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      The first time I’d touched Thierry Carter’s penis was on a hot summer day.

      We were both eight.

      Well.

      I should back up. Actually, I’d probably seen him naked many more times before then and seen his little guy but being so young when those events had occurred, didn’t count. Even with photo evidence, our parents loved to show other people.

      Anyway.

      I should say that the first time I realized what that thing was on Thierry was—was when we were eight.

      And it scarred me.

      It was a backyard pool party for our birthday. No, we weren’t born on the same day or the same month but our birthdays were in the same year. And because our parents were besties and we were next-door neighbors, we auto-shared The Day.

      I hated it. As a girl, I wanted it to be all about me. And Thierry was always the center of attention. Sure, he was the extrovert and I was the shy, quiet, non-loquacious introvert of the two, but still—he always made it about him. So fucking rude.

      Up until the age of eight, we’d been inseparable. Two opposites that attracted instead of repelled to which, again, there was only video and photographic evidence that proved we’d once been BFFs.

      My mom used to joke that she and Diana, Thierry’s mom, had thought we’d end up together, like something out of a bad, clichéd romance book my mom still loves to read. But the older we got, the less likely it seemed their dreams would happen.

      But, yeah: back to when I first saw his family jewels…

      It was late afternoon, and most of the other kids—most of them Thierry’s friends but a handful, if I wanted to stretch the truth—had left and the adults were inside, drunk, or getting there.

      We were by the kiddy pool. I was sitting in the soft grass, playing with the gutted remains of our presents and party food while Thierry had shucked his swim shorts and started peeing in said kiddy pool, trying to aim for the center where a rubber ducky was floating.

      He’d thought it was hilarious that his pee could move the ducky around the water. That had prompted my curiosity over what he was doing. And so, I’d walked toward him, watching the stream of pee coming from the tip of his boyish stick.

      Touch it, he’d said, grinning his toothy smile.

      I had. Because I was curious. After no more pee was in him, I’d poked it on the side, completely confused by what it was as I’d sometimes witnessed that thing having a mind of its own.

      He’d laughed when I’d ran my fingers along one side, which had made me giggle at how velvety it felt, like petting my cat, Pringles. When I grabbed it, fisting the thing around my little hand and moving it up and down, he’d gone quiet.

      When it’d…moved…in my hand, I’d whimpered in surprise. We’d both stared at each other, with wide eyes and shock. An unknown feeling had passed through me that mirrored in Thierry. Right there and then, this invisible thread of innocence between us had snapped. I was still clutching him when my mom found us, her high-pitched voice telling me to let go of Thierry’s…special boy part.

      And so, that was the first but not the last time I’d see Thierry Carter’s dick.

      Or see him naked.

      Or witness him having sex.

      However, I’d never touched him in that way ever again.

      I was never sure if I’d been impressed or not—just befuddled from the memorable experience. Confused. Awkward. Still curious.

      Because after that incident, things were never the same. Thing was, I was fine about the whole event. Thierry hadn’t. Thinking back, I think he was…embarrassed or uneasy. He started acting differently and I knew he tried to shrug it off like I had without effort. But at eight, it’s an age where you start to understand things if you really want to. For me, he was still my friend. But for him, he’d decided…I wasn’t sure…didn’t want to hang out with me as much as we got older to the point that as adults, we barely knew each other.

      It wasn’t like he suddenly drop-kicked me out the door and ignored me or was mean to me. In fact, he was ultra nice but distant. Nothing was personal anymore. We still hung out. We were friends, up to a point and only in the barest concept of ‘friendship’. But he slowly faded away by high school, and I hadn’t noticed until after college.

      Granted, we were constantly thrown together throughout our childhood. Not necessarily by choice but more by design by our families. I liked Thierry. I’d known him for so long he felt like a part of me. The childhood bonds had never left my psyche and in my mind and maybe even in my soul, he’d always be with me.

      It’d hurt when he’d decided that I wasn’t someone he wanted in his life the way I’d wanted him in my life. Which he’d made more emphatic in our teen years. But I’d accepted it because I cared about him and wanted him to be happy. Our families were inexplicably intertwined, therefore we were inexplicably intertwined so I knew he’d never really ever be out of my life.

      In high school, admittedly, it was this weird situation where he’d ignored me most of the time and because of that, I left him alone when he got moody. He’d been so hot and cold since our later teen years but I’d figured that’s just Thierry. As we grew older, I’d understood that about him, that he didn’t stay static.

      When we were sixteen, I saw it again. I would never forget it, knowing I’d see that version of Thierry till the day I died. By then, he was the typical popular star athlete with a twist: Physically gifted, but also smart as hell.

      I was smart enough, but a loner and really good friends with his two sisters, Kalista and Amity. No other friends to speak of until I went to college and met Beryl and Royce.

      Thierry’d always been super protective of me, that much I knew without a doubt. Growing up, he’d made sure his dumbass friends didn’t bother me. He and I had talked often throughout middle, high school, and college because he was actually a really nice guy and had never cared about other people’s opinions but when we talked, it was in that vaguely strained way of his I never understood. It wasn’t so much that he was looking out for me, but out of obligation for our history and our family’s history. I got that, and it was sweet.

      But over the years, his hot and cold had made me wary of him but I knew why. I understood. He could suddenly be the Thierry of auld and then picking a fight with me over something stupid. I’d always hated that he felt so awkward and uneasy around me because he didn’t hide it, or I just saw through the fake smile and forced conversations. I didn’t understand that, and he refused to talk about it. Fine. Whatever.

      Me? I kinda missed my BFF I’d known since infancy. I knew he’d always been bothered by our families always talking about us being meant to be together but I’d always laughed it off since I’d never seen Thierry that way. But I always thought about him. He was never far from my mind, and I hoped someday, we’d find each other again and have that closeness we used to have again.

      And so, back to the second time around when, at sixteen, I saw his dick. But in a different way—when he was fucking Ashley Hoyt on his parents’ Cal King, four poster. He’d thrown a house party since both our parents had left for a camping trip in Canada. I was the one entrusted to keep Thierry in line since I was clearly the boring, responsible type.

      I hadn’t really been invited. Actually, I’d crashed it. To tell him to quiet the fuck down or I’d call the police. I hadn’t meant to intrude, but I’d been looking for him specifically so I could ride his ass about the loud noise, and cuz I had nothing better to do on a Friday night other than study while watching old movies.

      I’d found him all right, facing the door on the bed. His hand had been on his cock, his six-pack taut as he loomed over Ashley’s spread-eagled body on the bed. Her skirt had been shoved up around her slim hips, her cantaloupe-shaped boobs flayed out from her sternum like deflated balloons. She hadn’t seen me, lying on the bed like that and the top of her head greeting me as I’d pushed the door open part way.

      Thierry had glanced up just at that moment. At sixteen, he’d been developing into the body he has now at the age of thirty-eight, which was still pretty impressive to this day. Even then, he’d been broad, muscled, but still cut and lean.

      That night, he’d seen me right away. And I’ll always remember the eerie calm and focus he’d had, at the intensity of his eyes—as his dick got bigger and thicker, moving on its own practically, and the way he’d put on the condom, and the way he’d entered Ashley, fucking her brains out—all the while staring unblinkingly at me. I hadn’t stuck around to see if he came, just backed out, stomach a-flutter, and an itch between my legs I’d only felt a few times before, usually because of Thierry.

      In my estimation, looking back, Ashley could have participated a little more. I’d give Thierry credit where credit was due—he could fuck.

      And that was confirmed by Page Six a couple decades later.

      Honestly, it was no surprise that he’d ended up marrying do-nothing-in-bed Ashely Hoyt after college. She became a somewhat successful commercial model then transitioned into a mediocre actress, doing a lot of Hallmark/Lifetime-type movies that no one ever watched unless there was nothing else on.

      Meanwhile, Thierry became a star college athlete, a star tight end for the New England Patriots then became a sports agent extraordinaire and sports commentator for ESPN after he’d retired at the ripe ole age of thirty-three.

      Soon after, Ashley popped out two kids, a boy and a girl, lived in a swanky, high-rise condo in the richest part of Boston—the Seaport District. I knew that Thierry still kept the house he’d bought with Ashely since he had lifetime box tickets at Gillette Stadium. It didn’t compare to his white picket fence, six-bedroom colonial in Nassau County after he’d retired, which cost three times what the condo had cost.

      No surprise that Ashely acquired a drug problem, which was splattered over the papers and featured as Story #1 on every morning coffee show five years ago. Or the outlandish divorce that was the talk of the town for the following two years. Or the numerous affairs she’d had with co-stars or crew members that had also been splattered in the media while married to Thierry. Including his best friend from college—who Thierry had nearly beaten to death.

      Thierry had taken it hard, though harder than I thought possible. Not that I thought he was a monster or anything but Thierry wasn’t one to emote or express much. He was a brooder, aloof, hard to know, even harder to read. Closed off. He could flash the greatest smile and make it seem like he meant it but if you looked closely at his blue-green eyes, you could easily see there was no spark behind them.

      I can’t even remember if he’d been moody as a teenager because I hadn’t paid that close attention to him, especially after high school. But he’d always been the cool, calm, collected type. Confidence was in his DNA. So was charm.

      Granted, he had a lot to be angry about—until his own dirty laundry was aired.

      When he’d smiled at me yesterday after he’d arrived for his sister’s wedding, it’d been a little bit mocking. He was known to be respectful, loyal, and a nice enough guy when you have his good side, but he was no angel, that was for sure. He was passionate, under all that cool calm, but that fire always simmered under the surface. He hadn’t always been like that. Not as kids, just as we got older and the divide between us became as vast as the ocean.

      So—when just as the hoopla of his divorce and his wife’s issues had just started to die down—a year ago, it came out that he’d also had his own string of affairs, and with some not-so-unmarried women and supposedly, also had threesomes and participated in orgies.

      I hadn’t laughed or smiled at the irony. I’d just shaken my head and shrugged. This stuff was beyond me. After the scandal had broken, he’d rode the media insanity out in Alaska, at his cousin’s cabin to sort his shit out. He had come back a few weeks later with a career on the rocks and a reputation to rebuild.

      I’d seen him often enough during and after college—our families were still very close and since his kids usually stayed the summer next door, our paths crossed but he was usually in a hurry. Probably avoiding my blunt observations. During the entire winter and fall school year, he’d been back home more often, which was good because he was always gone and the kids worshipped him. But I hadn’t seen Josh or Sophie as much, just at school and if they were visiting Shawn and Diana.

      So when I saw him again after months of not having seen him but rarely, it’d been super fucking weird. Way awkward, and a disturbing reunion of sorts.

      Over the years, I’d only heard about how he was doing through his kids or family. And to see him for the first time at his baby sister’s wedding, it was both good and bad, and a little bittersweet.

      What I wasn’t going to acknowledge was how my heart would start to race and my stomach would get this tight knot whenever I heard his voice or saw him from afar. It was just nerves, of course, but it made me uncomfortable.

      Truth was, I was trying to avoid Thierry. Like he was me. Exhibit A: as he snuck into the dining hall, he caught my stare, gave a slight nod at me, then quickly looked away. Did I detect a slight blush to his neck and checks? I pretended I hadn’t seen him but my eyes flicked back to him before I could stop myself. Just out of curiosity, obviously, because I wanted to see as to where he was headed. And it was to the bar, it seemed.

      Thierry looked better than good. He’d always been handsome, athletic, and commanding but with age, he was getting that distinguished element that only certain men with perfect genetics seemed to get. Women watched him constantly as he wove through the crowd quickly to evade being stopped. It was nothing new, the women eying him part, but it was hard to miss as these women weren’t being discreet.

      “Dad’s gonna get drunk again like last night,” Sophie said, with a moue to her lips. Her blue-green eyes—the exact shade as Thierry’s—watched her father acutely. Some days, I lamented the fact that she had to grow up much faster than she should have.

      “It’s been tough for him this past year,” I said, not sure why I was making an excuse for him. Because she was probably right. It was only 3PM but I supposed it was 5PM somewhere.

      Thierry was still dealing with the fallout of his affairs. The adultery part had been a huge disappointment considering we grew up rather Catholic. I can’t imagine how his family had reacted.

      “Yeah, I guess,” Sophie said, looking up at me.

      Sophie and Josh, aged 12 and 9, were both surprisingly normal and amazing kids—but I attributed it to the fact that they spent nearly all of their time next door, with their grandparents, Shawn and Diana Carter.

      To say both Thierry and Ashley had been absent parents was an understatement. But at least Thierry had been, for the most part, the better parent of the two, as both kids adored him. He just wasn’t around a lot but Ashley was never around.

      “We’ll have to watch out for him, hmm?” I suggested to her, looking down and smoothing out the baby hairs framing her oval face. For all of Ashely’s faults, she’d produced a gorgeous daughter. A fact that Ashely was trying to capitalize on by forcing Sophie into a career in modeling. So, at 12, Sophie had an established career as a child model, one she neither liked nor disliked, just didn’t have much passion for.

      Josh, a mini-version of Thierry, had also not escaped his mother’s modeling aspirations. He hated it even worse. Mostly, it was confusing to him and he didn’t understand the point.

      I knew Ashley had lined up a bunch of gigs for both her kids once she got back from filming her latest TV movie in a few weeks. However, Josh being Thierry’s son, had immense natural athletic ability and loved baseball, basketball, and football. And because he loved sports over modeling, that had trumped most of the modeling gigs, much to Ashley’s annoyance. And even though she disliked modeling, it was obvious Sophie did it as a way to appease her mother, to somehow stay close to her.

      I’d like to think their love of books was partly my doing. She and Josh came over enough times at my house to catch the bug though their grandparents were also avid book junkies.

      “Hannah, Hannah!” Josh exclaimed, tugging on my hand. “We’re playing Nerf wars—come join. You too, Sophie!”

      And then he zipped away with his three cousins.

      “He’s not allowed to have any more sugar,” I said, bewildered by his energy.

      “He’s super excited that Mom and Dad are in one place,” Sophie said, chuckling. “He hasn’t stopped talking about it since Dad confirmed Mom would be here for the wedding.”

      Josh…he was cute as a button. Easy to forgive, loved everyone, and pushed hard to forget anything bad. He was boundless energy as his curiosity took him to every crook and cranny of the castle.

      “I’m glad she was able to come,” I said, lying through my teeth.

      I had never liked Ashley. Even though we’d all grown up in Flatbush, she acted like her family was NYC’s elite. I’d often heard Kal and Amity complain at how she burned through money like crazy—Thierry’s money.

      “Yeah, I hope they don’t make a scene, and it gets in the papers again,” she said, frowning. “Everybody at school just bugs me about it…”

      I sighed, rubbing her back. “Yeah…” I agreed, and really, there was nothing else to add. “Well, we’d better check with your brother and your cousins. Make sure they don’t get into any trouble…”

      She smoothed at her summer dress that we’d picked out at Nordstrom’s last week, her thick, honey-blonde hair in a high ponytail and the ends which I’d curled into wavy ringlets. She had much of her father in her, especially those spectacular, stunning eyes. The rest of her face was definitely Ashley, who was, I could admit, a beautiful woman.

      “I’m so glad you’re here, Hannah,” Sophie said, grinning as we walked through the crowds towards the exit. “I never feel as nervous.”

      My heart warmed. “Aww, that’s sweet of you to say,” I said, “but you do great with handling all these adults.”

      Sophie gave me a shy smile then loosely looped an arm around my waist, stopping us by a large window that overlooked the impressive grounds. We took a moment and  looked out into the historic grandness of Hempstead House—a wedding gift from Thierry to his sister and it was no small thing.

      “I hope Mom doesn’t make a scene when she gets here, either,” she continued, frowning, and resting her head on my shoulder. For twelve, she got her father’s height and she was only just starting her growth spurt.

      “Well, I think they’ll behave,” I said, not sure if I was lying again. “For your aunt’s sake.”

      Sophie just heaved a big sigh in response. I chuckled.

      “So. You looking forward to the summer?” I asked her, after a bit.

      She raised her head and shrugged. “Dad signed us up for the school’s Summer Program, sounds like fun,” she said. “Will we see you there at all?”

      “I’m helping out on some days, so most likely,” I said, smiling.

      “Good,” she said, sounding pleased. “I mean, I’ll see you and gram’s and gramps’ a lot, I hope.”

      “I’m sure we will, sweetie,” I said, resting my cheek on top of her warm head.

      As a teacher in the same private school as both Thierry’s kids and his older sister’s, I saw all of them often. And since I had bought the Flatbush house I’d grown up in from my parents when they retired to the new senior community in Jersey, I saw them even more often. Which meant, being neighbors to the Carters, I’d heard all the ugly details not reported in the news.

      I’d dried their tears, held them when they hurt, put Band-Aids on their owies, baked with them, had movie nights and campouts—so many of my memories included them that in some ways, I felt like they were mine. I didn’t have that right but they allowed me that, and my life was better for it.

      It had been years, even a couple decades since I’d last seen Thierry’s dick—but it seemed that thing would be haunting me all the rest of my days. And what would our reunion be without me seeing it again?

      I stared out the window, not really taking in the scenery before me, just enjoying the warmth in the cold dining hall as I recalled last night with an internal sigh and a shudder.

      He’d been drunk when he’d accidentally barged into my room. His room was next door. It’d been late, or early, I couldn’t remember, but it’d been dark other than the moonlight filtering through the window. I hadn’t stirred until I’d felt his body next to mine, or when his hands started to feel me up.

      I’d screamed, reached over to turn on the lamp, and covered myself up with the satin sheets. The light had caused him to yelp in surprise and I could tell from his bleary, hollowed eyes he had no clue who I was. He’d also managed to strip buck naked from the time he’d entered and closed the door behind him to stumbling into my bed, like he’d been expecting a woman waiting for him in his.

      And boy, sheesh, a conversation with a drunk was impossible. Telling him to fuck off had been even more trying. Especially when all he’d heard was the one word ‘fuck’. He’d already been half up and when I stared down at him, I realized how different his cock looked this close up.

      “Touch it,” he’d growled, “like when we were eight…”

      Stunned, I’d looked back in his face, caught totally off guard by his…comment, request, demand?

      But I’d almost reached for him before I stopped myself, embarrassed for the both of us. Finally, I managed to find my voice and told him to leave but it came out as a hoarse, rough whisper. His eyes had darkened, narrowing as he watched my face, his eyes cascading down my throat and lower, maybe trying to see what I was hiding under the sheet. He’d invited me to suck him off first and I asked him if that’s what he asked all those married women he’d fucked.

      That had cooled his ardor completely. He’d even sobered up, sitting back on his heels as he stared about my room. I wasn’t going to deny I hadn’t copped a look at him. Another one at his dick, which, dammit, I couldn’t but admire. Not to mention the rest of his hard body.

      He had a unique birthmark on his right hip, close to his pubic area. It was a dark star. When we’d been kids, it’d been more of a blob with some jagged edges but as he grew up and out, his skin had stretched and made it into a star. I’d stared at the light dusting of hair over his bronzed chest and abs, at how it became a thin strip to the light bush over his cock. He kept the hair down there trimmed but more or less, as is, but I think he purposefully shaved that area so that birthmark was visible. I could admit my mouth had gone dry, and it shocked me more than anything, to have that kind of physical reaction to him out of the blue.

      I hadn’t felt that kind of feeling in a while, in general. Especially feeling even remotely aroused because of Thierry since high school. I figured after college, we’d reconnect maybe, or we’d find a more adult way to interact. But his career had taken off, and he’d married Ashley so I saw him infrequently until he retired and the kids were permanently living in NYC after the divorce.

      It’d been nice to see more of him, but nothing had changed since high school. Thierry didn’t seem interested in re-connecting. I shouldn’t have been surprised but…I wasn’t going to lie…it’d kinda hurt.

      Yeah, we’d had random moments between us—charged, sexual, and we almost went there a few times but we always stopped ourselves. I always knew it was for a reason because deep down, there was never going to be anything romantic between us other than hormones, familiarity, and proximity.

      Being constantly thrown at each other by our parents and family was something that had always amused me but knew it’d never happen because the feelings and emotions had never been there. As adults, Thierry sometimes found it amusing when people talked about us being fated to end up together. But mostly, he found it tiresome to hear. He’d even gotten angry on a few rare occasions when someone commented on it. It’d just reinforced that he didn’t see me like that either.

      As a teen, I hadn’t thought about it. Or him, in that way, ever.

      Now, today, I wasn’t sure what I felt when it came to Thierry. There’d been a turning point for me after he married Ashley, something I hadn’t really believed would happen. Since then, my feelings by now had gone through the gambit and I was trying to be more neutral and safe in how I interacted with him, leaving my emotions out of it.

      Anyway, we’d had a stare off on my bed, and it was possible Thierry had been mulling on the past—or finally realizing I wasn’t the one he’d wanted to fuck. I’d had to force myself to slide off the comfy mattress, feeling my body’s restlessness and not sure what to do with this weird energy between us. I’d put on a robe since I’d been in nothing but lacey underwear and a thin tank top that my nipples liked to peek through.

      There was an adjoining door, for God only knew what reason, and it’d taken me over an hour to convince him to sleep it off. I’d helped him to his room and it’d been the most skin-to-skin contact I’d had with Thierry since we were teens. His arousal had never leveled off and, admittedly, it’d been a lot distracting. Especially when he’d tried to hold me from behind while his hands tried to undo the knot of my robe, or how his erection poked into my body from all sides. He’d called me ‘Ashley’ once, and then ‘Noelle’ before he’d drifted off.

      The former had surprised me, but not the latter. Noelle was Amity’s Maid of Honor. And she was skinny and quite pretty but also successful and at least single. Thierry still made poor choices, but this time around, he’d known to pick a less controversial woman. But at least I knew that he’d meant to find Noelle’s room, which was down the hall to the right.

      I’d left him on his bed. With one last look, I watched as he’d masturbated, coming in his hand and all over his lower stomach instead of inside…me…if I’d let him. Or Noelle, who he really wanted to screw sideways.

      To say I hadn’t slept very well was an understatement. Embarrassingly enough, when I’d taken a shower this morning and thought of him, I’d gotten off—twice. It wasn’t the first or last time I’d had some sexual fantasies starring Thierry but it was more out of curiosity, growing up together, and not having much experience in that department. Then again, I’d never dated often, and the few boyfriends I’d had, sex wasn’t anything to rave about; therefore, I never really sought it out. Honestly, I didn’t get that kind of urge, unless there was a naked Thierry parading in front of me. Then that itch suddenly appeared, which was both confounding and irritating cuz I didn’t like Thierry in that way. Never had.

      Or you wouldn’t let yourself have feelings for him⁠—

      I shook my head, not sure where that errant thought had come from.

      “Let’s go find Josh,” I suggested to Sophie, needing to focus off last night and some disquieting feelings I was having—about Thierry. Ever since their divorce…

      I held out my hand and she slipped it into mine as we left the big and busy hall full of guests. When we got to the door, I looked back, my gaze crashing directly into Thierry’s.

      The intense look he was giving me sent hot shivers down my whole body. The last time he’d given me that look was when we were sixteen. And it’s memorable not just because of me watching him screw Ashley like a weirdo, but that afterwards, another divide had been created and it’d felt even more permeant than that last big event between us, when we’d been eight. That unease had never lifted.

      This bond of having known each other since we were babies would always be with us no matter what, whether we liked it or not. Of having been friends, once, when we hadn’t known better—that would always be there, too. But in many ways, as adults, it was like the proverbial elephant in the room. Those ties between us kept us close enough but when we were together, it felt like we couldn’t be further apart.
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      Fuck.

      Sophie waved goodbye at me at the far end of the large banquet hall, a soft smile on her face as she trailed after Hannah. I was lucky my kids didn’t think I was an asshole with all the shit happening in the last few years. That was made easier by their mother, who was a complete ass.

      I almost went after them but didn’t.

      My eyes drifted and I stared at Hannah’s pert ass in her tight black skirt. Her long, lean legs looking even longer and leaner in those red, four-inch, fuck-me heels. Her off-the-shoulder top was sexy, sexier than I thought possible since she always dressed rather conservatively.

      The bright sunlight from all the windows haloed them as they walked away. I eyed the bar, which was very busy. But seriously, I needed to stop drinking or the next time I was alone with Hannah, I’d kiss her. Or more.

      So I headed towards the exit that led to a hallway that eventually led to my room. I was walking fast so people wouldn’t stop me. I couldn’t get alone time and there were still two days of this wedding to get through.

      Tyler, the groom, hadn’t wanted to do the typical bachelor party last night. We’d gotten him drunk around a couple bars on the island and just had some relaxed fun amongst us guys. But after Tyler called it quits, some of us had gathered at the library here and played poker and got drunk.

      “Hey, dumbass,” Amity called out as I almost reached the exit. “You’re not trying to hide out till the ceremony, are you?”

      Three hundred guests weren’t enough to hide me, it seemed. I looked over my shoulder, a sea of people before me. During the waning phases of a pandemic, it seemed rather excessive to have such a massive wedding, but I’d wanted my baby sister to have the same kind of blowout as my big sis Kalista, whose wedding I’d also paid for as her gift, and it’d been a fucking blast. Plus, everyone had to be vaccinated, even most of the kids and teens were vaccinated at this point, and we were practicing pandemic protocols as best as we could. I’d even hired a medical company to test people every day since we had a lot of older people attending the wedding as well.

      My sisters deserved a blow-out wedding with the love of their life, especially since I had not been the best brother to them throughout the years. Gone a lot, missed celebrations, forgotten birthdays, and didn’t make time for them when they always made time for me.

      I didn’t deserve my family and I was lucky they still loved me, even for all my faults and transgressions against God, the Church, and family values…as Amity had put it not too long ago, while laughing evilly.

      “Name calling, thought we were too old for that shit,” I shouted back, pausing and spotted her weaving through the thick crowd.

      “The fact you knew I was referring to you is telling, bro,” she said, cackling when she finally reached me.

      I sighed, closing my eyes briefly and telling myself I shouldn’t strangle her right before her wedding. She threw her arms around me and gave me a hard squeeze then let me go. Her hugs never softened her verbal punches.

      “Don’t worry, Father T won’t curse you to hell until after Tyler and I are married,” she said, dead-pan.

      She found the news of my affairs, threesomes, and orgies more amusing than sad, disappointing, and frustrating. Our parents had not found any of it amusing when the news broke. Once I set them and Father T straight, all was well and I was no longer the black sheep.

      “That is not funny,” I said, getting tired of her roasting.

      “Hey, just cuz you’re paying for all this as my wedding present doesn’t mean I have to be nice to you,” she teased, chuckling.

      “I’d like to think I’ve earned some bonus points, right?” I groused, raising a brow.

      She grinned, looping her arm around mine. “Yes, that does, big bro,” she said, looking around. “You sure went all out. I hope I didn’t bankrupt you.”

      I laughed. “Despite what people think, I do have a medical and business degree from Harvard. Summa cum laude, by the way. Which means I understand the basics of saving money and investing it. Hence, the house in Brookville, the ability to send my kids to the most expensive private school in New York City, and⁠—”

      “Yeah, yeah, you’re a genius,” she said, rolling her eyes. “And a millionaire.”

      I grinned. “Well…I am a member of Mensa⁠—”

      “Oh please,” she groaned. “Getting admitted at sixteen is not that impressive.”

      “I graduated from college—that had to have impressed you a little bit,” I stated.

      She laughed hard, nearly doubling over. “Okay, true. I always wondered if all those hits you took on the field knocked out brain cells along the way.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t win. Between you and Kal, I literally cannot win any argument, and then you two double-team me, which is totally unfair,” I complained.

      She wiped her eyes. It means I’d really made her laugh, a great feat indeed. “You’re always a hoot, Thierry,” she said, almost fondly. “I always get a good laugh around you.”

      “That’s my goal in life.”

      “Better be, at least for the rest of my wedding,” she retorted.

      “You see Mom or Dad?” I asked, looking behind me. “They’ve been kinda MIA so far.”

      “Dad was tired so Mom took him back to their room,” she said.

      “I haven’t seen Hannah’s parents either,” I added.

      “I think they’re outside,” she said, tugging me along towards the bar. “How you doing anyway? You done with Alaska and our cousin’s cabin in fucking freezer world?”

      I counted to five. Everyone kept asking me that. “I’m fine,” I repeated. “Alaska was months ago and only for a couple of weeks.”

      “More like three but yeah, whatever. Anyway. You still have your gig with ESPN?” she asked, going for the jugular.

      “I’m on hiatus,” I admitted.

      “Ouch.”

      I sighed, again, but bigger. “I probably deserve it. I’m sure I fucked something else up in my past life and Karma’s finally collecting.”

      “Eh, who cares, you still have your job with the agency. Besides, you don’t have to work like the rest of us,” she retorted. “Fucking media, can’t get anything right, let alone facts or the truth. The little bitch shouldn’t have gotten away with it.”

      Yeah. I was regretting that decision royally. “It could have been worse,” I said, grimacing. “And I really don’t want to talk about it anymore. I’ve moved on.”

      “Fine.” Then she gave me a truly evil smile as she tugged us through the crowd, but in the opposite direction. “Talk to Hannah yet? How was the reunion?” Amity asked, smirking.

      Shit, I felt my face heat up. “Haven’t really talked to her,” I evaded, remembering last night.

      “She looked pretty hot for a teacher, huh?” Amity commented, raising her brow.

      I made a face. “Don’t do that,” I said as we reached the bar, but the far left side where it was less crowded.

      “What do you mean?” she asked, in a high-pitched voice.

      “Throwing Hannah at me. Again. I’m sick of you and everybody doing that,” I stated, glaring at her. “I’m serious. Stop. She’s never been interested in me in that way.”

      “But…it’s my wedding—magical things happen at weddings,” she said, and leaned against the bar. She waved the bartender our way. “I swear, you’ve purposefully distanced yourself from her growing up cuz we always said you and Hannah should have gotten married instead of you and Ashley.”

      “If I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have had my kids, whom we all love and adore,” I pointed out.

      “True, but you would have had them with Hannah,” she stated.

      “All the years you’ve been friends with her—has she ever said, ‘Oh, Am, I want to fuck your brother real bad’. Or, any indication she’s remotely interested in me either romantically or sexually?” I asked, darkly.

      She laughed hard, again. “Okay, not directly like that but she looks at you, y’know, in that way,” she said.

      “What way?” I asked, rolling my eyes. “And you’re imagining things, as usual.”

      “I don’t know how to explain it…she looks at you in this particular way, always has,” she went on. Vague as ever.

      I wasn’t going to win this argument. I never have. “You do realize that I’ve never been Hannah’s type, and that’s why we never got together?”

      “Which I don’t get,” she said, “you’re both smart and⁠—”

      “One shared interest isn’t enough,” I interrupted, waving over the bartender once I caught her eye. She came over right away.

      “What the… I’m the bride and can’t get a drink but you just wave your hand and boom, one is suddenly there,” Amity muttered.

      “I’m charming and handsome as hell, remember?” I said, smiling at her. “And fucking rich.”

      “Ugh,” she said, but laughed. “Y’know, I was thinking⁠—”

      “Lord save me now,” I muttered.

      She hit me on the arm. “As I was saying before I was rudely interrupted—you have way more in common than you’ll admit.” She paused, giving me a sly smile. “You do realize Han didn’t go to your wedding but went to Kal’s and mine? Ever ponder that, genius?”

      “She was busy,” I said, shifting in my seat. That had always bugged the shit out of me. She’d RSVPed she would be there and then bailed on the day.

      “Uh-huh,” Amity said cheekily. “She’s rarely dated, never got married…hmm, I wonder why.”

      I had too, actually. But I didn’t know the goings-on in Hannah’s life like my sisters. Honestly, my sisters may not know her as well as they thought they knew her. Hannah had always been a private person.

      We got our drinks and Amity’s fiancé, Tyler, came for her. “Sorry, Thierry, gotta take this one to mingle with more guests.”

      “You can have her,” I said, nudging her away. “Good luck.”

      She gave me the finger, which made Tyler sigh. My baby sister was a handful.

      Everyone had always said Hannah and I were meant for each other. That as kids, we’d been fated to be together because we’d always wanted to be with each other since we were born. Our parents had endless pictures of us kissing as kids or taking baths together or holding hands or hugging. But as children, you don’t know what is going on. Our parents had us do everything together so it was only natural we’d gravitate towards each other.

      It was strange to know someone but not at all at the same time.

      Seeing me naked last night seemed almost comically destined. She’d seen me naked plenty of times before without much interest, mostly with curiosity. She didn’t want me, not in that way, even when she’d let me touch her, it’d been purely an act of exploration. To see Hannah naked, under me, me fucking her…it was something I’d constantly fantasized about since she’d touched me the first time when we were eight and I’d understood the concept of sex but knew it’d never happen. Or if we did, it’d be a one-and-done thing cuz Hannah would see having sex with me as interesting but once would be enough and it’d be forgettable for her. Because the few times she’d let me touch her as teenagers, it was forgotten the next day and never mentioned again.

      I felt myself get a little hard at the image of Hannah’s heeled feet around my flanks while I fucked her—hard—not just her special hole but all her holes. She’d had pert tits back then and they were likely just as pert now.

      I tried not to think about the time, just before we graduated from high school, when I saw her in the shower, humming as she washed her hair. I’d been drunk and, on a dare from my friends, had climbed the tree to her bedroom window, jiggled it open, and sailed through. The door to her small bathroom had been partially open and I could see her reflection via the mirror above the sink. She was about the same height now as she was when we were seventeen, five-six.

      The ends of her light brown hair curled around her pink tits, my eyes going right there. The matching bush above her sex had been like a beacon. I’d gotten so hard, so fast, that I thought I was going to blow my load right there in my jeans. When she’d been soaping up, her hand slipping between her legs then lingering, her hips gyrating against her hand, and her fucking luscious moans—I’d all but raced out of there, quickly ditched my friends, and jacked off in my room for the rest of the night.

      We’d had other disordered, random, hot moments throughout our childhood and teenaged years. It seemed wrong that sex, fucking, seeing each other’s naked bodies was part and parcel of our shared experiences. But I savored them. Especially because the sex, fucking, and naked bodies had rarely involved her.

      Even though she’d never been an outwardly social person, I knew growing up, even at five, eight, sixteen, and beyond, that she liked hanging out with me. I liked it too but I knew it wasn’t because she liked me. She’d never admit it, but the small smiles and the times she’d let me hold her hand, or how she looked at me, really seeing me, had meant everything. But we were just kids—you can’t have strong emotions like that as babies or even toddlers. Right? And those nascent feelings at a young age couldn’t develop into anything more. Right?

      The history between us had created a level of comfort between us growing up but as adults, I’d noticed it more than Hannah that lines could be crossed and it’d be me breaking every line in the sand she’d drawn there between us. After college, I’d felt her pull away even more. There were no more easy talks with her, joking with her by the time we were both in college. Falling back on our ingrained rapport had become awkward at times, and she’d become even more quiet. If she dated, I never heard about them and never saw her with a guy. Which always surprised me since I knew she wanted a family with her own brood of kids but it’d yet to happen and I did wonder why.

      As a horny teenager, having fantasies about Hannah when I had a girlfriend had seemed so irrelevant. High school love was an idealized fairytale. In high school, I didn’t love Ashley. And she hadn’t loved me, even though she probably thought she did, but we’d had fun. We’d spent all our time together but I never felt close to her, not like the way I’d always felt close with Hannah.

      Through the years, when we talked, it was usually her cussing me out. It was always pointed and getting to the heart of the matter. I could be brutally honest with her, and same for her. With Ashely, we talked about superficial, meaningless shit. She didn’t care about what I thought or felt unless it centered around her wants and desires.

      With Hannah, I’d learned all her ticks and tells. These nonverbal cues that I committed to memory, and cataloged as she changed. Even now, I knew she knew all of my ticks and tells, even though we both pretended that we hardly knew each other but that was my doing. I could be friends with Hannah, be around her and play that role, but I’d read into her smiles and small touches and think they meant something more when they didn’t. Never had. And I didn’t need that kind of confusion since it’d fucked with me my whole life. The thing that still burned was that she had never resisted the distance I’d created—some years, a very dark distance and other times, like now, a little lighter but still distant.

      Despite that, it would be the things we’d say to each other, how we read each other, when we both let down our guard. I knew she was following my lead because in her eyes, we were friends, to some degree, and that was it. Over the years, the more we tried to push away our knowledge of each other, the more tense it got. Especially for me. Hannah never seemed bothered by it, but that was her way. I held on. She always let go. I wasn’t what she saw in her mind’s eye, even if she entertained the idea of it, briefly; but she was all I could see ahead of me and behind me. Sometimes I despised her for it, but that wasn’t her fault in the least.

      After high school, we didn’t stay in direct contact too much and if we did, it was in passing. We’d had plenty of indirect contact, usually if it was family-related.

      When my unforced gaze drifted toward a pair of dark brown eyes searing a hole through my brain, I took a swig of my whisky, and tapped the bar for the bartender to refill it. My sister zeroed in on that look and then glared at me. She may still be distracted and doing ten things at once, but baby sis didn’t miss a damn thing.

      But shit… If I didn’t fuck Noelle Swanson soon, I knew my sister would have a pissy Maid of Honor. I’d already gotten the third degree from Amity the previous night about not fucking around with her girlfriends and causing problems.

      That had not been on my mind when entering Hannah’s room last night. It had been an honest mistake. I’d been horny as fuck, and all the names and numbers in my sister’s entourage had sort of gotten lost in my drunk, addled brain.

      Hannah wasn’t much of a drinker, so I knew she’d be more than cerebral but when I realized I’d barged into her room, liquid courage had me seize the moment, and steal a touch. Or two. I scrubbed my face. I don’t push myself on women. They always came to me with ease, whether I wanted it or not. Hannah’s habit of always rejecting me, her resistance to me, and usually walking away from me, still bothered the everlasting hell out of me.

      One of the rarest times she hadn’t was when we were eight. When it hadn’t been one-sided. Even being that young, I’d felt something. The physical being transformed into something more. Deeper. Her touching me, the most intimate part of me, had thrown my little world and it’d never stopped being tossed a bit here and there.

      It wasn’t until high school that I realized that that moment had meant something to me. But by then, it’d been too late. Things between us had become vague and I’d lost her. When we were sixteen, and she’d watched me fuck Ashley, the stone-cold expression on her face had shaken me. I wasn’t even sure she knew what look she was giving, but the wide gulf between us had become a real thing after that.

      Thing with Hannah was that as nerdy and bookish as she’d been—she was also fucking beautiful. And she had no idea. Yeah, awkward as a teen, and growing into her body yet, but as a woman, she was simply gorgeous.

      I had fought and broken friendships over her, to make sure no one messed with her. Or fucked her. But that had made her untouchable entirely, so no guy would go near her, even the ones that I knew would have been good for her. That hadn’t been my intention, but I hadn’t exactly minded it either.

      She’d had a couple really good friends from college and kept a close-knit group but had always been a loner. I’d liked that about her. She pulled zero punches whenever we interacted and I’d find ways to hear her voice, or when she got annoyed, slug, or push me away—just to have her touch me.

      The fact that my kids were as close to her as they were to me had been on purpose. I could have enrolled them anywhere. Like the overpriced boarding school Ashely wanted them to go to in the UK, but I’d said no. I wanted Hannah to teach my kids what they needed to know. The school they attended was a Catholic-run school and all ages from pre-school to high school, with various buildings separating out the ages and grades across a sizable campus. At some point, throughout their entire lives, Josh and Sophie would have consistent, stable contact with someone that really cared about them. Over the years, I’d made sure to remind them to go to Hannah if they had a problem, made sure they stayed with my parents as often as possible when I’d heard she’d bought her parents’ place.

      With a heavy sigh, I looked around the room to distract myself, if only for a second. For the brunch, everyone was in semi-formal attire. Casual but not too casual. My linen suit jacket felt too warm over the white tee and my navy-blue khaki slacks were wrinkled to hell already. Everyone in the room, including Amity and Tyler, were all still somewhat hungover if you paid attention to the small yawns and blinking eyes to stay alert.

      My parents, Hannah’s parents, and the older guests, however, were probably the only ones that weren’t. And Father T and the Sisters, maybe. They were all sitting at the only very sober table in the banquet hall and the only ones lucid at this hour.

      With my drink, I left the bar. Made eye contact with Noelle and left the room. The whole castle was bursting with activity as the rehearsal was in a couple of hours followed by another big family dinner that I wasn’t looking forward to in the least.

      Ashley was set to arrive later this evening, fashionably late due to some sort of acting gig she was wrapping up in Michigan. I dreaded the meet, or the possible confrontation. She was also bringing her latest college-aged boyfriend.

      Down the hall, I chose a door to the left, curious rather than trying to find a room to screw Noelle in. I entered the large, open room. Glancing around, I set the glass of barely-touched whisky on a narrow side table by the door, deciding I needed all my faculties as Ashley knew how to push every button.

      As I recalled, I was in the music room. I’m noting the various oil paintings hanging on the busy wallpapered walls when I heard the click-clack of heels on the marble floor of the room. We’d pseudo-made arrangements for a fast fuck since I’d arrived but we hadn’t made it. She probably thought I’d rendezvoused with one of the other bridesmaids. The only other bridesmaid, other than Kal, was Hannah.

      But by the slow smile curving upwards as she closed the door quietly behind her, Noelle looked almost carnivorous. The menu: me. She was tall, too thin, and too made up. From a distance, she was beautiful. Up close…it was hard to miss all the plastic surgery and heavy makeup. There was very little to her that was natural. The fake C breasts, the plumped-up lips due to injections, the botox that made her face immobile, to the fake blonde hair color—but this was what my world was comprised of. I’d learned that a long time ago.

      Even Ash had gone through her transformation after I’d been drafted, cashing in on the fame and attention for as long as I had it. And cash in she did. Women like Ash, and Noelle, knew how to take advantage of a moment. Out of the people in that moment.

      I stared out of one of the ornately-framed windows, seeing Hannah and my daughter playing with an orange-and-neon-green Nerf football while her mom watched on. Josh, who had more energy than a whole case of Mt. Dew, ran circles around them.

      Hannah’s heels were off, her long, light brown hair that had been up in a cue, now tumbled down her back. Watching my son hug her around the middle, at the way Hannah tenderly held him against her like he was her son and the soft smile she gave him, made my gut clench. This ugly feeling of jealousy overcame me, and I felt awful for it. I was jealous of my own son and it disgusted me. I turned around.

      “Hey there,” Noelle purred.

      “Glad you didn’t waste any time,” I murmured, trying to get in the right frame of mind.

      “You’ve wasted enough, I think,” she returned, archly. She picked up the glass and leaned against the door. She took a sip, then advanced toward me, swaying her hips and moved to the part of the room where there weren’t as many windows looking in. She shot the rest of the drink back, set the glass on the mantle of the fireplace and turned around. She hiked up her tight, pink and white summer dress, revealing the flat planes of her asscheeks, and shifting her hips back and up, revealing the string bikini tucked between.

      “I like it up the ass,” she said, looking over her shoulder at me. “For starters.”

      I smiled, but it didn’t reach my eyes. It didn’t go anywhere, and Noelle could give a flying fuck. I undid my fly, my dick limp and trying to conjure some image that would help get it up fast.

      Envisioning Hannah, who was just outside, did the trick, imagining just how she took it. “Funny you said that,” I said, palming my growing erection in my hand. “I was just thinking the same thing…”
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      “I can’t wait to see you up there in your dress,” Mom gushed as we walked the gardens behind the house.

      I was dreading it. I hated weddings. The last one had been…well, at Beryl’s. Again, a bridesmaid. Never the bride. At this stage in my life, probably would never happen.

      “Yeah…” I said, looking around the beautiful grounds and wished I brought something as a fan. The early June sun was brutal and there was no breeze to cut through the heat.

      “You talk to Thierry?” Mom prodded, squinting at me.

      “Not yet,” I lied, guessing last night’s ‘bedroom talk’ didn’t count.

      “Where is he anyways?” Mom asked, eyes scanning the grounds.

      “I think he’s inside, doing whatever Thierry does,” I said, wondering the same thing.

      “He looked really good, huh?” Mom said, smiling at me.

      Oy, I felt my face heat up. He’d looked very good. “Mom,” I warned, rolling my eyes. “Don’t, please.”

      “What?” she returned, all innocence. “It won’t hurt you two to catch up.”

      “What’s to catch up?” I muttered. “I saw it all on The View. For weeks.”

      Mom pinched me lightly on my arm. “Now, now—you two have a long and deep history. Even if you’re a bit estranged as adults, doesn’t mean you’re back to square one as strangers.”

      “I’d beg to differ,” I retorted.

      “Hannah, dear,” my mom said, in her ‘I’m The Mom Voice’. “Thierry needs our support. Including from you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “It’s all of his doing, Ma,” I said. “Don’t take away his accountability and responsibility for his own actions and decision.”

      “I know, honey,” Mom said, “I’m not saying he didn’t do any wrong—he did—on many levels, but he’s a good man⁠—”

      “Deep, deep, deep down,” I said, groaning. “Yeah, I know. You have the worst blindspot for him.”

      Mom made a noise in the back of her throat but she didn’t deny it. “And, now that you’re both single⁠—”

      “Anyway. You excited for your trip?” I cut in.

      Hopefully, the topic of Thierry would be tabled, for now.

      She gave me a look but was going to let me win this round. “Oh, it’s really for your father,” she said, using a hand to shield her eyes. “He’s been going cabin crazy.”

      My parents used to travel a lot but with the pandemic, they’d stayed close to home, which I loved. However, my parents had retired early so they could see the world.

      For the first time in almost two years, they were going on some Church-led thing in Canada for six weeks. They’d be leaving right after the wedding.

      “Where is Dad?” I asked, losing sight of the kids behind a wall of people. “I’ve hardly seen him since we’ve been here.”

      “Oh, you know him, hates large crowds. He’s hanging
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