangely, and she knew it, but she felt powerless to stop it. 

Randy did not answer this question. 

"You're married," he said, in matte-white voice, one finger extended toward her hand. 

He sipped his drink.

Zoe looked at her hand, as if she were surprised by the ring. Inside, she cringed at her behavior, but there was no way to take it back, or bring it under control. She listened to herself helplessly as she flapped around like a fish on a dock. "Huh? Yeah, no, yeah. Oh, yeah, I guess that you wouldn't...have... anyway, yes. Married a little over, no, I guess almost two... years, now. Soon. In a month or so. To, uh, Josh. Wilson. He's a good, a really good, a great guy. And so, yeah. That's... really the only thing that's different. About me. Now." 

Randy looked at her, his impassive face giving no indication of his thoughts on the matter. Then he said, "You don't have kids."

Statement, not question. 

"Uh," Zoe said, caught off-guard. "I... no, but...?" 

"You don't look tired enough to have any kids," Randy explained. "You look really... very well, Zoe."

There was a moment of awkward, liquid heat in the air between them, and then, with his ninja-like therapist skills, Randy somehow dissolved it all by laughing in a dismissive way and slamming his drink. "This is a colleague, I take it?" 

He looked at Gina, who had been watching the entire scene with her mouth falling open in tiny increments and who now clamped it shut and threw a hand at Randy. "Gina," she said. 

Behind Randy, Alicia was returning from her cigarette break, and making no effort to hide the fact that she was astonished to see Zoe with a silver fox. She pointed at his ass and made an okay sign. 

"Yeah, sorry, so...this is... Gina," Zoe said, and was unable to keep a straight face as Alicia's movements became more and more exaggerated. "I... this... I'm sorry, this, my other coworker here, Alicia, she's like, making a fool of herself," Zoe said. 

There. She was regaining some control over the conversation. She waved Alicia toward them and introduced her. 

"Alicia, this is Dr. McIn- Randy. My, uh, the dad of a friend," she said. "Dr. McIntyre, this is Alicia," Zoe said. 

"I'm the office slut," Alicia offered shamelessly, but as things tended to be with Alicia, this somehow gave her leverage and made her a little bit scary. "Are you single?"

Randy smiled, and gave Alicia an up-and-down glance, which, as with everything he did, somehow managed to be respectful and somewhat clinical. "Alicia. I am single, but I am sure I'm not the first man to tell you, I think you're way too much for me to handle. At my age, anyway." 

A wink. 

Alicia, whose mercurial moods came only in extremes, was silent for a dangerous moment. Then she laughed, patted him on the shoulder, and tsked. "If you change your mind," she said, in her most nasalized Bronx baritone. "Zoe," she said, suddenly all business. "I got another thing lined up here with..." she waved a hand carelessly in the direction of the man she'd taken outside to smoke. "So I'm just... I'm going. You don't gotta drive me to the light rail. Okay. Great. It's been a gas." 

"Can we go?" Gina asked. "I guess we can go. Zoe, I'm sorry, but I gotta run as soon as we can, Mark gets all whiny and he doesn't feed the kids when I'm out." 

Zoe looked down at her drink. The appropriate thing, now, was to give Gina her keys and have her drive to the station, and then take the light rail home herself, and go home now. She looked up at Randy, ready to start in on this awkward explanation, but he was already shaking his head slowly. "You shouldn't drive," he said. 

Unhelpfully, Gina squeezed her shoulder. "It's okay, I'll just get a ride with Mike and those guys. Hey! Mike! You got room in your car?" 

And she was gone. 

Zoe watched the entire scene unfold as though it was happening to someone else. The truth was, she didn't want to leave, which served as sufficient evidence to her that she probably should. 

She grinned uncomfortably and looked at Randy. "I have no idea how I'm going to get home," she said. 

"I'll get you home. Stay a bit. Or better yet, let's go over to a nicer bar. Catch up." 

This exchange, for whatever reason, sent a shiver of pleasure through her, and it was, undoubtedly, a very sexual one. 

"I..." she began, and Randy gave her another one of his looks, so she shrugged. 

To catch up. 

That was all.
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"So. When I last saw you, you were headed off for skydiving in South America or something crazy like that," Randy said, once they were installed at The Blue Parrot, an upscale bar not far from the axe-throwing place. "I take it you don't want another Californication," he said. "That was sort of a joke." 

Zoe smiled. "I can't believe I used to drink stuff like that," she admitted. 

"What are you now? A white wine kind of girl?" 

Zoe smiled. "Sure," she said.

"Can I pick it?" 

He ordered a bottle, and Zoe probably should have interrupted the order, but she didn't. She just let the vague tendrils of guilt sneak down her spine and the backs of her arms.

She wasn't doing anything, after all. 

To make herself feel better, she took out her phone and ostentatiously sent a text to Josh. "Just gonna tell Josh I'll be late," she said. 


Ran into a high school friend's dad, staying a little while for drinks.

Love you, hope work isn't awful



She plopped her phone into her purse and smiled. "He's... working late. Anyway," she said. 

"So Josh. Wilson," Randy said, as if Josh Wilson were someone whose name he should know. "And what does this Josh Wilson do for a living?" 

The fatherly tone was deliberate, and she knew it, so she rolled her eyes and laughed for him, while something very strange, very sexual, very unrecognizable, squirmed around inside of her. "He's a design guy. Website. Graphic design stuff. He's really, really talented, actually. He's worked on... like, all kinds of big sites: Fevr, Cheapie, Swyft, SnooperDog... you... do not know any of these," she laughed, as Randy made a face and nodded agreeably. 

"They sound vaguely familiar, so they must be big."

"Yeah, he's really... very talented. You know. So... that's kind of the focus right now. Of everything. His, uh, career." 

"Hmm." 

The bitterness that had surprised her earlier had crawled back into her voice. 

"And what happened with all of your adventures? I'm actually a little surprised to see you're still alive. Surprised. And glad." 

The bartender uncorked the bottle of wine and poured it for them. They were sitting in a cozy, two-person booth. Zoe's foot brushed against Randy's leg, entirely by accident, and he didn't react, but another mild tremor passed through her. 

"Oh, you know," she said, taking the glass and bringing it to her lips. "I got older, and wiser, and...same old story." 

"How old are you, now?" Randy said, cocking his head. "Like, twenty-six?" 

"Eight." 

"Shockingly old," he said. 

Zoe gulped a large swallow of wine. She was more drunk than she had originally bargained on, and she realized it just then. "My life is really pretty much a drag," she said. "How about you?"

Randy gave her the same implacable look and seemed as if he weren't going to answer. Then suddenly, he decided to, and leaned his elbows on the table, putting his head closer to Zoe's. Her ankle was against his calf now, and there was no way to move it, and while it seemed mildly inappropriate, she did nothing to change it... in fact, she almost wanted it there. 

"Ah, well," he said. "I'm fifty-two this year, so I'm long past expressing disappointment with life. Cherie and I are getting divorced."

Zoe brought her thumb to her teeth and bit her nail. "But you guys are both shrinks," she murmured. 

This made Randy laugh, which made her laugh, and broke up some of the tension that had been getting a little too hot. Randy shook his head. "Most shrinks I know are divorced."

"Even the marriage therapists? That's what Mrs. - Cherie did, right?" 

"Marriage therapists," Randy said, leaning back and stretching his arms over the back of the booth. Zoe tried to keep her eyes from lingering on his physique: he was in excellent shape for his age, or even, really, for any age. A flat stomach, thick, strong arms. He was like a deeper, bigger, more manly version of Derek as she remembered him. "..are the worst. They're always talking to you in that marriage-therapy voice and making sure you get the blame." 

Zoe laughed. 

"I'm sorry, though," she said, suddenly. "God, what am I thinking?" 

"It's life," Randy said. "We probably should have gotten divorced ten years ago. But enough about me. What about you? Are you happy? I still don't know if I like this Josh kid or not." 

Zoe smiled, her lips closed, shaking her head very quickly in appreciation of yet another dad-toned joke. "He's fine," she said. She brought her wine to her lips. "It's... all... everything is fine. Great. Really, he's my soulmate, he really is." 

Randy looked at her for a long time, and then brought his wine glass up to clink against hers. "Well. Derek definitely wasn't, so here's to you finding the right man." 

She couldn't be sure, because there wasn't much she could be sure of, but she thought that as the glasses clinked, Randy's finger brushed over hers. 
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They ended up talking for almost two hours, the subjects becoming more personal with each glass of wine. Randy ordered a second bottle, and Zoe made a feeble effort to decline, but in the end she didn't try very hard. There was something fun about talking to Randy. Beneath that fun, there was a hint of it being wrong, and dangerous, but it was the kind of danger she thought she could handle. 

After all: this was her ex-boyfriend's dad. 

It's not like anything was going to actually happen.

It was just fun to flirt, fun to have someone new to talk to.

But then the wine was gone, and some kind of decision needed to be made. An awkward silence rolled like a fog and hung about their cozy table. 

"Uh," Zoe said. "Well, I should probably get... going. Home." 

There was a pregnant pause, long enough for Zoe to feel her heart jump around in her chest, while Randy looked at her. "Of course," he said at last. "Wow. I've... done a very bad job of staying sober to drive you home, haven't I?"

"I just need to get to the Light Rail stop," she said. "On Lexington." 

Randy pulled his phone out and moved his fingers swiftly over it. "It's nearly twelve," he said. "I'm an old-fashioned guy, I can't let a young lady ride home on the train in the middle of the night." 

Zoe snorted. "It's the light rail," she said. "We're not in Chicago." 

The light rail was a public transportation project that circumnavigated the city: through suburbs only. The idea that there was anything dangerous about it on a Tuesday night was absurd. 

"Where do you live?" Randy asked, ignoring her comment, still typing on his phone. 

"Uh, near Jackson Park, in Westglenn," Zoe said. 

Randy let out a low whistle. "Jackson Park, huh?" 

"Not in Jackson Park," Zoe corrected. Jackson Park was a gated community of enormous houses, and served as a reference for "wealthy" to anyone who lived in the city. 

"Well, perfect," Randy said. "I'm going that way, so we can ride together." He slipped his phone in his pocket. "ETA ten minutes. Want one last drink?" 

Zoe was shaking her head, because that was the prudent thing to do. But she was doing it with that smile, that feigned disbelief, that universally means to all men: I'll go along with it. 

So they had tequila.
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Zoe's message had destroyed any chance Josh had of concentrating on work, so he ended up staying until almost eleven-thirty. She couldn't know, because he had never told her, about an important component of his fantasies. Because Josh didn't just enjoy thinking about Zoe with other men. 

He enjoyed thinking about her with older men. 

A "high school friend's dad," therefore, sent Josh's mind spinning into all sorts of dark, erotic places. 

And when Zoe wasn't home when he got home, at midnight, and she hadn't sent him a message, his mind went even darker. By the time one of the many cars that had set his pulse racing finally rolled to a stop in front of their townhouse, his cock was rock-hard. He stood up, and walked cautiously to the window - which was silly, because the glass was a modern, tinted black and the lights were off in the room, so there was no way to see him from outside - and looked out. 

A man, who from this distance did not look old enough to be the father of a friend from high school, was opening the door of the vehicle for Zoe. Zoe stumbled a little as she exited the car, and her hand landed on the man's arm. Close together, Zoe laughing loudly enough to be heard by Josh all the way up there, the pair walked tipsily to the sidewalk. 

Where they paused, very close together. Josh had to get close to the window and look straight down, so he could only see the tops of their heads. They paused for a very long time. As the seconds ticked by, and the pause turned into a minute, and then several, his erection began to throb painfully. He couldn't see anything more than the top of their heads, but they were huddled so closely together that it was easy to imagine them doing just about anything. 

It was plain to see that they weren't making out, but they were intimately close. 

And they remained that way for a long, long time.

And then, the dark head of the man moved toward the street, and Zoe's was gone. Josh heard the unlocking of the door downstairs, a swish as the air pressure changed. The man had turned back to the townhome, and once the door was closed again, he looked up. 

Josh inhaled sharply and stepped backward, his heart pounding as though he had been caught red-handed at something. The man's face burned into his mind, for, in that flash, it had been plain to see that he was older. And very handsome. 

Downstairs, Zoe was bumping into things and dropping her keys. 

With the blood pounding in his ears, Josh looked around the room in the darkness helplessly. His cock throbbed painfully: he wanted to have sex with Zoe desperately. But he also wanted to see how this would play out, what Zoe would do when she came upstairs. As perverse as it was, he
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