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Prologue

Wren

 

“I know it’s already November, Tash, but these interviews come when they come. I’ll take whatever I can get at this point. Most of the jobs don’t start until next year. I’m not worried about it,” I say while grabbing socks out of my top dresser drawer. “I probably won’t even get offered any of the jobs I’m interviewing for. I’m not good enough to head coach at a Division I school.”

“Wren, you’re delusional.”

Leave it to my roommate to call me out when I talk down about myself. She’s been doing it for years, but I still don’t believe her most of the time.

“I’m not delusional. I’m honest. I’ve been an assistant coach my entire career and I’ve loved every minute with these girls, but I don’t think a Division I college here is going to pick me up. So, we’ll see what these other schools have to say. Maybe I’ll luck out and get a slot at a good Division III and I can really focus on the team instead of optics. I just want to help people grow.”

That’s one of the reasons I’m looking for new opportunities. Regardless of how much I love the team I played for and now coach for, there’s something missing. I want to do community outreach and have the team volunteer and feel like a family not just a group. I’m hoping to find that.

I want to teach them that there’s more to life than the 43 feet between the pitcher’s circle and home plate.

Another reason? My boyfriend of two years keeps telling me to chase my dreams.

Throwing long pants in my suitcase, I make a mental note to pull my big coat out of the storage bin in my closet. Tasha sits in the chair next to my bed and watches as I check things off my list, but doesn’t say anything. She’s eerily quiet.

“But ... New York?” she says softly. “It’s on the other side of the country.”

I knew she was going to have trouble with that part of it. Tasha and I have been together since our own undergraduate days. Not “together,” but teammates. We’ve gone through college for sports medicine together and went from sharing a dorm room to sharing an apartment when we graduated and started med school.

Yeah. Med school.

No, I’m not a doctor. Tasha is, though. I pivoted after starting and went back for physical therapy. Would I like to be a doctor? Maybe. But I have the background in sports medicine and the physical therapy license, and continuing for the extra letters after my name just wasn’t something I wanted to do. So, unlike my teammate who is finishing up her fellowship, I got a job doing physical therapy for the sports department of our alma mater and then hired on as the assistant softball coach.

That’s what I really wanted to do anyway. I love playing ball and if sticking around to do that meant having to get an extra degree and working with the team in any capacity ... it was worth it.

I’ll always believe it’s worth the work I’ve put in.

“I know it’s not California, but you can always come visit,” I say. “Have you ever seen snow?”

“Not on purpose,” she says. “What’s on the agenda? Buffalo, Rochester, Syracuse? Are there any other decent colleges out there?”

I bite my tongue. She doesn’t want me to leave, but I can’t stay.

“There are plenty of decent colleges,” I say, laughing gently. “There are some good state schools, too. I have an interview set up at Brockport and a few others. It’s going to be a busy week.”

The part I don’t say is the in-person interview at Brockport is a formality. They’ve already offered me the job. I haven’t accepted yet. I want to see what the other three schools are like before making my decision. The difference is, the openings at the bigger schools are for assistant coaches. Brockport is as well, but my conversations with the head coach tell me there’s more involved that just being her second in command. There’s more responsibility. There are other things drawing me to the small Western New York town, too, but that’s not something I’ve shared with anyone.

I haven’t told Tasha or even my cousin, Veronica, about the information I’ve been holding onto about my dad. Maybe I don’t want them to look at me differently, but deep down I know it’s because even after all this time I’m still coming to terms with it.

Sighing and pushing herself up out of the chair, Tasha walks toward the door. Stopping to look at me, a sad smile slips free and I know how hard this is for her. We’ve done pretty much everything together since our freshman year of college.

“You’re going to be amazing, no matter where you end up. Whoever snags you, is going to be one lucky school,” she says, then steps out of the room.

“I sure do hope you’re right, Tash,” I say quietly to myself as I add another pair of socks to my bag. “I just want to be happy for once.”

 


Chapter 1

Alexander

 

NOVEMBER

 

“Yeah, I’ll be there for sure,” I say into the receiver. “Uh, I’m not sure if I’ll have a date yet. Sorry. I know ... yeah, I know they’re doing a seating chart. I guess I’ll have them label it as ‘guest.’ I asked Maggie a while ago and she definitely can’t come. … I know you want to meet her. I’m hoping she’ll come with me.”

She. My roommate. The woman sharing a house with me. The sister-in-law of the girl I dated a couple times before we realized we were absolutely not made for one another.

Harper.

“Look, man, between the two of them I’m ready to jump off a cliff,” my cousin, Danny, says. “Jayden’s been up my ass about this because he doesn’t want you to be the only single one there.”

That’s how they’re referring to me these days? The only single one? Fantastic. I love that for me.

“Tell your brother to calm down. It’s just a chair at a table. There are more than six months before the wedding, so I’ll figure it out before then,” I say. I don’t even know why they sent out invitations already. The wedding isn’t for another eight months. “I’ll send the response card back before the RSVP date and Penelope can take a deep breath knowing I’m responsible, unlike her soon-to-be brother-in-law.”

“You better,” Danny says. “Then again, if you don’t find someone and you come stag we can find a stripper to stand in.”

“Gross,” I say.

I have nothing against strippers or sex workers. Everyone is out here trying to make ends meet. If I absolutely need a date and a stripper is the only person available to hang out and eat overpriced hors d’oeuvres with, then so be it. I just really want Harper to come with me. She’s fun.

“Whatever, nerd. Those girls are working just as hard as you are. I’ll talk to you later,” he says.

Before I can tell him I agree with him and say goodbye, he hangs up. I sit with my thoughts, which is stupid because I just keep thinking about her. About the non-commitment we made to one another after that first night. I never should have agreed to no strings.

Not while we’re living together.

This isn’t happiness.

It’s a recipe for disaster.

 


Chapter 2

Harper

 

My chest is heaving and I have ... regrets. I have so many regrets.

He crawls up my body, trailing his tongue along the valley between my breasts until my back arches and he pulls a moan from me. The head of his cock finds the slick crease between my legs and as he clamps his teeth down on my right nipple, he pushes his hips forward.

Regrets.

But I don’t want him to stop. Ever.

My hands find his hair and tug, not very gently, because sometimes I want it rough. He’s so good at knowing what I want and how to deliver, and as soon as he feels the yank of my fingers in his mussed-up hair his pelvis pounds into mine.

“You want it hard?” he asks.

“So hard. Fuck me,” I say, pulling my knees up so he can go deeper.

“God, I love your pussy,” he whimpers, thrusting again.

This was a very bad idea. I’m going to destroy our lives if we keep this up.

The sensations begin to grow stronger. I know he’s close to finishing, and I’m getting there. He’ll wait as long as he can to make sure I finish first.

My brain won’t shut off. It isn’t until that first slow wave takes control that I mute it and let my body just ... feel. With each slow thrust, it builds more, and when Alex finds that magical rhythm and reaches between us to strum my clit like the strings of one of his guitars, I explode. Stars invade my sight and all that’s left is feeling. So many sensations all at once and as much as I want him to stop, I want him to never stop.

“Please,” I beg, hoping he doesn’t hold out on me much longer. “Please, finish with me.”

He slides his hand from my clit up to my neck and carefully wraps his hand around my throat. It’s the hottest thing a man has ever done to me and he does it almost every time. Never malicious, and always makes me yearn for him that much more. I had no idea how good a little consensual, gentle choking could feel after a hard day of being a verbal punching bag.

I love my job, but it’s hard.

“Harder,” I say.

When he grabs behind my knee with his free hand and lifts my hip so he can angle himself just so ...

“Oh my god,” I say, slamming my eyes shut. “Again.”

He moans. With each stroke he gets louder and I love every second of it as the noise brings me closer to the edge of climax. The sweat pools between my breasts and as he thrusts again, Alex releases my throat and dips his head to kiss my neck. Holding both my hips where he wants them with his weight, wrapping his arms beneath my head for leverage, he knows exactly when to take all the control and pump his pelvis fast, fast, slow, and repeat.

I grab his biceps, digging my nails into the muscular flesh as wave after wave reaches me, until his low groan turns to a primal need and he finishes. But he doesn’t just stop. He’s not a lover like I’ve had before. Alex continues to slide his cock in and out of my swollen pussy until he coaxes another small orgasm from me.

When he’s finally done with me, he kisses my lips, my cheek, my neck, and slowly works his way down my body as he pulls out ... leaving me feeling full and empty at the same time.

He crawls off his bed to go to the bathroom, throw the condom away, and clean himself up as I curl up beneath his blanket and hope I have the energy to leave this room before he comes back. But I’m never quick enough.

“Here,” he says, climbing under the covers with me, holding a bottle of water in the space between.

“You didn’t have to—”

“I know. But I’m not an asshole,” he says. Leaning down, he kisses me once again on the cheek, “Maybe someday you’ll see.”

I laugh, because I know he’s not and I do see it. All the time.

“Don’t make this difficult. We agreed,” I say, a gentle reminder of the promise we made to one another a few months ago.

The attraction was slow and subtle. We both needed a place to call home and sharing a house just seemed like the best option. The opportunity just kind of fell in our laps — Alex’s first, really, because he’s good friends with my sister-in-law, but he was generous enough to let me rent it as well. Essentially, we rent the house together from Maggie and split the cost. That was our normal when we both moved in back in May.

But it’s November now, and for the last several weeks at least one of us catches the other needing to relieve some stress. Sometimes a few times a week.

And last night was Thanksgiving at my brother’s house where he and Maggie and their friend Lilah were caught in the throes of a conversation about ... us.

“They think there’s something more happening,” Alex says, as if he’s reading my mind. “There could be more.”

“There can’t.”

“I still don’t understand why not,” he says, laughing as he leans back against his pillows and slides his arm behind his head.

“I don’t have a good answer for you. I just don’t think I’m in a good enough place to go from fucking my roommate to being in an actual committed relationship with him,” I say, sticking my tongue out at him for good measure. “Things at work are just ... a lot lately. I like when you help me burn off calories and relieve my stress. How’s work for you?”

He snickers, then lifts the bottle of water from my hand and takes a generous sip.

“It’s music, so I don’t think it’s nearly as demanding as social work, but it has its moments,” he says. “My classes at Eastman are way more taxing, but this semester is almost over.”

“Are you excited? You’re going to be a music doctor someday,” I say, and watch as his ears turn bright red. I sigh, and say, “I think it’s amazing.”

Rolling over to face me, Alex says, “Stay with me tonight.”

For a split second I think about how good it would feel, wrapped up in him all night long like the very first night. But, then my brain catches up.

“I don’t think that would be a good idea,” I whisper in the dim lamp light.

“I think it would be a phenomenal idea,” he whispers back.

“This isn’t supposed to be like that, Alex. This is no-strings. We promised.”

“Promises are meant to be broken,” he says, stroking his finger down the edge of my cheek.

“Not this one,” I say, taking a deep breath before leaning in to kiss his lips once more. “Not this time.”

 

 

 


Chapter 3

Alexander

 

It’s been months and we keep playing these games. She doesn’t want this to go further, though, so I’m respecting that and keeping my emotions out of it the best I can. We go about our days as if everything is normal. We move through the house like a well-oiled machine, chores and meals and existing together every morning and evening.

Then at night, she comes alive and I find myself ravaging her until we are both soaked with sweat. She brings out a part of me I never knew existed. She has to be strong and on her game all day long, and then when we’re at home, alone, she’s perfectly submissive and wants nothing more than for me to control all of her. To take it away and make it so she doesn’t have to think about everything.

“What are we even doing?”

“Having fun. I thought that’s what we agreed on,” Harper says. “This was supposed to be fun.”

Sitting at a restaurant, waiting for our drinks to arrive, I made the snap decision to jump right into the difficult questions. It doesn’t matter how much I enjoy pinning her to my mattress, the living room floor, or the kitchen table ... it’s time we have a real conversation about what we’re doing.

“But what about more? Come to Jayden’s wedding with me. See what we can be outside the bedroom.”

“No.” She laughs. “It’s not that I don’t want more, but, Alex, we promised we weren’t going to get attached. Me going to your cousin’s wedding with you would be getting attached. I show up with you and next thing you know someone is going to insist I try to catch the bouquet and you catch the garter and ... that’s not what we agreed to. We agreed to some good, stress reducing, fucking and that’s it. I want a hand necklace from you, not a commitment.”

The waitress arrives with my beer and her pineapple bourbon lemonade, and when I look up to thank her, the poor girl looks shellshocked.

“She didn’t ...” I trail off. There’s no getting her to think what Harper said isn’t what Harper said. I swallow hard and push my glasses up further on the bridge of my nose. “Thank you. We’re going to need a few minutes to finish looking at the menu.”

“Take your time, Romeo,” she says before turning and walking away with a smirk on her face.

Harper snickers as I drop my head into my hands.

“Sorry,” Harper says. “I didn’t realize she was coming over here.”

“I’m sure.”

“I really didn’t,” she says, taking a long sip of her drink. “But it’s true. I love what your hands do to me.”

Pulling my beer away from my lips, I take a long look at her. The exhausted look in her eyes. The eyeliner that’s clearly been dabbed at. The dried remnants of tears.

“Rough day?”

A big breath in, and then, “Yeah. One of my dementia patients passed away. I spent the day talking to their family. It just puts things into perspective.”

“Anything I can do?” I ask.

I’m her friend first. Our living situation created a friendship that turned into more, but I will always be her friend first.

“Not really. It’s part of the job, you know? They all have a special place in my life, but ... I’ll be fine.”

“I know, but that’s not what I asked,” I say.

“You look nice tonight. I like the tie. It matches your glasses nicely,” she deflects before lifting her menu and studying it to avoid any more conversation.

 

*****

 

The tie. I should have known when she mentioned it at dinner after knowing she’d had a hard day. Plus, it’s Friday and Valentine’s Day. Nope, we are not romantically involved. She reminded me again tonight, and now she’s silently begging for me to do all the non-romantic, naughty things she loves.

The only thing is we don’t usually play when liquor is involved.

“You’ve been drinking,” I say. “We don’t do things like this after alcohol.”

“That’s a rule I’m willing to break. Plus, it was only a few drinks and I ate,” she says, pulling me by my necktie through the kitchen. Her heels make her legs enticingly long as they disappear beneath a short, pleated skirt and I reach my hand out to lift the back of the fabric. Her free hand pushes the linen down and out of reach. “No peeking.”

“What are we even doing, Harper?” I rasp in her ear, as I step close to her and press her chest against the wall of the hallway leading to my bedroom.

“We’re playing with fire,” she says, and pushes her backside into my groin.

My hands trail up her thighs, lifting her skirt to find the snaps of the garter she wore tonight. She knew what she was doing when she came home to change for dinner. This was never intended to be a roommate dinner. Food was simply a preemptive to an evening of fucking each other’s brains out.

I rub slow, calming circles on the tender skin of her bare ass. Her breathing comes out in soft, little pants and as she relaxes her hips against me, I lift my hand away and bring it back to connect with her flesh, the sound reverberating down the hall.

The moan she releases makes my cock instantly hard.

This is a catastrophe. No. A fucktastrophe. That’s what this is.

“You’re going to ruin me for any other woman who wants purely vanilla, missionary sex,” I say, slipping two fingers into her pussy.

“First, there’s nothing wrong with vanilla. Second, maybe I’m just showing you exactly what kind of woman you need,” she says, dropping her forehead against the wall and sliding her hands up away from her body.

“So now you’re the teacher?”

“I like to be the teacher and the student,” she says, clenching her muscles around my fingers as I slowly work them in and out of her.

Her breath hitches as I pull them from her body and stick the coated fingers in my mouth.

“You taste ... delicious,” I say, making quick work of my tie, opening the knot enough to slip it over my head. Leaning in, I kiss her neck and say, “Hands behind your back, Harper.”

A shiver visibly runs the course of her body as the words reach her ears and I watch her skin pebble with goosebumps. Turning her head just enough to see me out of the corner of her eye, I notice the smile. She really likes my tie.

Her arms behind her, I loop the fabric around her wrists. Tightening the knot to restrain her, I wrap the tails around the fabric between her wrists and tie them snugly. She has wiggle room, but it’s just tight enough to give us both the illusion that she has zero control.

With just the tips of my middle fingers, I trace lines up both her arms until I reach her shoulders. One hand on the back of her neck, I slowly turn her face toward mine as I step to her side. Harper’s mouth opens slightly as her breathing quickens in anticipation, but I catch her off guard and turn her entire body toward me. She lets out a squeal as I bend to pick her up and place her over my shoulder, smacking her on the ass once I’ve got a good grip on her thighs.

I growl under my breath and step quickly toward my bedroom. This woman is going to be the death of me. Laying her across my bed, her arms beneath her, I withhold all the things I want — like tearing her clothes off and mauling her like an animal. I’m a gentleman, I remind myself. Her tongue peeks out from between her lips and I watch as she pulls her plump bottom lip between her teeth. It’s barely a second in time, but it makes me want her even more.

Beginning with her heels, those incredibly tall pumps, I slide my hands up her legs. Her muscular calves that I like throwing over my shoulders so I can go deeper; strong thighs that wrap around my hips to pull me closer; a soft, slender waist hidden beneath a skirt I need to get rid of. Finding the zipper near her hip, I pull to release each individual tooth until it stops and I tug the fabric. She lifts her hips just enough for me to slip the waist over her ass and then down her legs, leaving her in just thigh high stockings and a garter, her pussy laid bare for me to enjoy.

Bringing Harper to orgasm is a beautiful undertaking. She’s vocal and mouthy and loves what my tongue does to her, so there’s no objection as I kneel on the floor and pull her body to me until she’s resting her legs on my shoulders and I’m nuzzling the soft skin of her inner thigh. With each touch, every flick of my tongue, when my lips wrap around her tender clit, she moans louder begging me to do unspeakable things to the rest of her.

“I need you to fuck me. Please, Alex,” she cries out. A deep moan tears from her throat as I press two fingers deep into her center.

“You’re sure you’re ready?” I tease.

“If I were more ready, I would be laying in a puddle.”

Standing, I look at her, hands still bound and she’s not one bit mad about it. I pull her up to sitting, and as her breasts heave beneath a blue button-down dress shirt with each breath, she looks up at me. I unbutton one, two, three, buttons and outline the ridge of each breast as they strain against the open shirt. There’s nothing she can do about what she wants, though her eyes darken with need. I know the look well, and pull my shirt from my pants, unbuttoning it slowly in an effort to make this last as long as possible. I drop the dress shirt beside me, set my glasses on the nightstand, and pull my T-shirt over my head. Then, unbuckling my belt, I pop the button on my slacks, lifting the zipper pull tab and yanking the teeth apart before pushing my pants and boxer-briefs down my legs to pool at my feet and give her full access to my cock.

Without her hands, Harper leans in and licks the tip, then swirls her tongue around the head, and as I pull the hair that’s come loose from her braid back away from her face, she pushes her mouth down on me and swallows. Slowly lifting off, she carefully grazes her teeth along the underside of my penis and the sensation is almost too much. Then she goes further, until I’m touching the back of her throat and I just need to be inside her. She has other ideas and as I try to pull back a little, so she sucks her cheeks in.

“If you’re not careful ...” I say, my voice low and filled with warning.

Popping off my cock, Harper looks at me seductively, challenging me.

“What? If I’m not careful, what?” she asks, then licks her swollen bottom lip.

Before she can take me back into her mouth, I lean down and kiss her. Pulling her to standing, I break away from her and turn her away from me, walking into her until she kneels on the bed. I grab onto the tie still binding her hands, press her body forward until her bottom is in the air, and lean in to bite the creamy flesh.

Pulling my pants and boxers off my feet, I step away, stroking myself at the sight of Harper positioned perfectly in front of me, to get a condom from the nightstand. Tearing the wrapper and pulling the condom from the package, I glance at the bed. Harper has turned her head to watch me, so I make sure to roll the latex down my shaft slowly.

“You should look in the drawer,” she says, her voice hoarse and filled with wanting.

Quirking an eyebrow and tipping my head to the side, I comply. Beside the open box of condoms, she’s placed a small velvet pouch and a bottle of lubricant. Lifting the pouch and hanging it from my index finger, I inspect it without opening it. We’ve discussed. I know she likes her toys. But this is stepping into newer territory for me.

“Is this for you or for me?” I ask.

“The fact you’re asking makes me think the latter is something to explore,” she says as I slide the baggie open and reach in for the solid metal anal plug. “But I bought it for me.”

Tossing the plug on the bed and grabbing the lube, I walk back toward her.

“That looks huge. Are you sure?”

“Yes, please,” she whispers.

Placing my free hand on her lower back, I press down until she slides her knees apart and her body lines up perfectly with mine. I caress her bottom, warming her skin to prepare her for what she’s asking me to do, and then abruptly stop when she lets out a low moan. My fingers dance slowly down her skin, between her splayed legs, until I find her warmth and slide my thumb in while my middle finger finds her clit and rubs lazy circles on it.

Her breaths come quicker. She’s so close. I flip the lid on the lubricant open and squirt a generous amount on her puckered anus as she moans into the bedspread. Using the tip of the plug, I carefully ease it in, feeling her get wetter as I continue to massage her pussy with my thumb.

She pushes back toward me, searching for my cock. Pulling my fingers away, I grab my shaft and guide it into her, pressing slowly forward until I enter her and reach for her hips.

“You are so tight,” I groan, feeling the fullness from her ass as I pull out slightly and then push into her again.

“So full,” she moans, as I pull out again and then slide all the way to the hilt, filling her completely.

I can’t even talk dirty to her right now, afraid it’s going to put me over the edge too quickly, so I stay seated deep inside her as her muscles contract around my throbbing cock. It’s almost too much to bear and as much as I like having control and she loves giving it to me, I reach to her bound hands and untie the fabric. The satin slips off her wrists as I pull the knot out of the tie and leave the fabric hanging across her back. With her new freedom, Harper presses her palms into the mattress and lifts her upper body, grinding her pelvis back against me as she seeks relief.

Placing my hands on her lower back, I let her ride me while I enjoy the sensation. Her hair, still braided from our evening out, entices me and I grab it with my right hand, pulling her head back just enough to make her moan. With each thrust back against me, she’s finding a rhythm that works for her. Slamming back into me again, I drop my head and inhale sharply, feeling my orgasm building. She quickens her pace and I drop her hair to grab her hips to still her so I can take over, pumping my cock deep into her as she reaches between her legs and rubs her clit. 

“Everything ... feels so good,” she says. “I need to come. Oh my god, Alexander. Yes, harder.”

When she uses my full name, I’m gone. It does something to my brain, in a good way. Tightening herself around me, I feel her muscles contract and begin pulsing as my orgasm hits full force. My body stiffens as I hold her snugly against me, emptying everything I have into her.

Harper collapses onto the bed, her perfect ass still in the air with my cock buried in her pussy, and lets out a satiated moan while I attempt to catch my breath. I touch the plug, wiggling the end with the tip of my finger, and she moans again.

“No more. I can’t take more,” she says, her words muffled by the comforter. “Everything is too touchy.”

“You’re sure?” I ask, pressing my body against her.

“Positive.” Her response comes as she tightens her vagina around my overly sensitive cock while I’m pulling out of her, and then giggles when I grunt and pull completely out. “See? Everything is touchy.”

She rolls onto her side, watching me with a satisfied grin as I pull the condom off and tie the open end in a knot.

“That was different. What prompted it?” I ask, motioning toward her lower half before I set the lube on the nightstand with the little velvet pouch. Her face falls slightly, and I continue with, “I liked it. It felt good.”

Pulling my boxers on and then grabbing a pair of grey sweatpants from the closet, I wait for her answer.

“Um ... I read a lot of books. Some have been a little more adventurous than others lately,” she says, her cheeks pinking. “I liked it, too. I didn’t realize how much I would like it, though.”

Covering her face, she groans, then scoots off the bed. This isn’t her typical after behavior, but I give her a minute and take care of my dirty clothes, remake the part of my bed that got unmade, and pull on a clean shirt.

Walking down the hall toward the kitchen, I’m hellbent on getting water and a snack for us. The door to the bathroom opens as I begin to pass and Harper sheepishly looks at her stockinged feet.

“I need to put this away and find some pants. I picked up grapes and cheese today,” she says. Holding her hand open between us, there’s a shiny, clean, plug in her palm. I know I give her an amused look, but she reads it more as a question. “Snacks, Alex. I know you’re hungry. Plus, this is kind of the routine we’ve created for us.”

“Do you want water or something else?” I ask, leaning in and kissing her on the cheek.

“Water. So much water,” she says, smiling. “All that heavy breathing left me with dry mouth.”

We pass one another, but before she gets too far, I turn and smack her firmly on the ass. It prompts an excited yelp from her, and I enter the kitchen with a smile on my face.

 

 


Chapter 4

Harper

 

MAY

 

“I think I should move out.”

Maggie looks at me like I have three heads, and rightfully so because I practically begged her to let me move into her house a year ago when she moved in with my brother. But things have changed since then. For starters, I’ve been screwing my roommate like a freaking jackrabbit and if we don’t stop it’s going to end horribly for both of us.

Alex and I have talked at length about how I don’t want a commitment. Not from him and not from anyone else right now. I’m just fine going to work, coming home, having sex, going to my own bed, and repeat. Not every night, but it’s been more nights than not.

“You’re practically in a relationship with him. Why move out? You’re doing all the things couples do, Harp, just call it what it is,” Maggie says as she places another chocolate design on one of her gourmet cupcakes.

“It is fucking. That’s all it is,” I say, stealing a piece of a broken design. “What do you want me to do? End up like you and Maverick? You look like you’re going to drop that kid any day now.”

She shoots me a look that causes me to close my mouth quickly, only to open it again to put more chocolate inside. There’s a whole pile of the discarded pieces on the work counter in The Bakery on Main’s farm location. I might as well eat them, or she’s going to have to melt them again.

“You know what? I think you and Alex are adorable together. However, if you aren’t right for one another that’s something you can’t just create out of thin air. You can’t force it, Harper. That’s not how love works. I just know he sees you as a person he could settle down with,” she says, placing her hands on the counter and giving me her full attention. “Have you found someone else?”

“Someone else for what?”

“You’re addicted to Alex’s penis. Someone else for sex, Harper,” she laughs at me as my mouth drops open.

“No. No I have not.”

I hate when she calls me out like this. I really like my sex life. I mean, just last night ...

“So, what’s going to happen if you move out?” she interrupts my thoughts. “Booty calls to your old bedroom? And what happens if he finds another roommate? The semester is almost over, but I’m sure there are people still looking for somewhere to stay for the summer.”

“I should stay?”

“You should consider putting the sex on ice and figure out what you want to do about the Alex Agenda,” Maggie remarks.

The Alex Agenda.

There was never an agenda. There was never a plan to seduce the roommate. It was convenient. He was there. I was there. It’s been months of us making naked time a thing, and I’m not unhappy about it. Early on I thought for sure I was going to regret every single interaction. I was positive things were going to get weird.

Despite him wondering if we can take this to the next level and be a real couple, nothing has been weird.

“I’m worried I’m holding him back,” I finally admit. “What if the perfect girl for him shows up one day but he’s so focused on what we have and don’t have that he completely bypasses the opportunity to go for it? I don’t want him to be the reason he doesn’t fall in love with the right person.”

“Fair enough,” Maggie says. “I think you should talk to him about your feelings and your friendship. A real conversation, Harper. Not one of those post-coital, it was so good we aren’t going to remember what was said conversations. That’s how your brother gets me to agree to stupid shit all the time.”

I quickly place another piece of chocolate in my mouth without breaking eye-contact with her.

“That’s how we ended up with a puppy. Did you know that? He got me all messed up on orgasms and then laid it on real thick about how Sawyer and the new baby need a puppy,” she says. “So now? We have a puppy.”

Unable to contain my laughter, I cover my face.

“I cannot tell you how much I love you guys. The puppy was a shock, though. I had no clue it was a heat of the moment discussion. He didn’t share that tidbit,” I say, wiping tears from my eyes.

Handing me a cupcake, Maggie smiles gently like she’s about to break bad news.

“You need to talk to Alex,” she says, quietly. “Also, your brother would never share that with you. With Bentley, maybe, but not you. He likes to think about you as the innocent twin.”

I haven’t talked to my other brother in a couple weeks. I should call Bentley and get his perspective on this whole thing. He’s had his fair share of strange relationships, and I know for a fact he’s been in similar situations, so I ask Maggie if I should text him and request a brother-sister coffee date just as the front door opens.

“No. Whatever you do, don’t drag Bentley into this,” she says without looking up from the box she’s filling with treats.

“Don’t drag me into what?”

“Nothing,” Maggie and I say simultaneously as my eyes go wide and I don’t turn to look at Bentley.

“Cool. I don’t want to be part of your antics anyway. You’re always stirring shit up,” he says. “Mags, Rick wants to know what time you’re going to be done.”

“When I’m done,” she says, glaring at Bentley.

Holding his hands up, Bentley backs up until his butt hits the door.

“I will let him know the hugely pregnant lady is angry,” he says, pressing against the door and seeing himself out.

Maggie rolls her eyes.

“He’s been ... something else lately. I’m glad he’s helping Maverick and Sawyer with the greenhouse while I’m ginormous, but his mouth is going to get him kicked to the curb before this baby is born,” she says.

“He could always rent my bedroom when I move out,” I say.

“Again, no. Go home. Talk to Alexander. Be a responsible adult, Harper. You don’t need to move out. We are not running away from our problems. Repeat after me.”

Pushing away from the counter, I sigh heavily.

“Fine. I guess I can do that,” I say, resignedly.

“Repeat it.”

Blowing my hair off my forehead, I say, “We are not running away from our problems.”

“Good. Now get out so I can go see what your brothers need,” she says, untying her apron and coming around the counter to face me. Reaching up and taking my face gently in her hands, Maggie says, “I love you, Harper. I don’t want to see you hurt and I don’t want to see Alex hurt. Essentially, the two of you are the only ones who can decide what the future holds.”

 

*****

 

What the future holds is apparently me biting my lip and covering my eyes as soon as I walk in the house because my roommate just walked from the bathroom to his bedroom naked while using his bath towel to dry his hair. I wait until I’m sure he’s in his room and then make a beeline toward mine.

“Everything okay?” he asks, concerned, when he hears me shuffling through the house.

“Yup. I’m just trying to not look,” I say opening my door and stepping inside.

A moment later I realize I should close the door to keep him from coming and questioning me further, but I’m seconds slower than him and when I turn, he’s leaning his bare shoulder against the doorframe. The towel is draped low on his waist now and as I’m pulling my tongue back into my mouth from licking my bottom lip, he smirks.

Fucker.

“Trying not to look? What’s that about?” he questions, crossing his arms over his beautifully sculpted chest. It’s always the nerdy ones. Nerdy, kinky guys and delicate, pretty women are my favorite. “Harper? My eyes are up here.”

My head snaps back and for just a second, I think I should just give him the relationship. The sex is so good. I could let myself love him as more than my friend.

“I just ... I had a conversation with Maggie today and ...”

I can’t finish the sentence. He’s standing there looking at me, waiting for more, knowing there’s more. Way more. He was Maggie’s friend before she was my sister, and I am so grateful I have her to talk to about this because if it was another friend — which doesn’t actually exist because I’m always working or sleeping — I wouldn’t trust that friend nearly as much.

“You’re going to have to give me more than that to go on,” he says, his voice dropping.

“I need you to wear clothes to talk about this,” I say. Alex nods, his eyebrows furrowing but I’m not sure if it’s confusion or understanding, and pushes off the door to walk back toward his room. Covering my face and attempting to calm down because I don’t even know if I want to have this talk right now, it dawns on me he just got out of the shower. I know what he wears after showers. Yelling as loudly as I can, I say, “No grey sweats!”

I hear him chuckle.

“Sure thing,” he says from down the hall. “Do we need coffee or tea for this talk?”

“I’ll start the kettle,” I say and leave my bedroom only to collide with him in the walkway that runs the length of the house. “Oh my god. I need to get it together.”

He gives me a questioning look, but then his hand is at my back and he’s gently pushing me in front of him toward the kitchen. He’s pulling a chair out for me. He’s filling the kettle and setting it on the stove. And before he can sit down, I’m talking.

“It’s not that I can’t see myself with you, we’ve talked about this, but I don’t want to hold you down or back or whatever other direction your perfect match could be coming from,” I say.

“Perfection doesn’t exist. You know that right?” he asks, pouring steaming hot water into my mug. “It’s an illusion. I’m not perfect. You’re not perfect. But together we could be.”

He’s always sensible.

“But what if we aren’t and I’m just fooling myself thinking I could handle a relationship right now?”

He sets the kettle on the stove and comes back to sit at the table before responding. He’s so thoughtful when we have real conversations, and that’s something I hope to find in the next person, too. I’m almost certain whoever comes along next is going to be competing with Alex, in my head, to prove they’re worth having me.

“What is different between what we’re doing now and a relationship?”

“Because I don’t love you like a boyfriend. I love you like a friend ... who provides copious amounts of orgasms whenever I need them,” I say. Lowering my voice, I continue, “I sound like such a slut.”

His mug stills just before it reaches his lips. His eyebrow arches. He takes a sip. Swallows. Thoughtfully, he sets the mug back on the table ... and pushes his sleeves up his forearms before leaning on the table.

“Do not say that about yourself,” he growls, making sure to keep eye contact with me the entire time.

“Why not?” I whisper, challenging him. “It’s the truth.”

“Who all are you sleeping with?”

“Just you.”

“Then you lack the several other partners required to be considered a slut. You are not the definition. You’ve been with me and only me for months, and the same goes for me with you, so please strike the word from your vocabulary,” he demands.

“Professor Alexander has entered the chat,” I say, hoping to interject some humor.

It falls flat. I watch his nostrils flare slightly.

“First of all, that’s sexy as hell when you say it. Second, yes. I will use my strict professor voice or whatever because this is a lesson I need you to learn,” he says, his tone level. “I never have thought of you as that word. You know what you like, you know what you want, and it’s fucking hot to have a partner who isn’t afraid to demand pleasure for herself.”

“But I need to stop relying on you for it, Alex. I want you to date. I want you to find real love. I want you to have fun with other people,” I say, much to his chagrin. “I can always add to my collection of toys, but I need a stop date for us.”

“We’re breaking up? For real?”

“It feels like it,” I say, the emotion rising in my throat, choking me slightly. “Even if we aren’t really dating, we’re not an official couple, yeah ... I think this is us breaking up.”

“You won’t wait until after my cousin’s wedding and come with me?”

Smiling sadly, I shake my head.

“That’s still a couple months off. I don’t want to string you along just so you have a date to the wedding, Alex. I’ve been saying I won’t go and that hasn’t changed,” I say.

“I needed to try at least one more time,” he says, shrugging as he plays with the handle of his mug. 

“Do you want me to move out? I won’t be mad if you say yes, but I might need time to figure out where to go. I don’t think Maverick and Maggie are going to want me crashing on their couch with her so close to having the baby,” I say.

I wasn’t going to bring up moving out, but I couldn’t help it. He’s become part of my daily life and I don’t want us not being together to disrupt his routine. Not that it would or should, but you never know.

“We were fine before we let curiosity get the better of us. I don’t want you to move out if you don’t want to. I would never expect that,” he says, and I breathe a little easier. Wiping his finger across the rim of his mug, he looks thoughtfully at me. “What should our breakup day be?”

“Not tonight?”

“Definitely not tonight.”

“Tomorrow. It’ll be tomorrow,” I say, not denying what he isn’t saying out loud.

He hears me, just as clearly, and leaves his mug sitting on the table. He stands and pulls me gently from my chair. Trailing along behind him, my hand in his, Alex takes me to bed one more time.

 


Chapter 5

Alexander

 

TWO MONTHS LATER

 

“So, I’ll be back next Wednesday. Please don’t burn the house down and no parties,” I say, throwing the tie in my suitcase.

“I have never once thrown a party in your absence. I can’t believe you think I would do that,” she says, holding her hand over her heart pretending to be shocked. “You’re taking my favorite tie?”

“Don’t do that,” I warn, feeling the tightness in my jaw as I clench my teeth.

We “broke up” and haven’t been together since. That was May. A lot has happened since then. Maggie and Maverick had the baby, Harper took on more cases locally as a dementia care social worker at a nursing home facility, Mags’ grandmother — who was Harper’s first local client — passed away, I’ve been stressed out this entire semester of grad school as I work toward my doctorate, and through it all Harper and I didn’t slip once. Well, there was an almost around the time I was starting summer classes, but we chose not to burn ourselves and quickly retreated to our own rooms.

“Sorry,” she says, quietly acknowledging what she said and my reaction. “It’s going to look great with your khakis. You’re wearing the long pants, not the shorts, right?”

Normal. We are acting like normal friends. It’s not at all strange for me to behave like I wasn’t falling hard for her and it came to a screeching halt. I knew the rules.

“I’m taking both just in case,” I say.

“What’s in this bag?” she asks nudging my backpack with her foot. “And why does it feel like textbooks?”

Folding another shirt and placing it in my suitcase, I shrug.

“Because they are textbooks?” I respond. “I like reading and it’s music theory and research for my dissertation. I can’t fall behind. Plus, I’m putting together the syllabi for the classes I’m teaching in the fall.”

Standing from the end of my bed, she walks to the door.

“Nerdy, kinky boy. Just make sure you take time to have fun, too. Is your cousin going to follow through on his threat to find you an escort?” she asks.

I know she doesn’t mean to have a tone, but there is definitely a little jealousy mixed in with curiosity.

After she said for the final time she wouldn’t come with me to the wedding, I told her about Danny’s idea of finding a stripper for me to bring. She hasn’t let it go and has been looking up escort services local to the wedding. It’s become a big joke.

“Probably not. I hope not. I’d really rather go alone than put some poor woman through a formal event with me,” I say, tossing socks and underwear in my bag. “I don’t dance. Not well. I can slow dance, but all the other stuff? No thanks.”

Harper laughs and leans against the doorframe.

“You make yourself sound boring, Alex. You’re anything but boring. I hope at some point you learn how interesting you are,” she says, quietly. “Take some time and go to the beach. Stick your feet in the sand. Enjoy the sun. Listen to the waves. They’ll play a lullaby for you at night if you listen closely.”

Then she’s gone from my door. I watch her walk away, in her dress clothes for work with her sensible shoes and the braid down her back, and it hits me how interesting she is, too.

“Hey, Harp?”

“Yeah?” she asks, turning at the kitchen doorway to look back at me.

“I’ll go to the beach. I promise.”

 

*****

 

My flight landed in Norfolk on time and the car rental went smoothly. Then, I needed to get to Kitty Hawk, which, according to GPS was supposed to take another hour and a half. I took that as a challenge and made it in just over an hour. Pulling into the driveway of the six-bedroom mini mansion my parents and other family have rented for the week, I park the car just after 3 p.m. and take a deep breath.

There’s a rap at the passenger window and when I turn my head to look, all I see is ... butt cheeks.

Fucking Danny.

I open the door and climb out as quickly as I can, rounding the front of the car as he’s pulling his swim trunks up.

“You’re finally here!” he yells.

He’s drunk and loud. He’s a lot to manage. He’s one of my favorite cousins, primarily because he’s everything I’m not. Sporty, obnoxious, a ladies man. Your typical “bro” kind of guy. At least when he’s off the clock. When on the clock? He’s a hot shot lawyer and good at his job. He’s somehow single and, now that Harper and I are not together, I will never introduce the two of them. Ever. As long as I can help it.

Reaching a hand out, Danny grasps mine and pulls me into him for a hug. He’s sweaty and smells like a mix of sunscreen and tequila.

“Hitting the bottle a little early?” I ask, laughing.

“When on vacation and sending your brother to his death, we drink. A lot.”

Wrapping his arm around my shoulder, he begins leading me up the path to the house and doesn’t let go when I attempt to turn back so I can at least grab my phone from the car.

“You know he’s just getting married, right? She’s not a viper and she’s not going to steal him away from the family,” I say, shoving my hands in the pockets of my shorts and toying with the car key fob.

“I know, but he’s my only brother and now I can’t just steal him away for bar nights and fishing trips,” he whines.

“You’re full of shit and need to knock it off,” Jayden says, meeting us at the door. “Alex, please don’t let this douche manipulate you into thinking I’m going to change much.”

Parts of my family are a bit overwhelming sometimes. But, it’s the two of them and me on our moms’ side of the family. There’s also a reason I haven’t moved south to be closer to them. Because they’re a lot.

“Where’s your hot roommate? I thought she was coming with you?” Jayden asks.

“Uh.” I press my thumb and fingers against my forehead and rub the confused wrinkles away. “Nope. Harper wasn’t going to come with me. I thought Danny told you?”

We exchange a look and then both look at Dan.

“Whoops? In my defense, he told me months ago he was hoping she would come with him, so I might have not changed it from Harper’s name to ‘guest’ like he wanted me to. Penelope is going to murder me, isn’t she?”

“So ... beer?” Jayden says looking at me again instead of handling his brother.

I nod but then excuse myself to grab my bags from the car and text Harper to let her know I arrived safely.

Harper: enjoy the debauchery!

Me: Yeah, apparently that’s already started.

I slide my phone in my pocket and sling the backpack over my shoulders before picking up the suitcase. Hiking back up the driveway to the house my phone dings again with a text message, so I stop to check it.

Harper: don’t come home pregnant you saucy little minx.

Smiling down at the phone, I take a moment to enjoy her humor.

Me: I can’t promise anything. We’ll see how the week goes.

“Who are you smiling about?”

Jayden is sitting at the top of the stairs to the porch, a beer in each hand, and his big brother face on. He’s always been the more down-to-earth of the two brothers, which is why it didn’t surprise me when he told me he was finally proposing to his high school sweetheart. They’ve already been together for a decade, but they wanted to be established in their professional roles. To me, that absolutely makes sense. To his brother? Danny consistently tried to make it sound like Penelope was stringing his brother along, which was never the case.

“So? Who’s the one making you smile?” he asks again when I don’t respond.

“Um, it was Harper. She was just being silly, you know, and it made me wish she had actually come with me,” I say.

He nods, takes a swig of his beer, and then holds the other bottle out to me.

“She broke your heart?” he questions as I sit down beside him.

“Only a little,” I admit. “But a little sometimes feels like a lot.”

“True.”

“But I don’t blame her for me getting attached. She’s easy to love,” I say. “I just wish she was in a place to love me back.”

I don’t want to spend this week thinking about what we could have had when I’ve asked her to act like we’re just friends. No longer with benefits. I fully understand why she broke it off, and when she offered to move out to make it easier that about killed me. She’s the perfect person to share a house with and once we took sex out of the equation, that’s what we were back to doing. Sharing a house.

“I get it. Maybe someday she will be,” he says. “Just don’t wait around for her.”

“That hadn’t even crossed my mind,” I lie, and he knows I’m lying but remains quiet.

“Beach. You need to go get your toes wet and tan up that pasty New York winter skin,” Jayden says, switching topics and standing up. “Let’s get your shit in the house and then it’s time for the ocean.”
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