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  One
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The scent of cinnamon and cloves drifted through the small condo like a promise. Or a warning. Susanna Tawnie stirred the contents of the large saucepan on the stovetop, watching cranberries bubble and pop in slow bursts. They reminded her of tiny red hearts giving up their fight. Morbid, perhaps, but then again she did spend all night last night with Caiden watching horror flicks. 
The condo smelled like Thanksgiving, or at least her version of it. Sweet potatoes roasted in the oven, slathered in brown sugar and butter. A pecan pie cooled on the counter beside a tray of homemade stuffing, stuffed with bits of apple and spicy sausage. There was also a foil-covered casserole dish filled with green beans swimming in cream sauce that threatened to revolt if she added one more pinch of salt. She only hoped she did her mother proud when everyone dug into the dishes tomorrow, having called her and begged for the recipes after telling her parents she wasn’t making it home for Thanksgiving that year. She wanted to spend it with her roommates instead, which did not please her mother at all.
The condo itself was cozy but modern: sleek black granite countertops, whitewashed wood floors, and a mismatched collection of artwork that only happened when a surfer-slash-artist and a Type-A attorney tried to compromise on décor. One side of the living room held Caiden’s giant canvas of ocean swirls and moonlight, while the other hosted Brandon’s precisely arranged bookshelf, organized by subject and binding color.
It was a far cry from when she arrived after answering an ad on Facebook Marketplace for a roommate at the Sea Breeze Condominium. Then the walls were still bare, save for the surfboard propped in the hallway and the perfectly straight line of legal books on a black metal shelf. She had clutched her duffel bag tighter as she stood in the doorway, blinking up at the high ceilings of the beachside condo that smelled like sage, coffee, and a hint of the ocean.
Brandon had greeted her at the door with a handshake and a nod, all crisp button-down and unreadable eyes under his thick hair, dark as espresso, which was always neat but never still, while Caiden emerged from the kitchen, barefoot, shirtless, the bangs of his shaggy brown hair falling into his hazel eyes, and offering her a Pop-Tart.
“Well,” she had murmured with a laugh as she dropped her bag by the couch, “this is going to be interesting.”
She had no idea then just how interesting, but the past few months had filled her in quickly.
And now, she danced barefoot in her favorite fuzzy socks, wearing a cardigan that kept slipping off one shoulder. She was elbow-deep in meal prep and deliberately too busy to make the eleven-hour drive to see her parents this holiday.
The excuse? Too much to do. The truth?
Caiden Grisham. 
At least, that was part of it.
Of course, she had told no one that. Well, no one besides her best friend Anne, who worked at the big department store in the mall right down from where Susanna worked.
She paused, wiping her hands on a dishtowel and glancing across the open-concept living room. Molly Bennet sat on the floor in front of Brandon’s dark leather recliner, legs folded under her, hands folded neatly in her lap. Her sharp black heels hadn’t moved an inch since she walked through the door and took her usual spot sitting at Brandon’s feet. He sat behind her, one hand resting on her shoulder, his thumb drawing slow, deliberate circles as he read the paper.
The energy between them was magnetic in a way that made Susanna’s skin prickle. There was nothing overt—no whispered commands, no hand signals or nods—but the power dynamic was undeniable, and it had mesmerized Susanna for the past few months as she watched it.
Brandon, dark and unreadable in his usual slim-fit button-down and perfectly pressed slacks, looked every bit the composed dominant. Molly, sleek in a low-cut crimson silk blouse and pencil skirt that hugged her hips like the designer had created it specifically to attract discipline, played the part to perfection. Except… she didn’t look right tonight.
Her smile was stiff. Her shoulders too tight, and her eyes flitted to the hallway more than once, as though she was calculating an escape route. None of this was usual behavior for the other woman, who always seemed so at ease with Brandon’s rules and rituals, always eager to please him in every little detail.
Susanna had watched them interact for months: at parties, at the occasional late-night gathering, and once, from behind a door that hadn’t fully latched. That time had left her breathing heavily and alone in her room for reasons she didn’t dare name.
She had never considered herself submissive. Not really. She wasn’t sure that being told what to do by someone, turning over complete control to one person was for her. However, watching Molly melt under Brandon’s command had stirred something inside her, something curious and heated and laced with the kind of longing she usually kept shoved into the back of her closet with her college diary and her vibrator. All right, the vibrator was in her nightstand, but still…
Still, she had watched the two of them enough to know that tonight felt… different. Not from Brandon, who seemed his usual calm, structured self. No, this was all Molly.
Caiden slid next to Susanna, not close enough to make it look intimate, but close enough that she knew he was there. Could feel his heat, smell his cologne. And it made parts of her quiver as she tried to focus on what she was doing.
“You know,” he whispered, leaning in closer, “you’re going to strain your neck if you keep watching them like that.”
She jerked around, leaning back as she stared at him, her brows furrowed. “What? I don’t…” She took a slow breath, his words finally registering on her. “Don’t you think Molly’s acting odd?” She turned back to the others, her brows still pinched. “Something’s wrong.”
Caiden glanced into the living room to where the other two sat as Brandon leaned forward, whispering something in Molly’s ear. Caiden shrugged. “Those two have always been a little weird. How can you tell anything’s different?”
She laughed softly as she swatted his arm. “Don’t be mean. I’m serious.”
“So am I.” A soft chuckle bubbled out of him. “I’ve lived with the man longer than you.” He pointed to the living room with an uplift of his chin. “This is normal, if not a little tame for him. Usually, he has his submissive a little less dressed.”
Susanna wasn’t sure she believed him. Things still felt a little off.
Molly turned where she sat to face Brandon better, her face slipping to a mask of seriousness. “I need to speak to you, please, sir. Alone, please.” Her voice was tight but even.
Brandon blinked once, obviously surprised, and nodded. “Of course. We can go to my room.”
Susanna tried not to watch, but couldn’t help casting furtive glances their way as they disappeared down the hallway. Brandon’s door clicked shut behind them like a gavel slamming down on the evening, and the weird feeling she had grew. Something definitely wasn’t right.
She turned back to her cranberry sauce, suddenly very aware of how silent the condo had become. Even Caiden had stopped humming.
“Um, Suze, I think you’re killing that cranberry sauce,” Caiden said from behind her, his voice low and amused.
She turned to find him leaning against the fridge, barefoot and shirtless as usual, a smudge of charcoal dusting one hip like he’d just come from sketching on the balcony. His shaggy brown hair curled slightly at the edges, damp from a recent shower or the ocean—either was possible.
“You say that now,” she said, flicking a cranberry off the wooden spoon. “But wait until you try my gravy. It’s a crime against poultry.”
“Is that supposed to be a good thing?” He grinned and stepped closer, too close. His arm brushed hers, deliberately slow, and she didn’t pull away as a tremor of excitement rippled through her. “You’re gorgeous when you cook.” He leaned over her shoulder, eyeing the array of food with a gleam that wasn’t just hunger for dinner. “Like a domestic goddess with a sin streak.”
“Stop it,” she whispered, cheeks heating.
“I’m just saying,” he continued, his hand settling lightly at the small of her back, “Brandon’s distracted. Who knows how long the two of them will be in his room doing all kinds of kinky things, and I wouldn’t mind a preview of tomorrow’s dessert.”
“You’re incorrigible,” she said, though she didn’t step away. Instead, she let his fingers trace the waistband of her leggings, just for a moment, just enough to make her heart skitter and her panties wet. Then she placed the spoon in the sink and turned back to the oven before she did something reckless, like wrap her arms around his neck and kiss him in front of the pie.
“You love it and you know it,” he whispered, giving her hip a playful squeeze before backing off.
She did. She knew it.
That was the problem.
It wasn’t just Caiden’s teasing that had her skipping Thanksgiving with her family this year for the first time in her twenty-five years walking this world. It was that she couldn’t pull herself away from either of them, even though there was nothing between her and Brandon. It was this thing, this twisted, wonderful, terrifying knot she’d tied herself into between fantasy and reality. She was in a relationship with both, but Brandon simply didn’t know it.
And now Molly was in his bedroom, probably doing things Susanna had only dared to imagine.
She told herself she didn’t care. After all, why would she? She was in some sort of odd relationship with Caiden, even though they had remained hush-hush about it, not really labeling it as anything official. That was more her doing than his, but even so, she knew she shouldn’t be thinking of Brandon the way she had been when she was alone at night.
But then the door to Brandon’s bedroom opened way sooner than she would have expected, and Molly stepped out, red-rimmed eyes glistening.
Molly’s heels clicked against the hardwood as she crossed the living room without a word. No smirk. No haughty posture that had been typical of her over the past few months. Just the devastating quiet of a woman walking away from something to which she had given her all.
She didn’t even look back. Didn’t say goodbye. She just left.
The front door closed behind her with a soft, final click.
A few seconds later, Brandon appeared in the hallway, his expression as unreadable as always. However, Susanna saw the storm behind his dark eyes. Not rage. Not regret.
Loss.
And her heart broke for him and what she could only assume happened in the bedroom. 
Susanna wiped her hands on a towel as she turned to stare at him, wanting desperately to rush to him and wrap her arms around him. But she didn’t, knowing he would have hated that.
Caiden cocked a brow as he slipped his hands into his pockets. “That looked… serious. Everything all right?”
Brandon took a deep breath, and when he spoke, his voice was low and steady. “She asked to be released. We’re over.”
Susanna blinked. “Just like that?”
He nodded once. “She said it’s been coming for a while. She didn’t feel… seen. Heard.” He shrugged. “I don’t know.” He rubbed the back of his neck, and for the first time, he looked unsure.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered.
Brandon glanced up, and their eyes met. He simply gave a quick nod. “I’m going to call it a night. Thanks for everything you’ve done tonight. Everything smells incredible. I’m looking forward to tasting it.”
He turned and disappeared down the hall before she could say anything else. She stood there, staring after him, as the door to his room closed with a soft click.
And just like that, the condo felt too quiet again.
Susanna leaned against the counter, staring at the darkened hallway, her heart aching. Not just for him. But for the woman in the red silk blouse who’d walked out crying, turning her back on someone amazing.
And for the man left behind, who was trying to hold it all together.






  
  Two
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Thanksgiving Day dawned with the scent of brown sugar and roasted sage clinging to the air. Susanna moved about the kitchen in a pair of fuzzy socks and a faded T-shirt that read “Feast Mode,” brushing her hair behind her ear as she checked the sweet potato casserole under the broiler. The marshmallows were just starting to brown. She bit her lip, leaned in closer, and then quickly yanked the pan out before they went from golden to torched. One holiday disaster averted. 
She had a hard time sleeping last night, worried about Brandon after his breakup and how broken he appeared. After he disappeared down the hallway, she had finished cleaning the kitchen, gave Caiden a kiss on the cheek goodnight, and then escaped to her bedroom with her twisted thoughts: Brandon was now free.
She glanced over her shoulder to where Brandon slumped in the recliner like a statue made of gloom. The television flickered with color and confetti as the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade rolled on, but his eyes were glassy, fixed on the screen without really watching. He had said little since Molly walked out the night before. Not since he woke up that morning. Not even after his third cup of coffee, which he didn’t drink, just let sit there and get cold. When Caiden offered him breakfast, all Brandon did was grunt, refill his coffee cup, and return to his recliner. He hadn’t even dressed for the day like he would normally do. He still wore pajama pants, a white T-shirt, and no slippers. None of it was normal for him, and it bothered her to see him that way.
She turned, a dish towel over her shoulder and casserole mitts still on her hands. “Do you think he’s even blinked since the Snoopy balloon came on?”
Caiden leaned against the counter, slicing thick wedges of cranberry sauce from the can, not because they didn’t have homemade, but because he claimed the wobbly, ridged kind was a Thanksgiving non-negotiable. “I think he’s meditating on heartbreak. Or maybe he’s just counting every time Al Roker mentions ‘holiday cheer.’”
She smiled softly, but her stomach turned with worry. Brandon wasn’t just stoic today. He was… dulled. Hollowed out.
“Has he said anything about why Molly left?” she whispered.
Caiden shook his head. “Nope. Shut down city. He won’t talk about it. Won’t talk at all, really. Just said he was fine. Actually, he grunted it. Which is code for ‘I am not fine, but you better not ask again.’ He grunts that one a lot.”
She exhaled, then began arranging dinner rolls on a platter. “I just… I just don’t know what to think. She blindsided him. You could tell he hadn’t seen it coming, or else he would have been better prepared. And I know he’s not perfect, but it’s not like he didn’t care about her. Do you think it was the lifestyle? That she got in too deep or decided it wasn’t for her?”
“Oh, it was for her, all right.” Caiden set down the cranberry knife and walked behind her, giving her waist a quick squeeze. “You’re a good person, you know that?”
She gave him a look. “Don’t get all mushy on me before the stuffing’s even on the table.”
“No promises.”
Dinner was ready by four. She had set the table with mismatched plates and hand-folded napkins she had insisted on fanning into little turkeys. Caiden helped light the candles and pour the wine, while Brandon… just moved from the recliner to the table like a ghost putting on a suit.
Susanna sat across from him, with Caiden to her right. She carved the turkey, and Caiden served the stuffing. Brandon just picked at his plate, one hand holding his whiskey.
Caiden glanced over at her, one brow cocked. She shrugged, giving him the look she hoped he took to mean, “Do something.”
He gave a curt nod and then took a sip of his wine. “So, did you guys see that segment with the marching penguin balloon?” he asked, setting the glass back on the table. “One of them lost a flipper. It looked like he was giving the crowd the finger.”
Susanna laughed. Brandon didn’t. He just sat there, stirring his mashed potatoes.
She tried next, forcing a smile onto her face as she glanced over at him. “My mom texted a photo of the family pies. I swear my Aunt Wendy’s crust could stop a bullet. It crunches louder than the dinner conversation.”
Nothing. Not even a smirk.
So much for general conversation.
Caiden tilted his head, a concerned look on his face. “Hey, man, how’d you sleep last night?”
Brandon’s fork paused mid-air as he shrugged, glancing over at Caiden. “Didn’t.” And then he went right back to staring at his food.
Susanna tried not to wince. She then offered a gentler nudge as she held her fork in front of her, gravy dripping from the mashed potatoes. “You got any plans this weekend? I was thinking of hitting up the holiday market by the boardwalk. You could come if you’re not busy. Might be good to get out. Get some fresh air. Sunshine.”
“No plans,” Brandon said, low and flat. “And no thanks.”
Eventually, Caiden and Susanna gave up, realizing there was simply no pulling Brandon from his doldrums. They fell into a quiet, comfortable rhythm with each other, talking about her almost burning the marshmallows, about Caiden’s childhood turkey-day surf sessions, and whether or not the stuffing tasted different this year, which she reminded him she wasn’t there last year so had no idea. Brandon sat through it all like a sculpture that occasionally moved his fork.
After dessert, Caiden excused himself to clean up, while Brandon said he was going to lie down for a bit. Susanna took that opportunity to slip out onto the balcony so she could call her parents. Her dad answered on the third ring, and she could hear the chaos in the background.
“There’s our turkey!” he said, warm and cheerful. “You’re missing some proper Tennessee cold, baby girl. Perfect for snuggling by the fire with some hot cocoa. The wind nearly blew your mama’s pie off the windowsill. And your uncle Leroy’s RV got stuck in the mud again. Took four of us and a tractor to pull it out. Your cousin Jesse swears it was sabotage.”
A smile toyed at her lips, but before she could respond, her mother’s voice rang out from somewhere behind him. “Is that Susanna? Don’t hog the call, Frank! Let me talk to her!”
“She’s on the line, Alice,” he called back. “And I’m talking to her. Just give me a minute. And stop shouting. I’m holding the phone!”
Her mom’s voice took over the call from the background seconds later, slightly breathless and already thick with emotion. “We missed you, honey. It wasn’t the same without you. The boys argued over the turkey legs, like they were still ten. And your cousin Macy tried to claim dibs on the wishbone—your daddy nearly launched a fork at her.”
Susanna closed her eyes, shaking her head as her smile grew. She could picture everything her mother said, knowing Thanksgiving was always a chaotic event whenever her family got together. 
“Then the power blinked out during the blessing,” her mother continued, screaming in the background. “And your grandma insisted it was a sign from God, probably because I forgot the deviled eggs. You know how she loves my deviled eggs.”
“You getting the play-by-play, baby girl?” her dad asked, chuckling into the phone. “Can you tell you were missed?”
Susanna stared out at the curling waves, one hand curled tight around the phone. Every time she called her parents, it was the same thing. She always called her father, knowing he had the volume up loud enough for the neighbors to hear the conversation, and her mother always took over, screaming across the room, her dad patient enough to let her get away with it. “I missed you guys, too. How was dinner?”
“Delicious,” her mother called out before Susanna’s father could answer.
“Please, Alice, let someone else talk,” her father said. “It was my phone she called after all. You always do this.” She heard him take a deep breath. “Sorry, baby girl. And dinner was delicious. Your mom made extra of the sweet potato pie, just in case you changed your mind and showed up late, surprising us. You know how your sister claims that the crunchy topping is better than the filling? Well, I had words about that, because you and I both know it is better. The topping is the whole point.”
In the background, her mother replied without missing a beat. “He’s wrong, but I didn’t argue. Much. You know how he gets when he’s full of pie and nostalgia. There’s just no getting through his thick skull.”
“Ignore your mother,” her father said with a chuckle. “It’s been a good day so far. How about there? You have a good day so far?”
She paused for just a moment. “Good,” she said, careful and bright. “Dinner came out really well. The turkey browned up perfectly, and the stuffing wasn’t dry, which is a miracle. Caiden even helped, sort of. He’s convinced canned cranberry sauce is the superior version, which is just… well, it’s a battle I will not win.”
She laughed a little and let herself drift into the details: how she’d almost burned the marshmallows, how Caiden and she folded the napkins into something resembling turkeys, how the table looked better than it had any right to in a condo shared by three adults with wildly different decorating styles. She left out Brandon’s silence. Left out the way he hadn’t laughed. Left out the way his eyes looked just a little emptier than yesterday.
“But yeah,” she added softly. “It was good. Different. But good.”
“Well, I know your mom was waiting for you to bust through the door,” her father told her. “It just wasn’t the same without you here. I think your sister felt ganged up on with no one in her corner.”
She smiled, picturing her brothers giving her sister, the youngest of the group, a hard time. “I almost did.”
But she didn’t. Because she couldn’t. Not with Caiden there. Not with Brandon unraveling in slow motion.
She promised she’d visit soon, wishing them a safe trip back to Indiana. Promised to send pictures of her first Thanksgiving away. And promised she was okay.
And then she hung up with a lump in her throat and walked back inside, wondering if anyone else at that table had felt like a missing piece, too.
In the kitchen, Caiden had already rolled up his sleeves and was elbow-deep in sudsy water, rinsing dishes with casual ease. He looked up when she entered, his smile soft.
“Hey, everything okay? How’s the family?”
She nodded, tucking her phone into her pocket and grabbing a clean towel from the drawer. “Yeah. Just the usual chaos of trying to talk to my father while my mother screams in the background. They missed me. My dad said Uncle Leroy’s RV got stuck in the mud again, and my mom nearly lost a pie to a wind gust.”
“Ah, Tennessee drama. Can’t beat it.” He laughed. “Or so I’ve heard. I’ve never left Florida, to be honest. You can’t surf in Tennessee.”
Susanna started drying a plate, standing beside him at the sink. For a moment, the kitchen felt warmer, more grounded. Normal. He bumped her hip gently.
“So?” he asked. “How was your first Thanksgiving beachside? I bet it was a lot different from being surrounded by family.”
She smiled faintly, eyes flicking toward the window. The Florida sky was pinking toward sunset, no snow, no chill, just the hint of ocean breeze slipping through the cracked balcony door.
“Different,” she said. “No boots. No coats.” She scoffed. “We don’t even need pants.”
“Now there’s a new tradition,” Caiden said, laughing. “No pants on Thanksgiving.”
She rolled her eyes. “You know what I meant. We could go to the beach or to the community pool. It’s weird that it’s still so damn hot here. Makes the holidays feel weird.” She shook her head. “There were no cousins stuffing turkey feathers into the ceiling fan, but… it was nice. The food turned out. The apartment didn’t burn down. I survived.”
“High bar,” Caiden teased.
“Honestly,” she said, voice dripping with surprise. “I thought I’d be more homesick. And I was a little. But being here? With you guys? It felt… familiar in a way I didn’t expect, even with Brandon moping about.”
He handed her another plate, eyes softening. “Good different or weird different?”
She took the plate and smiled. “Good different. Definitely good.”
And even as she said it, she couldn’t help but glance toward the living room. Toward the man who had finally came back out of his room but hadn’t said more than ten words all day.
Brandon might have felt none of it.
But she had.
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She felt Caiden’s hands gripping her waist as he kissed the back of her neck, sending shivers down her spine. Her hands were full, one with a suds-covered plate and the other, the sponge she was washing it with. He pushed into her, the bulge in his shorts announcing where his thoughts were, bringing a giggle out of her as she tried to push back, not to grind against him, although that had its possibilities, but rather, to back him up.  
“Will you stop?” she said, still giggling. “If you need something to do with your hands, grab a towel and help.”
He wasn’t listening. Instead, he slid his hands around her waist and snuggled into her tighter. “But this is so much more fun, and you’re kind of helpless right now, which is perfect.” His voice was a soft tease of a whisper in her ear. “Tell you what. Let’s have some cuddle time now, and then I’ll help you with the dishes.”
She continued washing the plate, ignoring his attempts at an evening romp. “Brandon will be home any minute, and you know it.”
“Great!” Caiden stood up straighter. “Then he can do the dishes, and we can sneak off to have our own bit of fun.”
Susanna bumped him with her ass, forcing him to back up or risk injury to his manhood. “Mhm, I’m sure he’ll jump right on that. He’s not extremely helpful in that area, if you haven’t noticed. And it’s worse since Molly broke up with him.”
Caiden finally surrendered, swinging around so his ass was resting against the counter, arms crossed over his chest. “Yeah, I’ll admit it was good to see him take his grump ass to that bar of his this afternoon. Thank God for cigar bars.”
After lunch, Brandon had decided he needed to get out of there for a bit, and left for the cigar bar he loved going to after a big win. He told her not to hold dinner for him because he didn’t know when he’d be back. She had just watched as he left, his shoulders slumped, his eyes without their normal brightness. She hadn’t heard from him since.
While Caiden moved from behind her, it was obvious he had no intention of going too far. Of that, she was glad, however. She wanted Caiden close. Yet, with their roommate due home any moment, it wouldn’t be good for him to walk in on the two of them wrapped in a lover’s embrace. It would force them to explain things she wasn’t ready to explain. Not with the sudden rush of confusion swirling around in her head.
Caiden chuckled softly, the sound having a calming effect on her, rather than coming across as mocking. “I’ve lived with him a lot longer than you have, remember? Brandon Wallace is not exactly talented in the cleaning area. He really is helpless in taking care of himself. Truly. Which is why I think he always has a submissive in his life. Why, if it wasn’t for us, he’d be living in squalor, no doubt.”
She remembered how Molly would come over every night and make sure Brandon’s suit was ready for the next morning, placing everything on his valet so it was easy to reach. She also did other things, like organize his briefcase, shine his shoes, and take his clothes to the cleaners.
And then there were the kinkier things, which had her intrigued.
“I doubt that seriously.” Still, she laughed, giving a shake of her head at the image of the well-polished Brandon living in anything except pristine conditions. “He couldn’t have climbed the corporate ladder the way he has if he was lazy.”
“I never said he was lazy. I said he’s a slob. There’s a difference. He’s a kick-ass lawyer and puts his all into each case. Hell, if I were in trouble, he’d be the first person I reached out to for help.” He squinted and gave a weak shrug. “He just doesn’t put his energy toward anything domestic, like laundry.”
“You’re incorrigible.” She glanced up into the window in front of her, staring out at the night that had swallowed their Saturday evening. Their condo was on the third floor and usually offered them a magnificent view of the ocean in the back of the condominiums, which was the main thing that made her answer the ad last year. Yet, the night was a mask of darkness, which, at the moment, was fine with her. It allowed her a splendid view of Caiden in the window’s reflection, as he leaned back on the counter, his arms crossing his chest as a smile crinkled his ocean blue eyes. His shaggy hair needed a trim, as it was partially covering his ears and slipping under the collar of his polo shirt. If she could see further down, she knew she’d see his richly tanned legs covered partly by his dark blue swimming trunks and his bare feet, legs crossed at the ankles as he stood there, keeping her company. She could smell the tang of salt water from the Atlantic Ocean that he wore like a cologne, and she had felt the sand still stuck to his fingers in places when he caressed her a bit ago. When he wasn’t teaching at the local college, he was riding some wave along the coast. He loved the beach and, because of him, so did she, even though she had no intention of stepping out in its waters. She preferred to see where she put her feet, especially when things scurried through the water.
She watched his reflection as he leaned toward her, his lips brushing her ear as he spoke. “I’m not incorrigible. I’m horny. You and I have had no cuddle time since Wednesday before all hell broke loose here. I miss holding you in my arms.”
Her chest fluttered at his words, and she felt her passion soak her panties as she realized she missed him holding her as well. However, she forced herself to take a deep breath before speaking. If she didn’t, she knew her voice would be a raspy whisper. “I miss it, too. But we agreed. Brandon’s not to know about us. Not yet. He’s still stinging from Molly walking out on him. He doesn’t need to know his roommates are breaking the rules.”
“I know, I know.” He blew out a frustrated breath, falling back onto the counter. “I don’t understand it, but I agreed to it, and I’ll stick to it. For now. I still don’t think he’d care, though.”
“Maybe not, but it’d still make things awkward.” She picked up some more dishes, putting them in the sink. “Think about it,” she said as she continued to wash the dishes, Caiden just standing there, watching her. “He’d always be the third wheel, even in his own home. We’d be cuddling on the couch, and he’d be alone. Don’t you think he’d feel out of place? I just think it would make things uncomfortable. You know how sensitive he is to things like that.”
He looked at her with wide eyes. “Brandon? Sensitive? You do remember how he treated Molly, right? He spanked her for burning his breakfast that one morning. And if I recall, he didn’t care that he had a girlfriend and I didn’t. He flaunted her in front of me as much as he could, even putting her in skimpy outfits while she sat at his feet, and don’t get me started on the sounds coming out of his bedroom.” He shook his head. “I had nightmares for weeks.”
She remembered quite well, but she pushed the thoughts out of her mind because she didn’t enjoy thinking of Brandon with another woman doing the things she knew they were doing. Well, things she mostly guessed at, but still... “I just think we should be considerate of his feelings, that’s all. Thanksgiving was only a couple of days ago, and it wasn’t the best for him.”
Leaning over, Caiden kissed the side of her head. “Such an empathetic heart. Though I don’t understand it in this instance, that’s why I care about you.”
Smiling, she turned, facing him. “I care about you, too.” And she meant it. Caiden opened her up to the softer side of life, teaching her to appreciate the beauty of the ocean and even a soggy piece of driftwood. But Brandon’s world… The two were nothing alike, and she kept finding herself drawn to what Brandon enjoyed, even to the point of wondering if she would enjoy it as well. “I’d like you a little more, if you helped me by drying these dishes.”
Picking up a towel, he laughed. “Your wish is my command.”
“So, our little Susanna is bossing you around now, huh?”
Both of them turned as Brandon walked in, the scent of cigar still clinging to him. Caiden only laughed. “What can I say? I’m easy that way.” He turned to Susanna and gave her a wink. “You saying you wouldn’t let her boss you around?” He leaned back a little, smirking. “Wait. Never mind. You prefer giving the orders. My bad.” He bounced his brows, but Susanna ignored him.
Her stomach twisted in a knot, wondering how much Brandon had overheard. She couldn’t believe she was so caught up with her conversation with Caiden that she didn’t hear the front door open. If he heard anything they were talking about, it would ruin everything she had in mind.
Sucking in a slow breath, she tried to shift the subject. “I saved you some dinner. It’s in the microwave.” She pointed to the microwave as she turned and gave Caiden a smirk. “And our roommate is so easy to boss around. How could I not?”
Caiden rolled his eyes as he picked a plate out of the drainboard and began drying. “I’m helping because I want to, not because you told me to.”
Brandon walked over and patted Caiden’s shoulder. “Keep telling yourself that, my friend. Now, what’s for dinner?”
She watched Brandon in the window’s reflection as he moved to the microwave and retrieved his leftovers. He stood a few inches taller than Caiden, with his shiny black shoes and dry-cleaned suit, which he wore even when he went to a smoky cigar bar. His obsidian hair was still pristine, even after being out all day. As he set the plate down on the counter, he shrugged out of his jacket, revealing his thick arms under his seventy-dollar dress shirt. She forced herself to swallow as she wondered about the strength in those arms and how she would love to feel him pinning her against the wall.
Or to his bed.
She turned her gaze to her own reflection in the window, giving herself a quick once-over to make sure her blush wasn’t showing. And she looked how she knew he liked her to look. It had been a casual conversation, way before she got involved with Caiden. He had told her he preferred her ash-blond hair brushed, and not a mess, as it draped over her shoulders and down her back, no matter what she was doing. She also knew he preferred little makeup, so she only indulged in a little foundation and a light red lipstick. He had commented once that it made her lips stand out, and she was sure he had been about to say something inappropriate before he caught himself. 
After she had started talking to Caiden on a more intimate level, she had asked him once how he liked her appearance to be, and in typical Caiden fashion, he told her he would love her if she wore sackcloth and ashes as long as she was with him. Of course, he also said he preferred her naked, but that wasn’t surprising. She wasn’t sure which expectation she liked better, Brandon’s or Caiden’s, and wasn’t even sure why it mattered. She shouldn’t even be trying to please Brandon, but she couldn’t help it. Life was no longer as simple as it used to be before she allowed her fantasies to screw with her reality.
Two summers ago, a year and a half now to be exact, she moved into their condo thanks to an advertisement on Marketplace. It was simple at first, even though her parents weren’t too happy about her living with two men. It was purely a platonic arrangement. They split the bills into thirds, and everyone had their own room and a portion of the chores. They lived their own lives, cooked their own meals, and cleaned up after themselves. At least at first. Then, they decided it would be cheaper to plan their meals together, since they were all home at the same time. From there, they planned nights together, and eventually, they gravitated toward working their schedules more as a family, planning activities together than mere roommates. They acted as a unit more and more.
And that’s when things became confusing in her mind, because she started seeing them as a unit. A family.
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Once Brandon finished eating, Susanna offered to wash his dishes, and then she finished putting the kitchen back in order. She knew it had been another one of his rules with Molly. He liked his home spotless and organized, which she found funny considering Caiden’s view of him being a slob. But then again, he had always had a submissive to take care of him, so she never saw his unkempt side. It wasn’t a side she wanted to see, either. 
While she was cleaning the kitchen, both men disappeared out the front door without a word, and when they returned, they carried stacks of boxes, which they stacked on the living room furniture before leaving again for another load. By the time she walked out of the kitchen and into the living room, the guys were busy opening several boxes, one the size of a coffin. 
Her eyes went wide as a soft laugh bubbled out of her. “I forgot how many decorations you two have.” She stared at the chaos that enveloped their apartment, remembering last year’s explosion of decorations.
Caiden glanced up at her, his eyes alight with a child’s excitement. “Isn’t it great?”
Brandon just shrugged, not really looking like he was in the decorating mood. “It’s a tradition, regardless what life tosses our way. We always decorate for Christmas on Thanksgiving weekend. I mean, you can’t receive gifts if there’s no tree to put them under, right?”
“And I want gifts,” Caiden said, his boyish face bringing a smile to Susanna’s lips. “Lots of gifts.” He shrugged, looking unashamed. “I know. I’m greedy. But only on Christmas.”
She couldn’t stop the giggle that jingled out of her lips. “I know. I remember my introduction to your holiday spirit last year. However, since you haven’t told me what you want for Christmas, I may have to buy you something terrible.”
Brandon pulled the branches of their artificial tree out of the cardboard coffin. “Or not buy him anything at all. That always works in my book.”
“Hey, that’s just rude,” Caiden said, his lips out in a pout. “I would never not buy you a gift.”
Susanna walked over and patted his arm. “You poor baby.” He just gave her a sad nod and mopey eyes, which only made her giggle more. “Well, if we’re doing the decorating now,” she said with a smirk, “I suppose we need Christmas music.”
“And eggnog,” Caiden shouted.
“With rum,” Brandon nodded, and she was glad to see him coming out of his mopiness a little.
“But of course.” She turned back toward the kitchen, her heart feeling light and with a bounce in her step. “I’ll get the refreshments if someone else can set the mood with music.”
“On it!” Caiden leaped from the couch, abandoning the box of garland he had just opened. 
As she pulled the eggnog out of the refrigerator, she heard Andy Williams singing It’s the Most Wonderful Time of the Year. She laughed as the familiar song filtered through the speakers Brandon had installed throughout the apartment last summer. Andy Williams was Caiden’s favorite holiday album and the first they played every year, followed immediately by Alvin and the Chipmunks.
“You didn’t wear this out last year?” she called out as she set the eggnog on the counter.
“That’s the great thing about digital recordings these days,” Caiden replied. “No needle marks or scratches. Of course, that’s also the sad part of the digital age as well. You miss that scratchy vinyl sound that’s like seasoning to the music.”
“It’s also easier to carry around,” she said as she pulled the glasses out of the cabinet. “Having it on my phone is a lot easier than those boomboxes of the eighties.”
“Yeah, but think of the workout people got carrying those things around on their shoulders.”
She poured three glasses of eggnog, which she had started putting on the grocery list since before Thanksgiving, knowing it was a must in their condo, added rum, and slipped the glasses on a tray so she could carry them out in one trip. By the time she returned to the holiday chaos that was now her living room, the men had the tree stand up and the bottom circle of branches slid into their slots. After setting the tray on the coffee table, she stood, watching them work together for a moment. They were two vastly different men, one all prim and proper and the other a shaggy, spontaneous beach professor. One required structure and order, while the other thrived on chaos and impromptu happenings. Yet, she found her heart caught between the two and suddenly wishing she didn’t have to choose between them. She hadn’t meant for it to happen, to feel the way she did about both of them. However, as with most things in her life, it was out of her control, her fantasies taking on a new light, following two different paths.
With Caiden, she saw herself being wined and dined, romance at every corner, long walks on the beach and picnics in the park. While with Brandon, she saw a new way of looking at relationships that seemed even more intense to her. Structure and rules that added a sexual tension to even the most mundane of tasks.
And she could see herself in a relationship with each of them. Wanted it actually, even though she knew she couldn’t have them both. Sooner or later, she would have to make a choice between them, and she dreaded that day.
Shaking the thoughts out of her mind for the moment, she picked up two glasses and handed them to the men before grabbing her own. She lifted her glass in the air for the first Christmas toast of the year. “To Christmas.”
Brandon scoffed. “To getting this mess in some kind of order.”
“To gifts!” Caiden cheered.
Susanna laughed, thinking it was the same toasts as last year, as Brandon shook his head. They all drank, however, and then Caiden lowered his glass to reveal a line of eggnog on his upper lip.
“Now, that’s delicious,” he said, smiling over at them, a brightness in his hazel eyes.
After taking a deep swallow of her spiked eggnog, Susanna set her glass back on the table and reached for the tree lights so she could untangle the knots that seemed to happen no matter how careful they were when packing them away. “Now I know why people buy pre-lit trees,” she said as she stared at a clump of wires.
“What?” Caiden looked at her, shocked. “Then when a light blows, you have to throw out the entire tree instead of just buying a new strand of lights.” He shook his head. “Plus, untangling Christmas lights is a time-honored tradition. You wouldn’t want to break tradition, would you?”
She eyed him as she held up a wad of twisted lights. “We could always just throw these out and buy more.”
“And waste money on lights that should go to presents?” He shook his head. “Not on your life.”
She laughed, shaking her head as she tugged at a loose section, hoping to unwrap the madness.
The tree was up by the time she had the first set of lights untangled, and Andy Williams sang O Holy Night in the background.
Susanna glanced over at Caiden as she reached for another strand of lights, Brandon taking the first one from her. “So, what is it with Andy Williams? Isn’t there a more popular Christmas album you like?”
Caiden had stepped to one side of the tree while Brandon stood on the other, each passing the lights back and forth as they circled the tree. His smile told her his mind had traveled somewhere other than their living room.
“Christmas is about looking back for me,” he said as he looped the lights around the branches. “Growing up, these songs played throughout my house from Thanksgiving until New Year’s Day, along with Bing Crosby and Elvis. There was even some Loretta Lynn thrown in as well. The house was open as a cool breeze blew the curtains around, and the music filtered to my sister and I outside as we were playing. Mom was always baking, and the aromas of cookies, pies, and especially her shortbread, drifted out the open windows. The entire block knew special treats were coming because my mother always made enough for everyone.”
He took the lights from Brandon again, but instead of draping them on the branches, he paused, glancing over at her, a soft smile toying at his lips. “Dad would put the Christmas lights up on the house or be sitting yelling at whatever football game blared on the television.” He shrugged, turning back to the tree. “The new songs are great, don’t get me wrong, but they don’t hold the memories I get from listening to the old ones. When Bing sings White Christmas, it’s almost as if my mom is still in the kitchen, waiting for my sister and me to come in and help her cut out reindeer cookies while Dad is on the couch, lost in some sports game. I can pretend they’re still with me for a little while, and that makes the holiday better for me.”
She stared at him, not sure what to say as her heart ached for the pain of his loss. His parents had both passed away when he was in college, his mother of cancer and his father of a broken heart. She sometimes forgot that Caiden just couldn’t pick up the phone like she could and call them. It made her appreciate her family a little more right then, wanting to call and just check in.
“That’s a good reason to keep playing them then,” she said, her voice cracking just a little.
Caiden nodded, his lips pressed into a thin line. “I think so.”
She wiped a tear from the corner of her eye before he could see it and went back to untangling the lights. “How about you, Brandon? Any favorite Christmas music?”
He was putting the top of the tree in place while they waited for more lights, his body stretched just slightly, his arms bulging in his dress
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