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      “Babe, c’mon. I’m going to be late.”

      Veronica Black tamped down on a surge of impatience and danced her tongue over her boyfriend’s earlobe, following it up with a skim of her teeth. He loved having his ears nibbled, and could usually be counted on to throw her down on the closest flat surface and plow her like an Iowa cornfield whenever she did it.

      Except this morning, apparently, because he jerked his head away. “Roni. I told you, I have a conference call.”

      “Not for twenty minutes.” She shoved aside her annoyance at the nickname and focused on making something happen, even if it was just a make-out session with a side of heavy petting. She slid her tongue down the side of his throat, grimacing at the bitter taste of the cologne he’d slapped on. “We can do a lot in twenty minutes.”

      “Dammit, I said no,” he snapped, and pushed her away.

      Stung, she took a step back. “Okay. Sorry.”

      Derek signed, long-suffering and annoyed, and stroked a hand down his silk tie. It was his calming down gesture, something he did whenever he was agitated, and seeing it only added to her sense of baffled guilt. “I’m sorry, honey, but this call is crucial. I want to go over my notes, make sure I’m prepared.”

      She nodded. “Okay, bad timing. It’s just…well, it’s been a while.”

      His gaze was puzzled. “Been a while?”

      “Since we’ve been together,” she told him, huffing out a breath when he continued to look blank. “Had sex, Derek. It’s been a while since we had sex.”

      He shrugged, unconcerned. “Not so long.”

      “Yes, so long,” she corrected him, determined to have this conversation once and for all. “I mean, you spent the night last night and you barely even spoke to me before you went to sleep.”

      “Baby, I was beat. My boss is up my ass on this marketing campaign, and you know my promotion is riding on it.”

      “I know.” She took a breath and made a conscious effort to unclench. “I just miss you.”

      “I miss you too, babe.” He smiled, making his blue eyes crinkle. “But it won’t be forever. Besides, you can’t blame it all on me. Your schedule has been insane lately, too.”

      That was true enough. She’d finished her master’s degree last fall and had been working as a speech therapist in a clinical fellowship since January. The work was challenging and often frustrating, and she often found herself at the office well into the evening. She was so happy to be in a job where she felt like she was making a difference in the lives of the kids she worked with, she hardly noticed the long hours and time spent away from home.

      But she at least tried to make time for Derek, and lately it didn’t feel reciprocal.

      “I know the promotion is important to you. I do,” she insisted when he looked skeptical. “And I’m proud of you for working so hard for it.”

      He smiled at her now, a slight quirk of his mouth that showed just a hint of teeth. “Thanks, babe.”

      “I just want to spend some time with you,” she continued. She laid a hand on his chest and looked up at him. “Just the two of us.”

      “And we will,” he promised. He leaned down to press a kiss to her forehead, patting her hand at the same time, then smoothly stepped away. “We have that vacation coming up. When is it, three weeks?”

      “A week and a half,” she corrected.

      He took out his phone and frowned at the screen. “That can’t be right.”

      “It’s a week and a half away, Derek,” she said and the bite in her voice had him lifting his head again. “We’ve been planning it for months, and I know it’s on your calendar because I put it there myself.”

      “It’s there, don’t worry,” he said, his tone soothing once again.

      “Okay.” Mollified, she smiled. “Though I hope we’ll be able to connect before then.”

      “Depends on how this campaign goes,” he said absently, already back in his phone. He tapped away on the screen for a minute, then glanced up. “Don’t you have to go?”

      “Hmm? Oh.” She glanced at the clock on the wall. “I’m not meeting with my boss until eight-thirty, and my first client isn’t until ten. I have plenty of time.”

      “Maybe, but you should get going. Traffic is a bear around campus this time of day.”

      “Which is why I walk to work,” she reminded him, perplexed. “What’s with you this morning?”

      He sighed, another long-suffering sound that threatened to set her teeth on edge. “I’m sorry, Veronica, but I have to prepare for this call.”

      “You’re kicking me out?” She blinked. “Derek, this is my apartment.”

      “Believe me, if I had enough time before the call I’d go back home.” He glanced around her living room, with its clutter of books and furnishings, no doubt comparing it to his minimalist, grey-walled condo and finding it wanting, as usual. He shook his head. “Can you head out early, stop for a coffee along the way or something?”

      “If you need the time,” she began.

      He gave her a relieved smile. “Thank you.”

      “Hey.” She took his face in her hands. “You’re really anxious about this call, aren’t you?”

      His expression twisted with embarrassment, a flush blooming under his self-tanner, and he gave her a sheepish smile. “It’s just important, that’s all. If I nail the campaign, I get the promotion. And if I get the promotion, I can start looking at some of the bigger marketing firms. It’s my future. Our future.”

      “You got this,” she told him and pressed a firm kiss to his lips. “And I’ll get out of your way so you can do what you need to do.”

      “Thank you.” He gave her a genuine smile that lit up his handsome face, and most of her resentment at being booted out of the apartment faded away.

      “Do you want to have lunch today?” she asked, crossing to the front door. She grabbed her messenger bag off the coat hook and glanced over her shoulder in time to catch his frown. “I mean, if you have time.”

      “You don’t have to work this afternoon?” he asked, his frown deepening.

      She hooked the bag over her head, the strap across her chest. “Nope. The office is closed this afternoon because they’re doing some scheduled building maintenance, so I’m all clear after twelve-thirty.”

      “I’ll see how the morning goes and call you, all right?”

      She beamed at him and opened the door. “Sounds great. Knock ‘em dead.”

      “I’ll do my best,” he promised, and with one last kiss, nudged her out the door.

      She was smiling as she jogged down the steps of her building, and bounced out onto the sidewalk in a good mood. The early May sunshine was struggling through the few lingering clouds from last night’s thunderstorm, and she had a moment’s regret that she hadn’t grabbed her sunglasses.

      She was half thinking of going back for them when the phone she’d tucked into her pocket jangled the ringtone she’d assigned to her best friend. She winced, tempted not to pick up, but knew if she didn’t Delia would just keep calling.

      She dug into her pocket and swiped to answer. “Hang on, Delia. Let me get my earpiece in.”

      It took her a second to fumble the little device out of her bag, and another few to connect the call. “You there?”

      “Hell must have frozen over, you figured out your Bluetooth.” came the sardonic reply.

      Veronica rolled her eyes and stuffed her phone back in her pocket. “Don’t bust my balls, I’ve had a weird morning.”

      “Speaking of balls,” Delia went on cheerfully, “how’d things go with Dead Dick Derek last night?”

      Veronica swallowed a snort. “You’re not seriously calling him that.”

      “The man hasn’t fucked you in over a month, so yes, that’s his name now.”

      “It’s as much my fault as his,” Veronica protested.

      “That’s bullshit, and we both know it. I have it on good authority that you’re a firecracker in bed.”

      Veronica shoved at the hair blowing in her face. “You’ve been talking to your cousin again.”

      “Yes, because you blocked him on social media, and now he’s asking me for your number. I didn’t give it to him,” she went on before Veronica could panic, “because you’re more family to me than he is. But he’s getting annoying.”

      “One drunken night freshman year,” Veronica muttered, “and I’m still paying for it.”

      “Joel will get over it. He only gets weepy over you when he drinks. Which, come to think of it, is pretty much all the time.”

      “And you know this how?”

      “His mother told me. He’s in Oklahoma now, living in her basement.”

      Veronica stopped at the end of the block, glanced both ways, then stepped out into the street. “I don’t need to know this.”

      “Knowledge is power, Veronica.”

      “Thank you, Francis Bacon.”

      “Who?”

      “Francis Bacon. He’s the one who said knowledge is power. Thomas Jefferson said it a bunch of times too, but Bacon said it first. I mean, we think. It was 1597, so the records are kind of sketchy.”

      “Nobody cares, V.”

      Veronica rolled her eyes. “Did you have an actual reason for calling, or did you just want to torture me?”

      “Of course, I have a reason, and you haven’t answered the question yet.”

      “I’ve forgotten what it was, since you insisted on reminding me of younger Veronica’s poor decision-making skills.”

      “How did last night go?” Delia repeated.

      Veronica sighed. “He fell asleep.”

      Delia’s gasp was sharp in her ear. “He fell asleep?”

      “He’s been working long hours on this marketing campaign,” Veronica said, her voice trailing off weakly.

      “Oh, honey.”

      “I know.” Veronica slowed as she approached the coffee shop. “Something’s up.”

      “Something is definitely up,” Delia agreed.

      “He’s just busy.” Veronica reached for the door handle, then stepped back. There were way too many people in there, and none of them needed to hear this conversation. “We’ve both been busy. We just need to find some time to be together, that’s all.”

      “That’s all?”

      “That’s all,” Veronica said firmly. “We’ve got Bermuda coming up, and we’ll have a whole week where it’s just the two of us, with plenty of time to have sex, and it’ll be great.”

      “I’m willing to believe that if you are.”

      Veronica decided to ignore that. “And thank you, by the way, for the hookup on the resort. I would never have been able to afford this without your discount voucher.”

      “We can’t use it before it expires, so it was just going to waste. Besides, we’ll probably get another one. Julian is in charge of coordinating next year’s surgical conference, and the resort is schmoozing him hard to hold it there.”

      “Well, thank you anyway.”

      “Anything for you, sugar tits. Dead Dick Derek, on the other hand…”

      “Shut up,” Veronica laughed. “You can’t keep calling him that.”

      “Oh, but I can. Where are you, anyway? You want to get breakfast?”

      “Can’t. I have a meeting with my supervisor in an hour.”

      “So? That’s plenty of time. Let’s go to Frank’s Diner.”

      “That’s all the way across town,” Veronica protested. “This is my mid-fellowship review, and I—oh, shit.”

      “What?”

      “Shit!” Veronica stepped out of the flow of pedestrian traffic to dig through her messenger bag. “I left the folder with all my notes for this meeting in my desk at home.”

      “So? Go get it. You can’t be more than what, four blocks away? And you just said you had an hour before your meeting.”

      “I know, but Derek is back at the apartment, and he had an important conference call this morning.”

      “You can’t go back to your apartment to pick up a folder with important papers in it—papers that are vital to your career as a speech therapist, something you’ve been working your ass off to accomplish ever since you left teaching three years ago—because your boyfriend is on the phone.”

      “Anything can sound silly when you put it that way.”

      “Yeah, silly is the word I was thinking of.”

      “Okay, I’m walking back.”

      “Congratulations on being a grown-up.”

      Veronica weaved her way through the people crowding the sidewalk. “You’re such a shit.”

      “It’s part of my charm,” Delia reminded her. “Hey, have you gone shopping for your trip yet?”

      “Not really. I mean, I bought a new bathing suit online, but that’s it.”

      “Then we should go this weekend,” Delia said immediately. “You need fun beach clothes.”

      “I have summer clothes, Delia.”

      “You have summer work clothes,” Delia corrected, “because all you do is work. You need fun play clothes.”

      “So, I’ll pick out a few sundresses online.”

      “Amateur,” Delia chided. “Come on, go shopping with me. We can go to the outlet mall in Birch Run and I promise not to push you to go outside your budget.”

      Veronica snorted in disbelief.

      “Okay, I won’t push much. And I’ll only sneak one or two things in. We never have any fun anymore.”

      “Okay, okay.” Veronica hurried across the street, racing to beat the light. “How about Saturday? Or today, actually. The office is closed this afternoon, so I’m free after lunch.”

      “Ooh, we can have lunch at Frank’s Diner.”

      “Sorry,” Veronica said, walking into her building. “I’m going to have lunch with Derek if he’s free. But I can meet you after.”

      “Fine.” Delia’s voice held an annoyed grumble. “Playing second fiddle to Dead Dick is getting kind of old.”

      “I can’t tell if you’re joking or not,” Veronica said, panting a little as she hurried up the stairs.

      “Mostly joking,” Delia answered. “But I do miss you.”

      “We’ll do a girl’s night soon, I promise.” Veronica tiptoed up to her front door, digging out her key. “But I’m here, so I have to go.”

      “No, wait. I wanted to talk to you about something else.”

      “Can’t it wait?”

      “Well, it could, but we’re on the phone now. It’s about your trip.”

      “I need to get my paperwork, and I need to be quiet so I don’t screw with Derek’s conference call.”

      “Fine, I’ll hold. Should I hum some annoying music?”

      Veronica stifled a snicker and carefully turned her key in the lock. “You’re such a jackass.”

      “That’s why you love me,” Delia said and began to hum.

      Veronica had to stifle another snicker when she recognized an extremely slow—and yes, annoying—version of Shake It Off. She quietly pushed the door open, wincing when it creaked. She kept meaning to ask the building manager to take a look at that, but like everything else it had taken a back seat to her schedule.

      She left the door ajar, not wanting to make it squeak again, and crept on her toes to the small desk she kept in the corner of her living room.

      “God, you sound like a herd of elephants,” Delia said in her ear. “I thought you were trying to be quiet.”

      Veronica rolled her eyes and hissed, hoping her friend would take the hint and shut up.

      “I will not shut up,” Delia said with a laugh. “Triple D can’t hear me, and you can’t talk back, so I’m going to get in as many words as I can.”

      Veronica bit her lip to hold back the retort and carefully slid the drawer of the small desk open. The red folder sat in the center, right where she’d thought it would be. She scooped it up and tucked it in her bag, eager to get out of the apartment before she alerted Derek to her presence.

      She crept back to the door, her steps slow and exaggerated, and she was just laying a hand on the knob when she heard it.

      Delia, who had been in mid-rant about some movie that wasn’t nearly as funny as it was supposed to be, asked, “Was that a moan?”

      It had certainly sounded like one, coming from the direction of her bedroom. She frowned, then shook her head. “Derek’s on his conference call,” she whispered. “I’m sure it was just⁠—”

      She broke off at another sound, this one distinctly not mistakable for anything that might occur over a conference call about a marketing campaign.

      “Okay, that was a squeal.” Delia’s voice had gone dark with suspicion. “A sex squeal. What is he doing, watching porn while you’re at work?”

      Unlikely, considering the conversation they’d had a couple of months ago about incorporating some sexy movie-watching into their love life. Derek had been appalled at the thought, and though he’d been adamant that he wasn’t judging her, Veronica had still been left with the distinct impression that he’d thought there was something wrong with her for suggesting it.

      Which was a problem for another time, because the latest noise to drift down the hall hadn’t come from some random porn star—it had come from Derek.

      “That’s Derek,” she whispered. “That’s his ‘oh baby, right there’ moan.”

      “He fucking better be jerking off.”

      Veronica wasn’t sure exactly which emotions were tangled up in the ball of lead that had taken up residence in her gut, and she didn’t want to take the time to parse it out at the moment. But she definitely recognized the beginnings of rage as she tiptoed down the hallway to the open bedroom door.

      He wasn’t jerking off.

      Time seemed to freeze as she took in the details. There was her brass bed, the one she’d found at the Ann Arbor flea market two summers ago and spent the better part of a month restoring to a mirror gleam. The jumble of clothes she’d left piled across the quilt her grandmother had made for her when she’d graduated from high school was still there, evidence of her early morning scramble to find something to wear. Her books still sat on the windowsill and bedside tables, her plants still hung from their baskets by the windows. And that was her boyfriend standing with his back to her, half bent over the gleaming footboard.

      The naked woman bent over in front of him? That was new.

      Veronica recognized her next-door neighbor right away, though Cami was usually a little more put together when they ran into each other by the mailboxes. Her red hair was tangled around her head instead of in the sleek braid she usually favored, and her porcelain skin held a distinct flush.

      It looked like they’d been going at it for a while, she noted dispassionately. Cami was covered in a light sheen of sweat, and there was a line of damp down the back of the dress shirt Derek still wore.

      Which was still tucked neatly into his slacks, she noted, and had to stifle a bark of hysterical laughter.

      If the moans were anything to go by, they seemed to be enjoying themselves. She could hear them clearly now, standing mere feet away, breathy pants and muffled squeaks from Cami and the heavy moans from Derek that told her he was nearing his big finish.

      She almost walked away and left them to it, but then he shifted slightly, angling to the side just enough for her to see his cock withdraw, then plunge back inside.

      His bare, uncovered cock.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” she demanded as the bubbling rage spilled over, and had the grim satisfaction of seeing them leap apart as though someone had set fire to the air between them.

      Derek’s eyes were wide with shock, and she was pretty sure his face would’ve been dead white if not for the self-tanner. “Roni! What are you doing here?”

      “Seriously?” Veronica ground out while Delia cackled gleefully in her ear. “That’s what you’re going to say to me?”

      “What…I mean…you…”

      “I came home to get the paperwork for my meeting,” she informed him icily. “Which I forgot because you hustled me out the door this morning so you could prep for your ‘conference call’.” Her eyes raked over him, still fully dressed except for his wet dick poking out of his pants. “What exactly is this marketing campaign, anyway?”

      “Baby, I can explain,” he began.

      “Really?” She folded her arms across her chest, raising a brow when he flushed. “You can explain why you were balls deep in my next-door neighbor without a condom?”

      “I…I…”

      She nodded. “That’s what I thought.”

      Veronica spared a glance for Cami, who was scrambling into her clothes. “And you,” she said, her voice filled with disappointment. “I thought better of you.”

      Half into her pants, the redhead flushed a bright cherry red from her nipples to her hairline. “Veronica, I just⁠—”

      “How long?” Veronica demanded.

      Cami blinked. “What?”

      Veronica jerked her head towards Derek, who was gaping like a fish with his wet dick hanging out of his open fly. “How long have you been fucking my boyfriend?”

      Cami’s gaze darted to Derek, then back to Veronica. She swallowed hard. “About two months.”

      “And how long without condoms?”

      Cami swallowed again. “The…the whole time. I’m allergic to latex.”

      “You’ve never heard of a non-latex condom?”

      “Veronica, I’m really⁠—"

      “Oh, shut up.” Veronica cut her off and turned back to Derek. “Give me my key.”

      He held up his hands, palms out in a classic hey, I’m harmless gesture. His expression had gone from shocked dismay to calculated charm—she could actually see him trying to think his way out of the mess he’d fucked his way into. “Veronica, let’s talk about this.”

      She had to fight to keep her hand open instead of curling it into a fist to punch his smug, cheating face. “Give. Me. My. Key.”

      He shoved a hand into his pocket. “You’re overreacting.”

      “Am I,” she said coldly, not a hint of question in her tone, and Delia cackled again.

      His face twisted, anger and annoyance flitting through his expression before he smoothed it out again. He pulled her apartment key off his key ring and laid it in her palm, then clamped his hand over hers before she could pull away.

      “Baby, come on. You don’t want to do this.”

      “Let go, Derek.”

      His fingers tightened. “We can talk about this.”

      “The only thing we can talk about right now is what’s going to happen to your kneecaps if you don’t let go of my hand and get the fuck out of my apartment.” She forced her lips to peel back in a smile. His face blanched, his fingers slackening, and she pulled free.

      She slid the key into the pocket of her slacks, then stepped back. “Get out.”

       “You have to let me explain,” he insisted. “You owe me that much.”

      “Oh, shit, he did not just say that,” Delia muttered in her ear.

      “Owe you?” Veronica sucked in a breath. Don’t kill him, you can’t kill him. “Owe you?”

      Out of the corner of her eye she saw Cami start to slink out of the room, her shirt clutched to her chest. Deciding to keep her focus on the person who deserved her wrath, she ignored her neighbor.

      “If you don’t leave now,” she told Derek, her voice utterly calm, “I will break your nose, stomp your knee, and twist your penis off and feed it to you.”

      “Nice one,” Delia said approvingly as Derek’s mouth dropped open in shock.

      “And since you’ve conveniently left it out for me,” Veronica went on with a pointed glance at the penis in question, which didn’t look nearly as happy as it had a few moments ago, “I can start there.

      “Although if you’re still here, Cami,” she called out, raising her voice slightly, “I’ll feed it to you instead.”

      A high-pitched squeak sounded in the hallway, followed by running footsteps and the slamming of her front door. Veronica quirked a brow at Derek. “Looks like that snack is all yours, pal.”

      That got him moving. He hastily tucked his pride and joy away—still wet, ew—and zipped his fly. He’d recovered somewhat, and his face was now twisted into what she’d always privately thought of as his I’m-very-disappointed face. “Clearly, you’re not ready to be reasonable.”

      “Clearly,” she replied drily as Delia snorted in her ear.

      He shrugged into his suit jacket and gathered his briefcase. “I’ll call you tonight, after you’ve had a chance to calm down.”

      She started to tell him she wouldn’t answer, then shrugged. He’d find out soon enough.

      Taking her shrug for assent, he smiled. “We’ll get past this. You’ll see.”

      “This motherfucker is delusional,” Delia muttered, and Veronica said nothing. She watched him straighten his tie and started for the door, briefcase in hand. He slowed as he drew near her, raising his hand as though he wanted to touch her, then thought better of it. He gave her one last smile—a combination of compassion, reassurance, and confidence that made her blood boil all over again—and slipped out the door.

      Veronica waited until she heard the front door click shut behind him, then let out the breath that she’d been holding in a string of curses.

      “And then some,” Delia agreed when she’d wound down. “Was he really standing there with his dick out?”

      “His bare dick,” Veronica confirmed, disgust coloring her voice. “No condom.”

      “Dumbass,” was Delia’s succinct opinion. “What are you going to do?”

      “Get an STI test.” Veronica concentrated on breathing, willing the haze of rage away. “Then I’m having the quilt dry-cleaned.”

      “Oh, your grandmother’s quilt?” Delia asked in dismay.

      “Yeah.” Veronica frowned at it. It was probably mostly protected by her pile of discarded clothes, which she was also going to have to have cleaned. Shit. “I’ll have to do that later. And I need to call a locksmith, too. I got Derek’s key back, but…”

      “Better safe than sorry," Delia agreed. "Won’t your building take care of that?”

      “It’ll take them too long. I want it done now.”

      “Want me to call my guy?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I do.” Veronica blew out a breath. “Shit, I’m pissed.”

      “No kidding.”

      “No, I mean pissed. I have to calm down before my meeting.”

      “I’d offer to get you high, but I’m out of edibles and you probably don’t want to do that before work, anyway.”

      “I really don’t.”

      “Why don’t I come over to your place right now, and I’ll hang out until you get back. We can order lunch, get the locks changed, gather up all of Dead Dick Derek’s stuff and set it on fire. Then we can get nice and loaded.”

      “I thought you said you were out of edibles.”

      “I am,” Delia said mournfully. “And my weed guy is in Florida visiting his mother.”

      “You know marijuana is legal in Michigan now,” Veronica reminded her. “You can just go to the dispensary.”

      “Gary’s been my guy since college, he’d be crushed if I went somewhere else,” Delia said. “But it may come to that, because I don’t know if I can handle life without THC right now.”

      “You’re independently wealthy, your husband adores you, and your most pressing problem on any given day is which restaurant to have lunch at. What’s to handle?”

      “Julian’s mother is in town,” Delia said darkly.

      “I stand corrected,” Veronica said with a laugh. “Is she still leaning on you to have kids?”

      “She’s not getting any younger, Julian is her only son, the name will die out if we don’t have babies,” Delia parroted. “It doesn’t matter how many times we both tell her we’re not interested in procreating, she just keeps singing the same tune. And he’s no fucking help. ‘Got rounds, babe’, he says, then goes to the hospital and leaves me with his rabidly baby-hungry mother all day long.”

      “Yeah, you need weed for that.” Veronica glanced at the clock and winced. “Shit, I’m going to be late.”

      “Am I coming over or not?” Delia demanded.

      “Yes, come over.” Veronica walked out of the bedroom and headed for the front door. “I’ll be done with work by twelve-thirty, then I’m going to get tested. I’ll pick up some lunch on the way back.”

      “I’ll order something,” Delia countered. “You’ll bring back some fast-food horror, and I want real food.”

      “Fine.” Veronica scanned the apartment as she walked through, making sure no cheating boyfriends or half-naked neighbors lingered. “If you want to drink, you’ll have to bring booze, too. I’m all out.”

      “I don’t know why we’re friends,” Delia groused.

      “I’ll let you set fire to all Derek’s stuff.”

      “That’s why we’re friends.”

      Veronica opened the front door. “You’re on your way?”

      “Yeah. I’ll call the locksmith when I get there.”

      Veronica closed the door behind her, testing the knob to be certain it was secure. “Have him bring a deadbolt, too.”

      “You got it. See you later.”

      “Bye.”

      Veronica fumbled the earpiece off, then shoved it into the messenger bag with the fateful paperwork. She hurried down the stairs and out of the building, quickening her pace towards campus. She’d get through her meeting and her morning clients, then worry about what to do about Derek.

      And whether or not it would include the need to post bail.
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      By one-thirty she was stretched out on her living room couch, a taco in one hand and a glass of wine in the other. The wine had a bendy straw in it so she could drink it lying down.

      “You’re so fucking classy,” Delia told her.

      Veronica let go of the straw just long enough to say, “I know,” then clamped her mouth around it again and sucked up more wine.

      When the glass was empty, she set it on the floor and turned her attention to the taco. “You should talk, you’re the one who ordered street tacos.” She bit into it with undisguised glee, then mumbled around it, “I thought you were going to order up some fancy pants rich lady food.”

      “Cheating boyfriends deserve tacos,” Delia said, then frowned. “Well, the cheating boyfriend doesn’t deserve tacos, but when you find your boyfriend cheating on you, you deserve tacos.”

      Veronica mumbled her agreement around a mouthful of her well-earned lunch.

      “And anyway, I was craving meat. Judith,” she said with a sneer for her mother-in-law, “has decided to go gluten-free and vegan.”

      Veronica paused with the taco halfway to her mouth. “Why?”

      “She says she’s trying to be healthier.” Delia bit into her own taco and chewed. “Which would be fine if that were true, and she wasn’t doing it just to fuck with me.”

      “Hand me a salsa packet, would you?”

      From her cross-legged perch on the other side of the coffee table, Delia dug through the pile of food cartons, napkins, and condiment packets. “Green salsa or regular?”

      “Regular. Thanks.” Veronica caught the tossed packet one-handed, tore it open with her teeth, and squeezed the contents onto her taco. “Why do you think she’s fucking with you?”

      “Because she was eating a BLT on sourdough in the butler’s pantry at two o’clock this morning, that’s why.”

      “What were you doing up at two o’clock in the morning?”

      “I wasn’t. Julian put cameras in the kitchen. Caught her red-handed.”

      Veronica blinked. “You have video cameras in your kitchen?”

      “Judith demanded Julian put them there, so she could make sure the housekeeper wasn’t slipping anything non-vegan or gluteney into her food. I didn’t know anything about it until Cora spotted them and asked me.” Delia shook her head. “She thought we were spying on her, that we thought she was stealing or something. Julian came clean when she threatened to quit.”

      “Wait, wait, wait.” Veronica made the effort to shove herself into a seated position, holding the taco aloft so none of the salsa would spill. “She asked Julian to spy on your housekeeper?”

      “Yep.”

      “Because she thought she’d try to sneak her some dairy or eggs or pasta or something?”

      “Yep.”

      “And those are the cameras that caught her eating bacon.”

      “You see why I need weed?”

      Veronica snorted and salsa dripped out of the taco and onto her hand. She licked it off. “What did she say when you called her out?”

      “I didn’t.” Delia looked smug. “I told Julian he had to do it, or I’d tell her about his vasectomy. Then I told Cora to make prime rib for dinner. With French bread.”

      “Nice.”

      “I know. I can’t wait to see the look on her face.”

      “You rich people have weird problems,” Veronica said and bit into her taco.

      Delia thought for a moment, then shrugged. “You’re not wrong.”

      Veronica’s phone, lying face down on the coffee table, began to ring.

      “Is that him again?”

      “Yes.” Veronica set her taco down and reached for the wine bottle. “He’s called eight times since this morning. Four while I was in my meeting. Thank God I’d turned my phone off.”

      “Does he think you’re going to talk to him?”

      “No, he thinks I’m going to take him back.”

      “How could he possibly think that?”

      Veronica shrugged and filled her wine glass. “My guess? He doesn’t hear the word ‘no’ very often. And when he does, he can usually talk his way out of it. He’s a born used car salesman.”

      “You caught him balls deep in your neighbor,” Delia pointed out.

      “Like I said, he doesn’t hear ‘no’ a lot.” Veronica passed the bottle, already half depleted, across the coffee table. “And I haven’t answered any of his calls or texts, which is pissing him off.”

      “Good.” Delia filled her glass. “What are you going to do about the trip?”

      “The trip?” Veronica’s eyes went wide over her wine glass. “Oh, shit. The trip. It’s already paid for.”

      “By you,” Delia reminded her.

      “Yeah, but he gave me the money for his half.” She frowned, then reached for her phone with a sigh. “I guess I have to send it back to him.”

      “The hell you do.” Delia snatched the phone off the table before Veronica could. “Keep the money. Compensation for your pain and suffering.”

      “I can’t do that, Delia,” Veronica told her. “He paid me using a money transfer app, I’ll just send it back the same way.”

      “He fucked your neighbor on your grandmother’s quilt.”

      “Okay, maybe I’ll let him sweat it a while.”

      “That’s my girl,” Delia cheered, and held up the bag of takeout. “More?”

      Because it was as good an idea as any, Veronica held out her hand.

      “Remind me to call the airline,” she said, carefully squeezing salsa onto her fresh taco. “I bought Derek’s plane ticket with my miles, so I can probably cancel it.”

      “You bought his plane ticket?”

      “With miles,” Veronica repeated defensively. “I didn’t spend any money.”

      “Miles are money,” Delia said, exasperated. “You cancel the ticket, and I’ll call the resort.”

      Veronica chewed her taco thoughtfully. “What can they do?”

      “They can get his name off the reservation, at least.” Delia dug her phone out of her bag, then stared pointedly at Veronica. “What are you waiting for?”

      Veronica sighed and set down her taco and wine. She didn’t want to deal with this right now. Getting drunk was a much better idea, and she wasn’t even halfway there. Tipsy, she concluded as she stood. The room only tilted a little before righting itself, and she was able to walk a reasonably straight line across the living room to the desk. She dug out the confirmation email from the airline, the one she’d dutifully printed and placed in her desk drawer at Derek’s hyper-organized insistence, and made her way back to the couch.

      It took all of ten minutes to cancel the reservation, though they charged her a cancellation fee. She figured she could afford it, since Derek’s money was still sitting in her bank account. By the time she gave it back to him, she would’ve gotten paid again. And they were going to refund her miles, so all in all, it was much less painful than it could have been.

      Task accomplished, she set her phone down and refilled her wine. Delia was talking to someone, presumably at the resort. She wasn’t saying much, just a lot of agreeable humming and the occasional “I see” or “of course”. It didn’t look like the conversation was winding down anytime soon, so Veronica set her wine glass on the arm of the sofa where she could easily reach the straw and picked up her phone.

      She’d lost two rounds of Candy Crush and was working on a third when Delia hung up. “Well, the good news is they can take his name off the reservation.”

      Veronica set the phone aside and leaned over to suck up more wine. “What’s the bad news?”

      “You can’t go by yourself.”

      “What do you mean?” she mumbled around the wine straw.

      Delia’s lips twisted into a grimace. “The discount voucher stipulates double occupancy. There have to be two people or the whole thing gets canceled without a refund.”

      Veronica’s mouth dropped open and her wine straw fell out. “Seriously? I have to find someone else to come with me?”

      Delia nodded. “They’ll put down whoever. The reservation’s in your name, and you can bring whoever you like as a guest. You just have to bring someone.”

      “You.”

      “Huh?”

      “You can come with me.” Energized by the idea, Veronica leaned forward. “We’ll hang out on the beach, drink fruity umbrella drinks, get spa treatments. It’ll be so much fun, Dee.”

      “I’d love to, sweetie,” Delia began. “But I’ve got the hospital fundraiser that week. Julian’s giving the keynote, and he’s so nervous. I can’t ditch him.”

      Veronica scowled. “Dammit. I liked you better before you got married and devoted to someone else.”

      “You could take your sister,” Delia suggested.

      “Oh, no.” Veronica shook her head vehemently, sending her short swing of dark hair dancing. “I’m not asking Gwen. She’ll spend the entire week telling me about her latest fad diet, she won’t want to drink because ‘empty calories’, and every time I eat something that’s not a raw vegetable, she makes this noise.” She sucked air through her teeth to demonstrate. “Plus, last time I talked to her she was raving about some vagina exercises she was into.”

      Delia blinked. “Vagina exercises? You mean Kegels?”

      “No, I mean like actual weight lifting. She saw some woman on Instagram doing it, and now she’s obsessed.”

      “How do you lift weights with your pussy?”

      “I have no idea, but if you want to find out, call Gwen. She’ll tell you all about it.”

      “No, thanks.” Delia gave an exaggerated shudder. “What about some of your friends from school?”

      “I doubt it, not on short notice.” Veronica drained her wine and reached for the bottle. “Are you sure you can’t ditch Julian? I knew you first.”

      “Yes, but he gives me orgasms and pays for all my marijuana.”

      “Hell, I can’t compete with that.”

      “Hang on, hang on.” Delia picked up her phone. “I might know someone.”

      “Not cousin Joel,” Veronica said with sudden horror.

      Delia laughed. “No, not cousin Joel.”

      “Not one of your ooh-la-la rich friends, either. I can’t handle the Ladies Who Lunch.”

      “Snob,” Delia said absently, still scrolling through her phone.

      “Well, yeah.” Veronica leaned back into the sofa, snuggling into the piles of pillows, and tried not to spill her now straw-less wine. “I only put up with you because I knew you when you were dirt poor.”

      “So, I’m what? Your token rich friend?”

      “Pretty much.” Veronica laid her head back against the cushions and stared at the ceiling. “You know what?”

      “Shh, I’m on the phone.”

      “I’m not that sad,” Veronica said, ignoring the directive. “I mean, I’m pissed. My grandmother’s quilt, for God’s sake.”

      “Wyatt, it’s Delia Bell. How are you?”

      “And without a condom, so I had to go get tested, and you know I hate getting blood drawn.” She could hear Delia talking to someone on the phone, a buzz of sound in the background. “But I’m not sad.”

      She lifted her head to look at her friend. “Why is that, do you think?”

      Delia tilted her phone away from her mouth. “Because you recognize that he’s a cheating piece of shit who doesn’t deserve your sadness. Now shut up, I’m on the phone.”

      “Yeah, but you’d think I’d be a little sad,” Veronica protested, frowning at the ceiling. “I mean, we were together for two years. We were practically living together.”

      “No, you weren’t. Yes, that’s her,” Delia said into the phone. “She’s drunk.”

      “I am not drunk,” Veronica said with dignity. “I’ve had two glasses of wine, for God’s sake. I’m...”

      “Relaxed?” Delia offered.

      Veronica pointed at her. “Exactly. I’m relaxed. And I’m entitled to be as relaxed as I want because my boyfriend is a cheating dick with a dead dick.”

      Delia snickered into the phone. “Anyway, do you think he’d be interested? Yeah, talk it out and call me back. Sure, no problem. Bye.”

      Delia set her phone down with a grin. “I may have just sold Triple D’s half of the vacation.”

      Veronica blinked. “To whom?”

      “To Wyatt.” Delia frowned at the coffee table. “Did you eat the last taco?”

      “Probably,” Veronica said and belched.

      “So classy.”

      “Thank you. Who is Wyatt, and why did you sell him my vacation?”

      “Wyatt is a friend of Julian’s. He’s a pediatric nurse at the hospital. His husband is a lawyer at some law firm I can never remember the name of, but the firm is holding their annual retreat at the resort the same week you’re going.”

      Veronica nodded. “So, he wants to go with him?”

      “He’s already going with him.”

      “Then why does he need Derek’s half of my vacation?”

      “He doesn’t. Shane does.”

      “I’m confused.”

      “That’s because you’re drunk,” Delia told her and poured the last of the wine into her own glass.

      “Relaxed,” Veronica corrected haughtily, then burped again. “’Scuse me. Explain this, please.”

      “Shane is Wyatt’s partner. He’s a woodworker.”

      “What’s a woodworker?”

      “Shane is.”

      Veronica rolled her eyes. “I mean, what does being a woodworker mean?”

      Delia shrugged. “In Shane’s case, it means he makes custom wooden furniture pieces, like tables and chairs, cabinets, beds. He made the mahogany sideboard in our formal dining room.”

      “Really? I love that piece. It’s gorgeous.”

      “I know. It was hideously expensive and worth every penny. Judith even complimented me on it.”

      “So, Shane is Wyatt’s husband?”

      Delia sipped her wine. “No, Seth is Wyatt’s husband.”

      “Then who’s Shane?”

      “Wyatt’s partner.”

      “I swear to God, Delia,” Veronica began.

      Delia laughed. “Sorry. That had the makings of a great bit, I just wanted to see how far I could take it. Shane is Wyatt’s other partner.”

      “Other partner?”

      Delia nodded. “Wyatt and Seth are married, but they have a polyamorous relationship.”

      “Which means...” Veronica prompted.

      “It means they both have relationships outside of their marriage. I don’t think Seth is seeing anyone else at the moment, though, and anyway, from what Wyatt’s said he prefers casual hookups to relationships outside his primary. But Shane and Wyatt have been together for a couple of years.”

      Veronica rolled that around in her mind. “Maybe I am drunk because this makes no sense to me.”

      “It’s kind of hard to wrap your head around at first.”

      “No kidding.” Veronica frowned. “So, Shane is the one who’d be buying Derek’s half of the vacation?”

      Delia nodded. “Seth and Wyatt are already going for the firm’s retreat. Wyatt said he’s been bugging Shane to join them, because he’s been buried in work and Wyatt thinks he needs a break, but the place is sold out.”

      “Oh. So would Shane be staying in my room with me, or would he be bunking with Seth and Wyatt?”

      Delia shrugged. “When Wyatt calls me back, I’ll ask him. Are you okay if he stays with you?”

      “I guess. There’s plenty of room, right?”

      “I honestly don’t know.” Delia looked thoughtful. “I mean, it’s supposed to be for a couple, even with the upgrade.”

      “What upgrade?”

      “Oh right, I forgot to tell you. That’s what I called about this morning. I got you upgraded to a beachfront condo instead of just a room in the main hotel.”

      “How?”

      “It was being renovated, and it was finished ahead of schedule. And they were overbooked on the hotel end, so they called to ask if you could take the condo instead, and I told them yes.”

      “I forgive you for being rich,” Veronica said solemnly.

      Delia rolled her eyes. “Can we set fire to Dead Dick’s stuff now?”

      “Okay.” Veronica pushed herself off the couch and started for the bedroom. “I have to gather it all up. Want to help?”

      Delia started to answer, then turned to her phone when it buzzed. “That’s Wyatt.”

      Veronica waved a hand. “Talk to him, then find me in the bedroom.”

      “Okay. Hey, Wyatt.”

      Veronica moved down the hall, 
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