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      “Honey, get me another beer.”

      I swear I could hear the sound his fat ass made as it squished against the stool behind me. The customer had probably just returned from pissing the contents of his wallet into Jack’s urinal. 

      This wasn’t supposed to be my real job. 

      I didn't move back here for this shit. North Carolina to Florida. Asshole to prick. Typical. Even on a busy Sunday afternoon, there were only two bartenders on duty — both women. Both honeys and sweeties and darlings. Both tired, weary, and hungry. 

      Spinning on my soles, I cleared the patron’s empty mug, grabbed a new one from the cooler, and hoisted it to the tap, unable to ignore the smell of stale beer bleeding off my fingertips. 

      I gave Fat Ass his drink while blocking out the chatter. The static went in one ear and out the other. Music blasted from strategically placed speakers throughout the entire building, competing with one giant television centered high above the rear of the bar. Another game was on. Dolphins versus Chargers. Soon, it would be the playoffs. 

      Which meant more loud customers.

      More beer.

      More time on my feet.

      I perused the bar for the thousandth time, attending to guests, wiping spills, cashing out checks, occasionally listening — the way a veteran bartender was supposed to. And maybe I was a veteran now, having served this shit since, what … 1981?

      Hard to believe I’d been at this gig for almost twenty fucking years.

      A couple of things had changed, though.

      Like my hair: still fiery red, only now it wasn’t stiff, sprayed, or poofed.

      My marital status: divorced, no longer bound to a man I once called husband.

      But…

      …some things hadn’t changed.

      My generous curves, men attempting to flirt, asshole employers, football … my attitude.

      “Do you see that couple over there?” Shelley whispered, interrupting my private, cynical ranting. Shell was bartender number two tonight — the other honey, darling, baby. 

      Except she was actually cute.

      My eyes followed her gaze to the end of our little rectangular prison.

      “He's married,” Shell continued quietly. “And that's not his wife.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I know him from church.”

      Of course. 

      The married, cheating assholes always went to church. He’d probably just returned from sitting through a lecture on the virtues of fidelity. He wore a blue button-up shirt, but instead of a necktie, his throat was being strangled by hypocrisy.

      After shoving the bottle of house white into the ice (because something deserved my fury), I watched Shelley do the rounds. She smiled at each customer even though most of them paid no mind. They were too busy drinking and hollering at the TV with Acme-like animation. Shell came to a stop in the left corner of our rectangle — where the unfaithful but faithful churchgoer sat. 

      He looks like him. No … he doesn't. 

      There was something familiar, though. Something that reminded me of him. It was his smile…

      The asshole thinks he’s getting away with it. He thinks he’s fucking happy.

      I smirked at the absurdity, the similarities, and the duplicity — and I didn't smile much. Not anymore. Someone once told me it was a pity that I didn’t show my teeth more often. My face only showed what I allowed: a reflection of another's expression. 

      I hid behind fear. Wore a mask. I became what I thought I needed to be, and it served me well. The mask was the one thing I could count on. No one needed to know the real me. No one ever really knew me. Not even him. 

      The mask I’d thought would be momentary had become the solitary isolating definition of Bree. 

      I’d moved back to this small town in the middle of Florida — about an hour from Disney, a town full of lakes — with my mask of isolation cemented in place, hoping for a fresh start. All the way back home to the county where I’d been raised, brought up to have more morals than the man at the end of the oak-stained bar. Actually, it was stained with beer and tears, men moaning and crying, attempting to escape their misery.

      Fuck him. Fuck men. Fuck them all.

      Why did I apply for this damn job?

      “What's wrong, Bree?” Shelley flicked her long, blond braid over a shoulder. She was a petite little thing. An elf. She’d take any of these bastards down, though. Looks could be so deceiving. 

      Dragging a hand across my forehead, I replied, “Nothing,” then dunked glasses into soapy water. I couldn’t exactly tell her what I’d been thinking. 

      No one would ever know what I was thinking.

      Was this what starting over meant? Look at this fucking place. A restaurant, pretending to be fancy and on the lake, but really, it was full of phonies.

      Including me.
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        * * *

      

      “Almost free,” Shelley said several hours later while closing the cash register.

      Free, I thought while holding a frosted mug beneath the tap. Now that was a word that had no meaning. 

      I wanted to be free.

      Free of the dread appearing in the form of the man who had sat at the end of the bar, but there was no escaping the memories of another man — the one who taught me that free was a four-letter word only fools believed. 

      “Hey, Red! What are you doing with my beer?” a regular patron sitting a few stools away asked.

      Damn it! Damn it! Damn it! The beer had run over the mug onto my shoes and floor.

      Damn. It.

      Now, my whole body would smell like this shit. I needed to go home and shower. Fuck ... I could live in the shower.

      “What time is it?” I asked the customer who laughed at my carelessness.

      He glanced at his watch. “Eight forty-five.”

      Not even nine. At least two more hours on my feet. My tired, aching feet. And so what that my feet hurt? I needed pain to function. Contentment and happiness were things I didn’t understand … or approve of anymore. 

      Shelley looked happy.

      I could pretend to look happy, but I couldn’t feel it. It wouldn’t reach my heart. My ex-husband had told me I didn’t have one.

      How could I hate this job so much? I’d only been here a week. I hated the smell of this bar. I hated watching these people drink.

      “Honey, I need you to follow me to the liquor closet,” Jack said, clipboard in hand, pen over his ear, standing on the other side of the counter. “Shelley, keep an eye on things, please.”

      I hated Jack too. Honey. Fuck him. He could go to hell.

      “Is there a problem?”

      “Just come with me. Now.”

      Just come with me now. Asshole.

      I mocked Jack Bannon inside my mind the way I always did. Didn't care that he was the owner. He was daunting and overbearing and fucking old. Yet, women still found him attractive. People did as he asked. Even though he had money, he insisted on being at the damn restaurant almost every day. But that didn't stop me from mocking him … and his big Irish head.

      …and his stupid body.

      I might’ve noticed him.

      Hairs peeking through his partially unbuttoned shirt, jet-black hair with dashes of gray. Posture perfectly upright, chest out, shoulders squared.

      Wiping my hands on a towel, I glanced at Shelley, then followed the asshole through the kitchen. As usual, Charlie looked at me — I could feel the chef’s dark eyes following my movements (but I wasn’t aware if they held concern) — as we passed through the corridor toward the room containing shelves and shelves of alcohol. 

      Once the two of us stood in the center of the square liquor closet, Jack went over procedure.

      “I've heard all of this.” I pulled the rubber band from my hair and finger-combed my long, shiny red locks. 

      I caught Jack looking distracted. He stared at me like I was the star of one those ridiculous shampoo commercials — as if he hadn’t noticed I was an actual woman prior to this moment. 

      I didn’t like what I read in his gaze. 

      A man like him didn’t need to see the aptitude I had for loneliness.

      I’d been fixed in a state of perpetual numbness for months. Moving back home hadn’t changed me. I felt guilty, being home and lonely.

      Jack cracked a smile and scratched his temple, seeming unamused by my sarcastic words. Too bad. Sarcasm was one of my best assets. 

      “You may have ‘heard all of this’ before, but I need to know you understand.” His raspy voice flowed off his tongue the way one would imagine a deadly snake might speak to its intended victim.

      He needed to know I understood? What did he think? That I was a child? I’m a 38-year-old fucking woman. 

      “Now…” Jack said, continuing his liquor lecture.

      He pointed out everything he thought I’d missed, what he thought I didn't know, and I paid attention, rapt attention, watching his lips move as if he was the leader of a great nation. I didn't flinch or show disdain in my eyes or body language. I feigned obedience better than any bitch on a different kind of leash.

      When Jack was done going over procedure, he wrote vigorously on the paper attached to the board. Once I established that he was finished babbling and writing, I climbed the step ladder to retrieve a few items we needed at the front of the house. Arching up on my toes, I scanned the labels and turned the bottles.

      A few seconds passed, and I could feel him at my side, pretending to be my wingman. But a wingman didn't need to touch my leg, and Jack … he was clearly touching my fucking leg. He was touching my leg, and he was watching my ass, but the sly fucker was pretending to help.

      I made a choice to let his hand lie.

      As I made my way down, his thick fingers followed the curves of my body, touching … touching ... touching. I waited until I stood face to face with him on the ground, the heavy glass bottles in my hands, before I spoke, enunciating each word through my teeth.

      “Don't. Touch. Me. Like. That. Again.”

      Jack’s eyes filled with superiority. He slid the pen back over his ear and smiled that same foolish, condescending grin.

      Fuck him.

      I started to walk away, but he spoke before I could exit the room.

      “Has it been a long time?” Jack asked, sounding as though he was flirting.

      My stomach twisted and tightened. I kept my back toward him, but I could feel his ice-blue eyes penetrating my skin the same way I’d felt the chef’s — only Charlie’s eyes were brown and kind.

      “Since what?”

      “Since a man has touched you?”

      Was this what the asshole thought passed for flirting? He apparently had no fear of a harassment suit. His arrogance threaded through every syllable he uttered, every mannerism.

      I placed the bottles in the cart and turned to face him. “That's none of your fucking business.”

      “What’s that in your eye?”

      “What?” I flinched, blinking in succession.

      “That look ... in your eye,” he said, stepping closer.

      I could smell whiskey and a faint masculine musk. Woods and hunting and rifles.

      “You speak like you’re the one in control, but I can see you want me to take you, sweetheart.”

      Something deep in my belly coiled, then burned. Squinting at him, I kept honesty from my eyes and hissed, “You don't know what I want.”

      “Put your fucking hair up before you go back out to my bar,” he said, his icy-cold blues roving over my body, speaking to me like he was ordering a bitch on a leash.

      Too bad I wouldn’t perform for him.

      After Jack left the room, I gathered the thick pieces of my hair and tied them into the band, pulling a few strands tighter and tighter and tighter — until it hurt.

      I wanted to feel the hurt on my scalp.

      The tingle and the burn.

      I felt prickly, out of my fucking mind.

      And for the first time since I’d witnessed my husband fucking another woman, I felt … I felt … alive.
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      “Corner,” someone shouted as they rounded the damn thing and almost ran into me.

      It was a busy Saturday night. The fucking kitchen was hot. The fire from the stoves was visible from where I stood on the other side of the line, my arms crossed, my expression the same: cross. 

      Charlie was plating food. Jack was putting on the finishing touches, wiping the edges clean and adding garnishes, then calling for runners.

      Apparently the place was short-staffed tonight. One particularly impatient customer at my bar — excuse me, Jack’s bar — still hadn’t received his meal. I’d turned the ticket in almost thirty minutes ago.

      And that was why I was in this godforsaken hellhole in the middle of the dinner rush. It was also the reason I was a bartender. I’d rather listen to people sulk on their stools over busting my ass on the line any day.

      Jack glanced over his shoulder, presumably to see what had taken Charlie from his multitasking.

      I locked eyes with Jack, not Charlie.

      “What are you waiting on, Bree?” Jack asked as his irrefutable gaze went to Charlie, then he yelled for food runners again.

      Charlie scanned the tickets hanging near his eyeline. “What’s the order?”

      “I just asked her that,” Jack countered.

      Jesus Christ, another reason I avoided the kitchen: I didn’t need them or their schoolboy pissing contest. Or I did. This shit had been going on for the last couple weeks. 

      Charlie gave his contemptible gaze to Jack.

      I swiveled on my aching toes and started to head back to the bar. I didn’t have time for men’s bullshit. Shelley was alone, and we were slammed too, but Jack grabbed my elbow before I could get away.

      First, I glanced at his pig fingers, then for some unknown reason, I met Charlie’s gaze — Jack’s hand warm on my skin, Charlie’s eyes ... still pretty contemptible.

      All of it a cocktail for disaster — one I think I was beginning to crave.

      Just fucking great.

      “Run this to thirteen,” Jack said to a server, letting go of my arm.

      “I think yours is next,” Charlie said, then he recited the order.

      “I’ll bring it out personally and speak to the customer,” Jack said.

      “I’m sorry you had to wait.” Charlie swiped a cloth across his forehead, and I smiled. “It’ll be up in a minute.”

      Charlie turned his attention to instructing the guys on the line while Jack plated a tray and ordered me back to the bar.

      I didn’t move. He glowered at me, his tantalizing blue eyes always communicating two things: dominance and sex.

      “Do you need something else?”

      Yeah. I did need something else.

      His double entendre intuited things I wasn’t sure I could ignore much longer. Stuff I’d been repressing for years. 

      I looked to Charlie, then back to Jack. 

      I needed plenty. 

      Shit I didn’t even want to begin to articulate.
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      “What is it?” Jack asked. He barely looked up from the papers on his desk.

      “It's this damn strap. It’s been slipping off my shoulder … all fucking night.”

      A few more weeks of my life had passed in this hellhole. Y2K had come and gone, and like everything else in this world, the hype surrounding the end of the century had been orchestrated and blown out of proportion, meant to ignite fears. To top it off, 2000 was already turning out to be a joke. 

      And all I had to show for it since I’d moved home was a slew of sloppy, unfinished words, forgotten journals I’d discovered in an old storage bin, and a bra that would no longer hold up my huge, sagging tits. 

      “It's falling while I'm trying to serve your fucking customers.” I yanked and pulled on it as I glanced at him. Simple tasks — especially ones that required patience — had never been my strong suit.

      The paperwork Jack held met the desk. Then he looked up, eyeballing me as if I were a child who needed to be taken over his knee. I could see the outline of his tongue running along the inside of his cheek.

      “Come here, honey,” he said, too friendly, flirty, and disgusting.

      Standing near the closed office door — I’d forgotten why I’d come in here in the first place or why I was mentioning my bra or drawing his attention to my tits — I jerked my face toward the sound of his lewd dictation. The strap hit my skin, just as loose as before, while I huffed and snarled and tried my damnedest to drown out the little voice — no, the big voice — telling me to turn around, open the door, and leave.

      But I ignored it.

      My apathy must’ve been what he mistook for charm.

      Palms on the desk, he pushed the chair out and stood. Then he walked toward me, acting as if he couldn’t possibly understand my hesitation. Inches from me — whiskey on his breath, his icy eyes on my neck, the strap, and the side of my obstinate face — he took over the task I’d never asked him to complete.

      He had a hard time adjusting it at first.

      Not as easy as you thought, asshole.

      I kept my lips shut, though — stood mute, folded my arms, and tapped my nails against my elbows.

      “You know,” Jack said, a strain in his voice while sliding the nylon, “I'm usually taking these things off, not tightening them up.”

      Ignoring his comment — because Jack is a pig, a fucking pig — I stared into the wood of the door, trying to conceal my shame.

      The shame of wanting a pig to fuck me.

      The door wasn't transparent like my faulty decision making. I couldn't see through it. I could see through Jack, though. He’d always been a pig. A swine from the start. His manner, his careless regard. Nothing had changed. This moment in the closed room of the office absolutely confirmed it. Still ... there was something to be said for the feel of his hands on my bare skin. Plenty. I could fill an encyclopedia. Or I could buy more journals and engage in the daily ritual of telling myself I was a disgrace.

      Damn it. It didn’t matter how good his hands felt.

      He's a pig. He's a pig. He's a pig.

      Fuck it. His hands were on my skin. I wanted his fucking hands on my skin.

      But I hid my gaze and all my itchy feelings. I was quite good at reflecting a void, an apathy, a bitterness. The only emotion I chose to show was one of annoyance. 

      Annoyance at his suggestion. 

      Annoyance at his insistence on helping me when I thought I’d done my best to prove I didn’t need him. 

      But … I wanted something — something I’d somehow forgotten was important.

      Jack took his time with the strap, and as he made the adjustments, he announced with his eyes and posture that he did indeed want to take me over his knee. He’d flirted with borderline-harassment-type come-ons over the last several weeks, but now it was clear.

      His intentions hovered over the two of us, spreading like ominous clouds obscuring stars from the night sky.

      Briefly, I looked into his eyes and then down at his thick fingers, all while smelling it on his skin:

      The power. The manipulation. The sex. 

      His dominance strangled me.

      I'm not any different, I repeated inside my head. 

      I'm not any different. I'm the same. 

      The same as all the other women he’d probably fucked. The same as the woman my husband fucked. 

      No, I wasn’t her. But maybe I was like others. Maybe I was a whore. 

      God, the others... 

      Jack must’ve had lots of others. Jack wanted to fuck everyone. His hands had touched lots of women. Lots of others. People gossiped in this small town, and everyone here seemed to know Jack couldn’t — or didn’t want to — keep it in his pants.

      You’re just a body, Bree. Goddammit, you’re just a nobody ... a nobody. 

      A nobody who needed to be fucked. And fucked hard. Used. 

      His thick pig fingers would almost do.

      My fingers and vibrator could no longer substitute. Billie Joe was right. It had lost its fun, and maybe I was lonely. 

      I’d been fantasizing lately about what it would feel like when — not if — Jack’s hands explored my body. 

      I didn't like him, couldn't stand him, but my pussy wouldn’t shut up. My legs wanted to open. 

      I needed something from him no one else would give me. 

      The way Jack wanted me, the way he would go about having me, I knew — knew — it would be unlike anything I’d ever experienced. It was enough to make me disregard the revolt I felt in his presence. 

      My emptiness superseded my logic. 

      My emptiness surpassed that place in my chest — you know, the place behind the rib cage where most have a beating heart.

      And these were apparently the real reasons I’d walked through his office door, babbling about my bra strap. 

      Jack finished, and I was ready to exit. It wasn’t until I grabbed the door handle that he spoke. His rasp was at a low ebb, and it slithered around my ears. 

      “Take off your shirt.”

      “Excuse me?” I didn’t move a muscle.

      “You heard me, Bree.”

      I’d heard him. His voice. It was the most thrilling part of him. If I closed my eyes, or better yet, if I could just forget who he was, what he stood for...

      “I want to see you.”

      “I'm not going to do that.” I released the handle and looked at him. 

      “Why not?”

      “I'm not sleeping with you.”

      “I asked you to take off your shirt,” he said, speaking in a slow timbre, taking charge of my misgivings. “I won't touch you unless you want me to. Show me what I'm missing.”

      “No,” I said and froze, but the dull throb between my legs controlled my thoughts.

       Eyes never wavering, he waited — everything about him communicating he knew I wanted to do as he asked. He stood so close to me I could smell him.

      And I wanted to close my eyes, silence the voices in my head, and just breathe him in.

      The revolt and annoyance I felt disappeared, burning off like early-morning fog. The confidence I’d heard in his voice took over my logic, and I wanted to listen to his commands.

      “Bree…” he said while locking the door. “Show me.”

      The room spun. My mind followed.

      Jack continued to stare at me, the cat waiting for the mouse to take the cheese. He even stood a couple feet away, giving me space — as if daring me to obey. 

      My long-dormant sexuality probably oozed from my eyes. The buttons on my shirt felt ready to pop of their own accord. 

      “Unlock the door,” I seethed. 

      “You unlock it. You’re free to go. You’re free to do as you please.” 

      Jack went back to the desk and leaned his ass against the front of it, looking positive the peep show would come.

      Free to do as I please. Bullshit. 

      That fucking four-letter word again. Free.

      I never felt it, never owned it. I always had a reason for everything, but this... This moment — it had no purpose, yet I wanted to expose myself to him. I wanted his eyes all over my chest.

      “Go back behind the desk.”

      Jack rubbed his chin, grinned, then did as I asked. He remained standing, a little hunched over, the tips of his fingers grazing the top of the paperwork.

      Standing in front of the locked door, I started to undo my long-sleeved, white shirt when Jack said, “Take your hair down,” ordering me the way he did all the employees.

      And I liked it. Craved it. 

      Never would I have admitted that to him or any fucking man.

      I removed the work shirt, took down my hair, and pulled off my tank top. My fiery locks hung over the tightened straps of my red lace bra. My nipples showed through the embroidery. I met his eyes for a quick second, then looked away, unclasped the back of the undergarment, and slipped it off. 

      I raised my head.

      His eyes were trained on my breasts. 

      I felt cold. 

      Uncomfortable. 

      I felt naked in ways beyond not wearing a top.

      “Touch your breasts, Bree,” Jack said, looking into my hazel eyes, his raspy voice echoing across the room. “Put your hands on yourself.”

      Closing my eyes, I placed my palms against my stomach, then moved them toward my chest. I slid each finger over my breasts in an instant, grabbing more than a handful, caressing and rubbing and squeezing, then I stroked my rock-hard nipples with my thumbs. My hands were cold, but my breasts warmed me. Adrenaline coursed through my veins like the sting of venom. I wanted to climb higher and higher. 

      I gyrated my ass over the door, continuing to touch myself the way I liked, playing with my tits as if Jack wasn't even there, but he was there, and I was aware of his presence — and fuck if I wasn’t more aroused because of it. 

      Slowing the pace, I stroked my nipples until they ached. I moaned, closing and opening my eyes repeatedly. I became less conscious of myself and him. I swam amongst my indecision, my repression, and in the feeling of my own skin. 

      Without thinking, I slid a hand toward my pants. I wanted to come right here in front of his horny, self-righteous face and indeed show him what he was missing — because I could never give myself to a fucking pig. 

      Not irrevocably. 

      Then, someone knocked on the door. 

      I felt as though I jumped an inch off the ground as I placed both hands at my sides.

      “I'm counting,” Jack called out, clearing his throat while adjusting the tent in his pants.

      “I need the list to check off the meat inventory,” the voice on the other side of the door said as I started to dress quickly.

      “I'll bring it out to you, Charlie. I'm almost finished.”

      I waited a silent minute, trying to catch my breath. 

      “Bree…” 

      Jack managed to make my name alone sound like a strong, sensual command. I didn’t respond, the swell of my pussy still drowning out my thoughts; my gaze blurred. 

      “I'll be the one to make you climax,” he continued. “I will finish you. Tonight.”
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      “Do you wanna grab a beer with me?” Charlie asked after I rounded the corner and entered the kitchen.

      Same night. Two hours had passed since the burlesque show. I think it might’ve been after eleven. The restaurant was empty aside from the three of us. What a trio. I needed to get the fuck out of here.

      I could hardly concentrate on Charlie’s question. My nakedness and the subsequent look that had been in Jack's eyes clung to my cock-starved mind. 

      I’d walked into a spiderweb. 

      “Bree?” Charlie said, but I had trouble absorbing his request. 

      He’d taken his dark hair out of the ponytail and netting. The wavy strands fell just past his shoulders. It suited him. Charlie seemed friendly. Harmless. He was nice to almost everyone, and he tolerated Jack. I’d noticed that from day one. He’d known Jack the longest. Years, he’d told me one night at the bar. God, Charlie probably had a pretty good idea what went on in Jack's office when the door was closed and locked. Charlie was no fool, and Charlie was no Jack. 

      Charlie was kind, considerate, and honest.

      “Not tonight,” I replied to his innocuous invitation. 

      “Not tonight what?” Jack asked, appearing out of thin air.

      “I asked if she wanted to have a beer. Do you want to have a beer with us?”

      “She said not tonight. I need her to finish helping me close.”

      Charlie glanced at me. Too bad those brown puppy-dog eyes of his would never figure me out. 

      “I can't close, Jack,” I said. 

      “Yes, you can. I need you to stay.”

      “You mean … I'm not free to do as I please?”

      Charlie ran his fingers through his hair and eyeballed Jack. 

      Jack returned the stare, trying to intimidate his top chef, although he probably never could. “You can go, Charlie. Your work is done, right?”

      “I can stay and help Bree.”

      “I don't need you to stay and help,” Jack snorted.

      “Bree, do you want me to stay?” Charlie asked. 

      Fuck. Men. 

      I looked back and forth between them, caught like an insect in a web. I needed sleep. I didn't know what the hell I wanted. No, I did. I just wished I didn't want it from him. The pig with the thick fingers and raspy commands. 

      I couldn’t accept that I needed to give and receive pleasure — the way other people seemed to need to. 

      Sex was selfish. 

      Sex was betrayal.

      It was shared breaths and bodily secretions.

      Sex meant nothing.

      But now, I needed it like air and food and water. No one had wanted me like this since before the divorce. No had wanted me without expectation. No one had ever wanted to drive the nail so forcefully into the board.

      “No, Charlie. Thank you, but I'll be fine.”

      “What about the rest of the inventory? I didn’t finish⁠—”

      “You can do it tomorrow.” Jack spoke to Charlie but surveyed me. The pig didn’t even bother to conceal the mud he rolled in. 

      “I'm off tomorrow,” Charlie said, steeling himself against Jack’s insistence.

      “Damn it.” Jack shifted his gaze to Charlie. “Someone else will do it. Or I'll come in early and do it myself.”

      Ignoring Jack's crass words, Charlie went toward the side exit door off the other end of the kitchen. “Night,” he called out as he pushed the bar on the door while glancing over his shoulder, looking only at me.

      I raised my arm, wiggled my fingers, nodded, and smiled. 

      The door slammed shut. 

      My heart pounded. 

      The building was empty, quiet, and sterile. Charlie kept a clean kitchen. We were about to dirty it. 

      Jack leaned against the counter. I stood opposite him, my shirt untucked, my red hair messy and falling over my chest. 

      “What’s so urgent that you need me to do?” I huffed. 

      “You want to play a game?” Jack’s eyes twinkled. “You’re going to act like you don't know what’s happening?”

      “I don't think this is a good idea. We work together.”

      “You just showed me your tits in the office, and now there’s a problem?”

      “No! It's always been a problem.”

      “What’s the problem, Bree? You not getting laid in a long time — that’s the problem.”

      “Fuck you, Jack. Not every woman wants to drop her pants for you.”

      As he walked up to my body, I shifted my head to
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