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CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

For a moment, we’re both frozen.

I can’t seem to think of anything but the other night. This time it’s not just my actions I remember so clearly—it’s the feelings, too. The desperate need to kiss him. To touch him. To feel his body against mine. I don’t know what came over me then, why I was suddenly so ravenous for Alex, of all people, but the need was intense. And I feel the same feeling creeping over me now, shivering across the surface of my skin—the desire to know him in a way I haven’t known him before. It’s a sharp, physical longing that makes me almost dizzy.

And maybe I’m crazy, but I’d swear he feels it, too. His hands are on either side of my shoulders. He could push himself off of me at any time, but he doesn’t. His mouth is right next to my cheek. His face is close enough to mine that his hair tickles my temple, and I take a deep breath, inhaling him. I’m more aware of his body than I was even a moment ago—not just his muscles, or the hardness of his chest, but the rest of him, too. His hands. His arms. His feet. His legs.

And between his legs…

That is definitely a part of Alex I did not expect to feel tonight. My breath catches in my throat as I become suddenly and acutely aware of the hardness of his cock against my thigh.

That small sound breaks the spell. Oh, God—what am I doing?

We both move at the same moment. He basically propels himself off of me, and I try to scramble backwards. We both seem to want to get as far away from each other as quickly as possible. But in our desperation neither of us seems to be paying much attention to the other until, as I’m trying to crab-walk my way out from beneath him, my knee comes up and hits him right in the family jewels.

He makes a strangled sound, as his eyes practically bug out of his head.

“Oh, God,” I say, finally managing to sit up. “God, I’m sorry—”

I start to reach for him instinctively, to help, at the same moment that he starts to double over. Our foreheads hit each other with a crack that sends pain shooting through my skull.

“Shit!” I say, falling back on my ass—and I’m sure the only reason Alex doesn’t curse as well is because he’s still incapable of speech. I press my hand against my throbbing head, trying to blink through the pain. Through my blurred vision, I’m dimly aware of Alex doing something similar…and when my eyes start to focus again, I realize that the fact that he’s holding his head means he’s no longer attempting to cover that other part of him. But by the time it hits me that I’m looking right at his cock, it’s already too late. I’ve gotten an eyeful of everything. The full package.

I go into panic mode, lunging for his towel. I need to give him something to cover up. But as I lean toward it, he throws out a hand.

“Mae, I’ve got it—” His voice cuts off when his desperately thrown hand hits me squarely on the breast.

Once again, we both seem to freeze in stunned panic. His fingers are still on my breast. His cock is still wild and free, and in spite of everything, I find my gaze drawn back to it, back to that one part of him I’ve never seen before. My heart is hammering against my ribs, but I can’t seem to move. I’m like a terrified rabbit.

Until a buzzer sounds, jarring both of us back to reality.

“The pizza,” Alex says. He releases my breast and grabs his towel in one fluid motion. “There’s a button next to the elevator door—”

“I’ll do it,” I say, stumbling to my feet. I need to get out of this room. Now.

I dart back into the living room and over to the elevator. Next to the doors is a panel with several buttons on it, including one that’s flashing and says “Entry” above it. I hit the button, and a moment later I hear the elevator moving, bringing the pizza guy up to us.

Not even an hour ago, I was excited about trying some authentic New York pizza. Now, though, I can’t even think about food.

I saw Alex naked. Felt him naked. Wanted him to stay on top of me and—

No. I am not thinking about this.

I’m still so stunned by the whole thing that when the elevator doors open, I stare at the pizza guy for a full minute, unable to form a sentence.

“I, uh, have your pizzas,” the guy says. “That’ll be thirty-seven sixty.”

Right—money. I need to find my purse. Need to pay for the pizzas. Need to do anything but think about my best friend’s penis.

I spin around, trying to remember where I left my purse. But before I can move, Alex emerges from his room, dressed in a T-shirt and jeans with his towel draped around his neck.

“I’ve got it,” he says, opening his wallet.

Numbly, I take the pizzas out of the delivery guy’s hands while Alex pays him. I can’t even look at my friend right now.

By the time the elevator doors close again, the pizzas are on the counter and I’m searching through the cabinets for some plates, still trying to keep my eyes off of Alex.

“To the left of the stove,” Alex says.

“Okay.”

Stop thinking about him naked, Mae. Stop thinking about him naked. You two are supposed to be moving past all of the awkward sexual stuff, not creating more of it.

“Mae,” Alex says after a moment. His voice is slightly rough and far too serious. He wants to talk about what just happened, I can tell.

So I ignore him. I continue to rummage around in the cabinet and try to convince myself that I did not enjoy the feeling of Alex on top of me. And I definitely didn’t enjoy those few seconds when he was hard against my thigh. Nope. Not one bit.

“Mae.”

You’re not supposed to be attracted to Alex, I remind myself. He’s your best friend. He’s practically another brother to you. What you have is too important to complicate with sex. Besides, just think of what the people back home would say if they heard about this. I’d just be feeding into all of the rumors.

I hear a step just behind me—Alex is there, right at my shoulder. My entire body tenses.

I grab the plates and turn around, still not looking directly at him.

“I…I’m really sorry,” I blurt. “I didn’t mean to run into you. Or to knee you…”

For a moment, he says nothing. But I can feel those blue eyes on me, feel myself melting beneath his gaze. Suddenly he moves, reaching toward me, and I go rigid.

He doesn’t touch me. Instead, he reaches past me to the fridge. He opens the freezer and pulls out a couple of ice packs.

Oh.

“I…I’m really sorry about my knee,” I say again. I finally find the courage to look up at him, just in time to see him grimace.

“I think I’ll survive,” he says. “Fortunately, it was an indirect hit.”

“Oh,” I say. “That’s good.”

“Here,” he says, holding out one of the ice packs. “You’ll probably want to put this on your head.”

I take the ice pack, then reach up and brush my fingers against my forehead. I suck in a breath as a sharp pain shoots through my skull. There’s a nice egg forming right in the middle of my forehead.

“You have a very hard head,” I say.

“Actually, I think you are the one with the hard head. I’m pretty sure I saw stars.” He opens one of the kitchen drawers. “You’ll probably want to wrap that in a dishtowel. And I can grab us some aspirin, too. Or alcohol, if you’d prefer.”

Normally, I’d go for the alcohol, but I don’t trust myself to drink, not around Alex. Not now.

“I’ll take the aspirin,” I tell him.

While he goes to grab the pills, I open up one of the pizzas. With my other hand, I hold the icepack against my head.

See? You can get through this awkwardness, I tell myself. No need to turn this into something it isn’t.

When Alex returns, though, I can tell I’m not getting off the hook that easily.

“Mae,” he says, “we should talk about—”

“It’s fine, really,” I say. “If our friendship can survive my dumb drunken behavior, then it can survive this, too. It was just an accident, after all.”

He’s silent for a long moment before speaking. “It was an accident, Mae.”

I’m not sure if he’s simply agreeing with me or if he’s talking about something deeper. But I don’t want to examine it too closely. I want to move on from this as quickly as possible. Get back to how things used to be, back before I complicated them.

Just don’t think about him naked, I tell myself. Don’t think about the things you wanted him to do. Don’t think about sex with him at all. Sex and Alex belong in two different parts of your brain.

But God, is it hard. Even half an hour later, when we’re finishing up dinner at his dining room table, my body is still far too aware of his. And far too aware of his eyes on me.

What’s wrong with you? I think. Only a few days ago, you were engaged to someone else. You’re just on the rebound. Desperate for physical reassurance.

But even as I argue with myself, I realize it was never quite like this with Wes. Wes and I had a pretty great sex life—at least I thought we did. Sure, things became a little more routine as our relationship went on, but that’s normal, right? That’s just what happens when two people get comfortable with each other.

With Alex, it’s the opposite—things are becoming less comfortable, more dangerous and uncertain. Only a short while ago, I would have said that he and I knew each other better than anyone. But I was wrong. And I definitely don’t know what’s happening between us now.

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

That night, unsurprisingly, I find it impossible to sleep. I finally drift off just as the sun is rising, and I don’t wake up again until sometime late in the afternoon.

Way to waste your first day in New York, I think. I quickly get dressed and head out into the living room, only to find myself alone in the apartment.

There’s a note from Alex on the fridge:

 

I have a full schedule today, so I probably won’t be home until late. Feel free to help yourself to anything in the fridge. If you want to explore, Victor can provide you with some maps and suggestions.

 

Best,

Alex

 

Great—I slept the whole first day away and Alex is avoiding me. My big New York adventure is off to a great start.

I heat up some leftover pizza and try to figure out a game plan—anything to take my mind off of what a mess I’ve made of things. I do end up going downstairs to talk to Victor, but in the end, I decide to save my explorations of the city until tomorrow so I can make a fresh start of things. I use one of the guidebooks Victor loaned me to make up a schedule so I don’t miss anything I want to see. I want to do this right.

When the schedule is done, I grab my guitar and go up to the roof. The sun has already gone down, but there’s still enough light for me to play.

I don’t really have the mental energy to work on a new song, so I play through a few chords as I think.

How do I let go? How can I be free? The questions aren’t quite lyrics, but they seem to follow the music rising from my guitar. How do I stop thinking about my best friend naked?

I shake my head. As far as awakenings go, my journey has been pretty pathetic so far. This is my chance to find myself, to do something different with my life, and instead, I’ve only managed to muck things up with my best friend. And all over what? A little lust? If sex is what I need, then there are tons of other options. Heck, if the movies about New York are true, then I could probably put on a tight little dress and walk into any bar in this city and find myself a sexy tattooed bartender to take me home and give me a toe-curling orgasm.

Unfortunately, I’m not exactly the sort of girl who feels comfortable hooking up with a stranger—even one with tattoos.

I sigh and set my guitar aside. It’s been a while since I’ve had mind-blowing sex. A lot longer than I want to admit, even to myself. No matter how much I want to believe that Wes and I had a good sex life…well, it couldn’t have been that good if he started hooking up with someone else, right? I guess I just managed to convince myself that we didn’t need to have wild, toe-curling sex every night to have a fulfilling relationship. Now that the engagement is off, though—now that I’m free to have sex with someone else—I’m realizing how much I’ve missed the toe-curling part. How much I need the toe-curling part right now.

And not just that—I miss someone wanting to give me toe-curling sex. I’m not going to lie—it’s hard not to feel homely and undesirable after your fiancé cheats on you. I just want a guy to grab me and throw me down on the bed and have his way with me. That’s not so unreasonable a request, is it?

Just keep Alex out of it, I remind myself. Nothing good can come of going down that road.

I spend another half hour trying to distract myself with my guitar before giving up and going downstairs again.

Alex still isn’t home yet. It’s nearly ten o’clock, but his bedroom is still empty and there’s no sign of him in the living room or kitchen.

Maybe he had a date, I think. I know his note said he’d be back late, but this is long past normal business hours. I try not to examine the sick feeling in my stomach as I head into the guest bedroom. Even though I only got up a few hours ago, I should try to get some rest.

Unsurprisingly, I have trouble sleeping again. I toss and turn, and my mind is racing.

Maybe I should do something to relax, I think. To let some of the tension out of my body. I might currently be single, but a girl can create her own toe-curling experiences, can’t she?

I let my hand drift slowly up my thigh. I’m wearing pajama shorts and a T-shirt—nothing that makes me feel especially sexy—but at least they’re not really in my way. When I reach the bottom of my shorts, it’s easy to push them up and let my fingers move further between my legs.

It’s been a long time since I’ve touched myself. I’m not even sure when or why I stopped in the first place, but somehow, someway, I seem to have lost my sexual mojo. My own hand feels odd and unfamiliar. It’s like I’ve lost all sexual connection to myself.

Think of something that turns you on, I tell myself. Sure, you probably won’t be having crazy sex with a stranger while you’re here, but you can still play it out in your mind. Imagine yourself doing something wild.

I try, I really do. But I can’t seem to get out of my own head. Maybe I’m more fucked up than I thought over all of this.

Try something else, I tell myself. What’s the best sex you’ve ever had?

It doesn’t take me long to have my answer—back at the beginning of my relationship with Wes, we did a little experimenting in the bedroom. Once, on a hot summer day, he stripped me down and trailed an ice cube up and down my body. The memory of that sensation—the shock of that cool burn against my bare, heated skin—still gives me goose bumps. I know for some people, sexual experimentation goes far, far beyond that, but for me, that experience was eye-opening. Even with my feelings of anger and resentment toward Wes, my body still starts to respond to the thought of experiencing that again.

I tug my hand out of my shorts and stand up. Fortunately, ice is easy to come by.

I go to my door and open it slowly and quietly. Then I dash across the living room toward the kitchen. I don’t turn on any lights—I don’t know what time it is, and I have no idea if Alex is home yet—but fortunately, the lights coming through the window are enough to show me the way across the floor.

In the kitchen, I find a cup in one of the cabinets. I don’t dare use the ice dispenser on the door—far too noisy—and instead open the freezer and reach right into the ice machine itself. I grab several ice cubes, dump them in my glass, and quickly close the freezer.

Then nearly drop them, because suddenly there’s a figure beside me. Alex.

He looks just as surprised to see me out here as I do him.

“Is everything okay?” he asks. “Did you need something?”

The first thing I notice in the dim light is that he isn’t wearing a shirt. I don’t look lower to see if he’s wearing pajama bottoms, or at least boxers—it’s far too risky, and I’m not sure how I’d react if I found out he slept nude. And then I remember that he asked me a question.

Which, I realize as my fingers tighten on the glass in my hand, I can’t possibly answer honestly.

“I…just needed some ice,” I say. To help turn me on. So I can touch myself. Oh, God, this is the worst.

“For your head?” he asks. “Did you need another ice pack?”

“I…” That would have been a great excuse, but it’s too late to lie about it now. I’m pretty sure he’s already noticed the cup in my hand. “To drink. I needed ice and water.” I turn back around and place the glass beneath the water dispenser on the fridge door.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see him run his hand through his hair. He used to do that all the time when we were younger, back when his hair was longer. Now, it makes the strands sort of stand up, though I must say, the tousled look sort of suits him.

Just get the water and get back to your room, I tell myself. No reason to drag this out. I can fish a piece of ice out of my glass once I’ve locked the door behind me again.

“I needed something to drink, too,” he says. “I need to take another aspirin. Do you need another one?” He lifts his hand, and I hear the familiar rattle of a painkiller bottle.

“It certainly couldn’t hurt,” I say.

“Here.”

I don’t know why neither of us thinks to turn on the light rather than awkwardly fumbling through the process in the near-darkness. I hold out my hand, and his fingers close around mine, holding me in place while he pours an aspirin out of the bottle into my palm. His skin is warm—almost hot—and I feel a little shiver move up my arm. I close my fingers around the aspirin and pull my hand away.

It’s just the ice making me cold, I tell myself. In fact, the glass in my hand has cooled enough from the ice that I can feel that familiar cold burn on my skin. Unfortunately, that only reminds me of why I came out here in the first place. I’m suddenly aware of all the sensations brushing against my skin—the softness of my pajamas against my chest and hips, the coldness of the glass in my hand, the lingering warmth from where Alex was just touching me. I can even feel a familiar telltale wetness pooling between my thighs.

Get back to your room, Mae, I tell myself. Get back there, now.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t around today,” Alex says. “I meant to say something last night, but I had meetings all day. I’m working on a couple of big projects right now, and one of them is with a company in Tokyo. That’s why I was out so late tonight—it was one of the few times when we could have a conference call that worked for both of our time zones.”

“Oh,” I say, surprised at how relieved I am to hear his explanation. He wasn’t avoiding me. And he wasn’t on a date.

“I’ve managed to clear my schedule for tomorrow,” he says. “If you feel like exploring a bit, I’d be happy to show you around.”

“I’d like that,” I say. “I’ve already made a list of the places I want to see.”

“Perfect.”

We both fall silent, and though I know I should move, know I should go back to bed, I can’t seem to bring myself to do it.

Alex is the first to break the silence.

“Here,” he says, raising his hand. “Let me see your head.”

I don’t point out that he can’t see much of anything in this dim light. Instead, I let him brush his fingers gently across my face. They feel even warmer than they did a moment ago when he touched my hand.

When his fingers brush against the lump on my forehead, I suck in a breath. For the most part, the pain had softened to nothing more than a dull, irregular throbbing, but his direct touch sends a stab of something sharper through my head.

“I’m sorry,” he says, pulling his hand away.

“It’s fine,” I tell him. “Really.”

He seems to take my word for it, because his fingers brush against my injury again, more carefully this time.

“Feels like you have quite a lump,” he says.

“Yeah, you probably gave me a concussion.”

“Actually, I think it’s more likely that you gave me a concussion.”

“Well that depends. Whose lump is bigger?”

I reach up, bringing my hand to his face. It only takes a moment for me to find the bump on his forehead, and though he doesn’t make a sound when my fingers brush against it, I feel him stiffen, so I know he must be experiencing some pain as well.

“Yours is pretty big,” I say, “but I still think mine is bigger.”

“On the contrary, I think mine is.” His finger traces the edge of my bump. “You definitely have the harder head.”

“What are the symptoms of a concussion again?”

“I don’t know,” he says. “Maybe we should look that up.”

“Well, if anyone asks, you were already a bit wonky in the head.”

He laughs. “Me? I could tell them some stories about you—”

“Hey,” I say. “You better not be talking about anything we put in the friendship vault of silence.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

His fingers are still against my forehead. And mine, somehow, are still against his. We’re standing close enough that I have to tilt my head back to look at him, which only reminds me of how tall he is. And the fact that he’s not wearing a shirt.

And the fact that I came out here to grab ice so that I could…well…

He must have realized how close we are as well, but he’s not moving. Is he waiting to see what I’ll do?

Maybe it’s the closeness. Or the ice. Or just everything that’s happened over the past few days. But I’m suddenly feeling very reckless.

“What do you think would have happened if we hadn’t stopped that night?” I blurt.

I’ve shocked him. I don’t know how I know, because he hasn’t moved, but I know it all the same.

I pull my hand away from his head, but his fingers still gently rest against my forehead. He seems either unwilling or unable to move.

“You were drunk,” he says finally. “You would have regretted it in the morning.”

“But would you have regretted it?” I press.

With a sigh, he pulls his hand away from my head. “Of course I would have. You were drunk.”

“That’s not what I mean.” Honestly, I’m still not entirely sure what I’m doing, but now that I’ve started this conversation, I can’t seem to stop the words from coming. “I’m not drunk now.” I might feel drunk, but that’s not the same thing.

He’s silent. I can feel him staring at me—as much as anyone can stare at anyone else in this dim light—and I stand perfectly still, afraid to breathe.

Finally, he says, “What exactly are you asking me, Mae?”

You know exactly what I’m asking you, I want to say. He has to know. It’s not like I’m being particularly subtle about it. But what if he doesn’t? Or worse, what if he knows and he’s trying to give me an out before I embarrass myself even further?

I look down. Even though I can barely see his face, I can’t look at him right now. “Don’t make me say it,” I whisper.

He shifts his weight slightly—drawing my gaze to his legs. He’s wearing boxers—thank God he’s wearing something—and I try not to look too closely at the bare chest right in front of me.

“Mae,” he says after a moment, “I just want to make sure I’m understanding you completely.”

“What is there to understand?” I ask. “I’m asking if you would have had sex with me if I hadn’t been drunk.” God, could I sound any more desperate? “Forget it—I shouldn’t even have brought it up. I don’t know what’s gotten into me tonight.” I try to push past him, to flee back to my room, but he catches me by the elbow.

“Mae.”

“Let me go,” I say, wrenching my arm out of his grasp and nearly dropping my glass in the process. “Forget I said anything. It’s just been a weird few days.”

He’s staring at me again. God, I wish he’d stop staring.

“I’m just trying to understand,” he says.

“And I…I guess I was just thinking about our conversation before,” I say. “About how our friendship is strong enough to survive a drunken kiss. And me kneeing you in the junk, apparently.” I set the glass of ice water on the counter and wrap my arms around myself. “If you’d been drunk as well, or if for whatever reason we hadn’t stopped…could we have survived that?”

“Why are you thinking about this?” he says. “It didn’t happen.”

“I…” I shake my head. “Are you being willfully obtuse, or do I really have to spell it out for you?”

He’s gone very still. “I’m sure this situation with Wes has made you—”

“It has nothing to do with Wes,” I say, scrunching my eyes shut. “Okay, it has a little to do with Wes. But not like you think. Wes and I…I think maybe we both checked out of that relationship long ago. Or maybe something’s just wrong with me, because I don’t feel like I think I’m supposed to feel after breaking up with my fiancé. I feel like I’ve been living the last few years of my life in a daze, just letting my life happen, and now I’m free to make choices again. And I want to make those choices. I want to live again.”

I open my eyes again, looking up at his figure in the darkness, but it’s impossible to read him.

“And what does this have to do with sex between us?” he asks me.

“Nothing. And everything.” I shake my head again. “It’s been a long time since…since I’ve slept with anyone but Wes. And I just thought…” Just blurt it out, Mae. “You see, I know that in all the books and movies the girl goes out and hooks up with some stranger, but I couldn’t do that. I just couldn’t. But you… I trust you.”

“What are you asking me, Mae?” His voice is so deep that it almost sounds like a growl.

“Damn it, Alex, you know exactly—”

“I need to hear you say it. I don’t want to make any assumptions, not about this.”

I’m not sure whether he’s torturing me on purpose or not, but I’m in too deep to backtrack now.

“I’m asking if you would sleep with me,” I say.

He seems to enjoy making me squirm, because once again, he doesn’t answer right away. I’m suddenly grateful for the darkness—my entire body is on fire right now.

Then he steps toward me.

“You’re asking me to be your rebound guy?” he says. He stops just short of me, not touching but close enough that I can feel the heat radiating off his bare chest.

“Not a rebound,” I say quickly. “As I’ve told you, that thing with Wes was over long ago. Just…”

“Just sex.”

I nod. “Just sex. Unless…unless you think our friendship couldn’t survive it.”

“Do you believe our friendship couldn’t survive it?”

Now it’s my turn to hesitate before answering. Honestly, I hadn’t really thought about it. I was more concerned with his opinion on the matter than my own.

“Maybe,” I say. “Or maybe not. But our friendship has certainly survived a lot up to now. I mean, we haven’t lived in the same place for years and years. And you’ve seen me at my drunkest and stupidest—”

“And you’ve seen me at mine.”

“Exactly. And we survived a kiss, and now I’ve seen you naked, and…and…feel free to stop me at any point, because if I keep talking I’m probably only going to make this more embarrassing for both of us.” I raise my chin, looking up at him. “Have I scared you yet?”

“No,” he says. “But I’m still wondering if you’ve really thought this through.”

No, of course not. But again, it’s too late to unsay all of the things I’ve just said.

“You can tell me if you think it’s a terrible idea,” I say. “Or if you don’t want to. I swear I won’t get upset.” It’ll just be me and my ice and my fingers alone together forever and ever. I’m going to die alone with a bunch of cats.

He’s still far too close to me. I can see his chest rising and falling with his breaths, smell the scent of his soap on his skin.

“I’m not entirely sure two people can have sex without things getting complicated,” he says.

“Plenty of people seem to think that men and women can’t be friends either, and somehow we’ve managed it,” I point out. What are you doing, Mae? The more you argue for this, the more desperate you sound.

But Alex doesn’t seem to notice. “I suppose that’s true.”

I press my toes against the cool tiles of the floor. When am I allowed to escape to my room again? If he hasn’t said yes yet, he’s not going to—and him dragging this conversation out to spare my feelings is only making things weirder between us.

But then, just when I’m about to make a run for it, he reaches out and touches me gently on the cheek.

“Are you sure this is what you want to do?” he asks. His voice sounds almost rough now.

Maybe. I don’t know. A huge part of my brain is still screaming that this is a terrible idea, but my body seems to have other ideas. I mean, after the events of the last few days, we’re halfway to this step already.

“Yes,” I hear myself say.

He lengthens his fingers, pressing more of his hand against my cheek. The ends of his fingers slide into the hair at my temple.

“I propose this,” he says slowly, softly. “We go over to that couch, and the moment you tell me to stop, we stop.”

I frown. “I don’t understand. Are you agreeing?”

“I’m merely suggesting that we don’t jump into anything too quickly. And that you stop me the moment you change your mind.”

And if I don’t change my mind? I want to ask. But I don’t. I’m not entirely sure what he means to do, but I want to find out.

He drops his hand from my face and instead takes my fingers in his. He leads me across the dark room toward the couch while
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