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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Marley 
 
      
 
    My sugar daddy is late. That’s fine, I guess—he’s the one with all the money. I sit, ignoring the numbness in my butt and rehearse the interview I’ll give about this, one day.  
 
    The journalist will start with the usual questions; my critically acclaimed labia teacups, the actress photographed in my bone and silk ribbon necklace, the art programs I run for underprivileged kids. When we’re done fluffing my ego, the journalist will lean in with a conspiratorial smile. “Ms. Ellis, there are rumors you found an…unconventional way to support yourself while you were starting your career.” 
 
    I smile mischievously. “You mean my adventures in Sugarbabyland? What would you like to know?” 
 
    The journalist gives a shocked laugh. “You’re not…ashamed?” 
 
    “Of course, I’m not ashamed! When I came to Montana, I could barely afford to eat. That’s shameful. The arrangement I had with Henry was lovely. We spent many wonderful nights together.” 
 
    “And he paid you for the privilege?” 
 
    There’s a slut-shamey intonation in the journalist’s voice, but I’m future Marley Ellis; successful, middle-aged and still Susan Sarandon hot. I don’t take shit from anyone. “He did, and I don’t regret a thing. Like my teacups, my relationships come in all shapes and sizes and each tells its own story.”  
 
    Yeah, that’s the perfect way to end the conversation, by acting all classy and charming and French. Forget that I’m not classy and my charm—according to the bulk of my ex-boyfriends—is a very acquired taste and I’m not French. I can’t tell the journalist I’m trying to become a sugar baby because I’m so cold at night I genuinely fear losing toes, and my car and clothes and general wellbeing are running on borrowed time. Then she’ll ask why I didn’t ‘get a real job,’ and the answer is, I fucking tried, but waiting tables after ten hours of throwing clay turned me into a zombie. And I didn’t come to Montana to be a zombie, dammit, I came to make it as an artist.  
 
    Yeah, yeah, I know a lot of hacks say that, but I am. I’m the youngest person to get a residency at the prestigious Blue Lodge here in Bozeman. I’ve had three gallery openings. People have wept over the things I’ve made. I was born to do more than pull beers at fake cowboy saloons, I just need a break. I need to not find my toes rattling at the end of my bed like a gift to the goddamn toe fairy. And if that means being in this bar in my tightest dress so I can convince a forty-seven-year-old to hire me as his lady companion, so be it. Even if we just have this one date, it’ll be worth it.  
 
    I drum my fingers against my margarita tumbler. I hope Henry—probably not his real name—hurries up; I’m nursing the hell out of this drink and the bartender is giving me the ‘move along, cheapskate’ look. Plonk isn’t cheap, not the bar or the stuff the bar’s named for. I can’t afford another cocktail. I scan my surroundings. No tall, slightly balding dudes in sight, just the usual Thursday night crowd—young professionals, couples with intimacy issues…and a lot of attractive women. There’s a platinum blonde on her phone, a redhead with a beer, an Angelina Jolie type sipping a martini. I’ve worked at my share of bars and you never see this many hot chicks drinking alone. It’s strange. I glance at the woman on the next barstool. She’s another solo stunner, all brown eyes and lush hair. I’d kill for those waves. My hair grows in tornado tunnels and if I try to do anything to it, it looks like amateur hour at the bird’s nest. 
 
    “Hi,” I say. “Are you here with anyone?” 
 
    She frowns, not like I’m a creep, but like she’s finding this situation strange, too. “I’m supposed to be meeting a guy.” 
 
    “Me too, who—” 
 
    Plonk’s front door slams open. I’ve got my fingers crossed for Henry, but it’s some douche in a snapback cap and a puffy Patagonia jacket. He rushes to the bar and starts yammering, like his need for single-malt whiskey is a national crisis. I roll my eyes. The tech boom means Bozeman is slowly becoming Brozeman—bro capital of the United Bro-States of Bro-merica. ‘Entrepreneurs’ come here for the snow and the slower pace of life and they ruin it, because that is the nature of bros. They nudge locals out of the housing market, open pretentious, password-only speakeasies and flood the streets with expensive work trucks even though they need work trucks like I need a second anus. They are the worst.  
 
    I turn to continue my conversation with my hot neighbour, but she’s eyeing Tech Bro like he’s not wearing a kid hat in a bar. Whatever. I hope she makes her move before his friends show up and start doing shots of Fireball and planning their trip to Machu Picchu.  
 
    I prod my now-watery margarita. I’m no psychic, but this date seems like a bust and every minute I hang around, it gets colder outside. I blow out a hard breath, trying to shift some disappointment. I’m a happy person generally, but I’m getting tired of thinking things can change for the better when all they do is change for the— 
 
    “Uh, excuse me ladies?” 
 
    I blink. Tech Bro is standing in the middle of the bar, his hands clasped like he’s about to give a TED talk. He’s taken off his jacket to reveal a long-sleeved navy thermal. I instantly respect the hottie beside me much more. Tech bro or not, that is a fucking torso. He’s tall too. In fact his whole vibe is very ‘2009 Abercrombie and Fitch’—before the company tried to distance itself from shirtless beefcakes and aggressive preppiness.  
 
    “What do you want?” the redhead with the beer demands. If her tone is anything to go by, her night has been as fun as mine.  
 
    Tech Bro clears his throat. “Are any of you guys—women—here for a date with Henry Macintyre?” 
 
    My insides whoosh, like I’ve sat in a chair much lower than I thought it was.  
 
    “Why?” Angelina Jolie asks.  
 
    “It’s…complicated.” 
 
    The Glamazon beside me stands, revealing a super toned bod and a height that rivals Tech Bro’s. She glares at him, all signs of attraction gone. “What’s going on? Do you know Henry?”  
 
    Tech Bro rubs a well-defined forearm. “So, my frien—roommate, Felix, got dumped and created an account on Sugarbabyland as, I dunno, some kind of asshole revenge move. I’m sorry, but Henry doesn’t exist. This whole thing was a scam.” 
 
    Gasps echo around the bar. The platinum blonde slams down her phone and Glamazon snaps, ‘what the fuck?’  
 
    I know I should be angry too, but ‘should’ has never held as much water for me as my parents, teachers, or boyfriends wanted. I’ve already lost hope this date was legit and the more I think about Henry being an embittered tech bro, the more I think this might be funny. It feels funny. Laughter is bubbling up inside me like champagne. I cup a precautionary hand to my mouth.   
 
    “You’re lying!” Glamazon snarls. “Henry and I have been talking for ages! He’s a beef importer from Raleigh! He’s divorced and has two kids and he’s meeting me here tonight!” 
 
    Tech Bro raises his hands, the fingers spread wide in a ‘please don’t kill me’ gesture. “I’m sorry. I know Felix made a lot of promises—” 
 
    “He said he’d take me to London for the Wireless Festival.” The redhead is on her feet, beer glass clenched in her fist. If I was Tech Bro, I’d be hoping my stupid hat had a secret steel lining.  
 
    “What about the payment?” Glamazon asks. 
 
    “Payment? You mean, uh, promising to be your sugar daddy?” Tech Bro loses momentum halfway through the sentence, practically whispering the word ‘daddy.’  
 
    My laughter is swelling, burning my chest and lungs. I clamp my hand over my lips. I’m dying. I got catfished by a guy called Felix and now I’m going to die from unburst laughter.  
 
    “I don’t mean that,” Glamazon snaps. “Henry said he’d give me five hundred dollars to meet him tonight. Cash.” 
 
    “Me too,” says the redhead. 
 
    “Me too,” chimes Angelina Jolie. 
 
    Me four, I think. 
 
    I’m still trying to breathe through my impending lolz coronary, but I can see what a brilliantly evil move that was. I was umming and ahhing about meeting Henry, but five hundred bucks sure got me out of the house on a freezing winter night.  
 
    Tech Bro looks from one angry woman to the next. He attempts to catch the bartender’s eye, but that motherfucker is ignoring him. Who can blame the guy? The expression ‘shoot the messenger’ feels very relevant right now.  
 
    “Say something,” the redhead snaps.  
 
    Tech Bro grips both his elbows, making his pecs flex through his skin-tight thermal. “I’m really sorry.” 
 
    “Fuck sorry.” Glamazon points her finger like it’s the barrel of a gun. “I got a babysitter, I paid for an Uber, I’ve been sitting here for forty-five minutes, and you’re telling me I got catfished, Hat Boy?” 
 
    My laughter is hardening into hysteria, rising in my throat like an unswallowed lump of bread. I try to choke it back, but, well, Hat Boy?  
 
    “Hang on,” Glamazon says. “How do we know you didn’t pretend to be Henry and come here to freak us out?” 
 
    “Because I’m not, I promise!” Tech Bro does the first sensible thing I’ve seen him do all evening and yanks off his cap. His hair is sandy, and his cheekbones are high. His overall hotness shoots up another ten points.  
 
    I side-eye Glamazon, but she doesn’t seem swayed by his All-American beauty. Her lips are curled in a she-wolf snarl. “You’re Henry, aren’t you?” 
 
     “No!” 
 
    “You fucking are,” the redhead shouts. Does she worry about being a cliché, or just lean into the whole ‘angry redhead’ thing? There are angry mutterings across the bar. This thing has taken on the air of a witch hunt. I look at the bartender who pulls out his phone. I wonder if he’s already dialed ‘nine’ and ‘one’ and his thumb is hovering over the third digit. 
 
    “I’m not Henry,” Tech Bro says. “I’m Will, William Faulkner and—” 
 
    The laughter lump rises with the force of a nuclear warhead. I hold it in my mouth for a second, then eject it in a hysterical half-scream. I can’t help it, I’m cold and tired and hungry and poor and I got catfished and the person telling me I got catfished is William Faulkner. 
 
     “What’s wrong with you?” Glamazon yelps, but William Faulkner knows why I’m laughing.  
 
    He turns to look at me. “My mom didn’t know who William Faulkner was, okay?”  
 
    This does nothing to calm me down. I’m laughing so hard I grab the bar to keep from falling the fuck over.  
 
    “Seriously,” he says. “There are plenty of people called William Faulkner.”  
 
    I open my tear-streaked eyelids to tell him there’s also one particular guy called William Faulkner, and our gazes connect. I have a single second to appreciate the deep, almost intergalactic blue of Tech Bro’s eyes and then my stomach drops like I’m on a roller coaster to heaven. 
 
    No, I think. Please no.  
 
    But it doesn’t matter what I want, time is already stretching all around me like glittery gold chewing gum, rearranging itself in the context of him. The tech bro. The catfisher’s friend. The new most interesting person in the world.  
 
    I’ve felt this before in grad school, but I could pretend I wasn’t stunned by sheer physical attraction to Tom Trafford. That doesn’t seem to be an option here. I’m staring at William Faulkner like staring at William Faulkner is how you get oxygen into your lungs. And he’s staring back.  
 
    We appear to be drowning in each other’s eyes without the splashing around that would literally entail. An impromptu cosmic stare-off probably isn’t the best idea, given the context. Glamazon is yelling something to my right and my hand slackens as she snatches my margarita tumbler. I turn, but before I can do anything, she dashes my margarita into Will Faulkner’s hot, blond face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Will 
 
      
 
    “Hey, what’s your name?”  
 
    The girl wiping the salt from my eyes pauses like I asked if she’s on birth control. “Why?” 
 
    This kind of stumps me. I don’t think I said something weird, but I did just get brained by a margarita, a beer, two glasses of white wine, and a martini. “Uh, because you dived in front of fifty angry sugar babies like Costner in The Bodyguard and I want to thank you by name?” 
 
    That makes her smile. Whoever this girl is, she’s got a great smile. Great everything, really; dark red curls, pale skin, and a wide rosy mouth. She reminds me of a pixie or some other pretty, fantastical creature. At least from the neck up. From the neck down, there are other comparisons I could make. Jessica Rabbit. Gigi Hadid. The girl from the Blurred Lines video who made everyone turn their safe searches off… 
 
    “I’m Marley Ellis,” she says. “Not as good as William Faulkner.” 
 
    She dabs at my salt-encrusted face with the napkin and her nearness sends a landslide through my chest. I close my eyes and try to return my breathing to normal. I’m not used to this. Being near hot girls? Sure. Flirting with them? Fine. Inviting them back to my place to play Mario Kart and get gone down on? Great. But I meet women on apps. I flirt with them through text. I take them on dates to Mexican restaurants and I let them express interest before anything physical happens. It’s scripted, but it works. It makes sense.  
 
    Nothing about this makes sense. I don’t spot beautiful women across a crowded room, like in a fucking Journey song. I don’t wind up alone with them, barely able to string a sentence together. I just don’t feel this much. But then I saw Marley Ellis and my body temperature shot up fifty degrees. I almost thanked the sugar baby who threw the margarita at me for cooling me off. 
 
    “So,” Marley says. “You’re friends with the catfisher?” 
 
    I wince. “Would you believe me if I said we were friends but now we’re business partners who don’t really remember why we liked each other in the first place?”  
 
    She laughs, a bright, sunshiny sound. “I could believe that. Are your eyes okay?” 
 
    “Not as okay as they were before I took a margarita to the face, but I’ll live.” 
 
    As though to disprove this, there comes a loud knock at the door. “Get out here, Hat Boy!” 
 
    I straighten in the bar manager’s chair, which is now sticky from the drinks. “I need to get out of here.” 
 
    Marley puts a hand on my shoulder and a wave of hot, almost nauseous, excitement swaps me.  
 
    “Don’t jump out the window like an adulterous husband,” she says. “You haven’t done anything wrong.” 
 
    I swallow, trying to keep my cool. “That’s never stopped an angry mob.”  
 
    “It will. I can fix this.” She turns to the door. “We’ll be out soon, fellow catfish-ee. Just hang on.”  
 
    There is a pause. 
 
    “Hurry the fuck up!” the woman snaps and we hear her high heels click away.  
 
    Marley lets out a low whistle. “She’s really pissed. Did you hear her say she wants to rip off your testicles and eat them?” 
 
    I shudder. “No, although my ears were full of pinot at the time.” 
 
    “It smells more like chardonnay.” 
 
    We grin and for a second, everything feels like it might be okay. Then Marley’s smile fades. “You didn’t deserve to get wine-bombed, but what your roommate did was really shitty. Is he evil or something?” 
 
    I sigh. “A bit. Especially since his girlfriend dumped him for a fleshlight entrepreneur.” 
 
    Marley gapes at me. “That’s a thing?” 
 
    “It sure is.” 
 
    “What a time to be alive,” we say, then stare at each other in shock. 
 
    Marley prods my shoulder. “That’s my thing! You can’t say it, as well.”  
 
    “But I’ve always said it!”  
 
    She throws her head back and laughs, her hair copper in the artificial light. “Okay, compromise? You say ‘what a time to be alive’ on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays and I get the rest of the week. Deal?” 
 
    “Deal,” I say, because I want Marley Ellis to like me.  
 
    “Great. Now we have to get you out of here without starting another wine war.” Marley smooths her hands down her tight pink dress. I follow the line of her fingers along the flat of her stomach and across her hips. She turns slightly and I see the curve of her ass, soft and round as a peach. A throb runs down my cock and I shove a hand into my jeans pocket to hide the distortion.  
 
    “Your business partner isn’t around?”  
 
    I try to look serious and not like I’ve been staring at her ass. “No, he flew to Bali this morning or I’d have dragged him to the bar and let everyone pour their drinks on his head.” 
 
    “Is he coming back?”  
 
    Marley’s skin is so white, I can see the lavender web of veins beneath it. I imagine her pale and glowing in my bed, the way she’d bruise if I fucked her too roughly, spanked her too hard...  
 
    I clear my throat, shove my other fist into my pocket. “I don’t know if Felix is coming back. This could have been his last fuck-you to Montana.” 
 
    Marley shakes her head. “Tech bros.” 
 
    “How do you know he’s a tech bro?”  
 
    She holds up three fingers. “He spontaneously flew to Bali. This catfish thing is exactly the right combo of computer savvy and gross. And he’s your friend and you’re a tech bro.”  
 
    “I’m not.”  
 
    Marley puts her hands on her hips. “What’s your app?” 
 
    I look at the linoleum floor. “Hellfire.” 
 
    Marley looks at me like I raised the antichrist. “Oh man.”  
 
    “You’ve…uh, heard of it?”  
 
    She laughs, but the sound isn’t bright and bubbly anymore. “Have I heard of it? Do you know how many bad dates I’ve been on since that app got diarrhea-d into the world?” 
 
    I want to joke it might have been worth it to end up here, but jealousy trips me on the way. I want to ask who the dates were, how they fucked it up, what her type is. Not me, I guess. Especially now I’ve dropped this bombshell. “Sorry if you’ve had shitty experiences. That wasn’t the plan.” 
 
    “Yeah, I read the New York Times article. ‘Hellfire: the Trojan horse of Tinder.’” Marley’s expression is stony. “You know helping men ‘Trojan horse’ their way into dating is creepy, right?” 
 
    I grimace. “Yeah, I hate the Trojan horse thing. Hellfire wasn’t meant to be so…” 
 
    “Gross?” 
 
    “Cynical. The idea is to get douchebags to put fewer shirtless pics in their profiles, not trick women into going out with them.” 
 
    Marley doesn’t look convinced, and why would she? Hellfire’s reputation is trash. At this stage, calling it ‘the Trojan horse of Tinder’ is a compliment. But that doesn’t mean it isn’t popular. Five hundred downloads a day, last time I checked.  
 
    “Sorry about your dates,” I tell Marley. “You can throw a drink at me if you want?” 
 
    “I don’t want.” She looks at me curiously. “How in the world of fuck did you invent Hellfire?” 
 
    “Help invent Hellfire,” I correct. “I don’t know. Me and Felix were screwing around, trying to get better Tinder matches. It was a goof, getting our pictures to change depending on whoever swiped right, but then Felix uploaded it, and ‘Hellfire’ took off like million bad idea rockets.”  
 
    Marley frowns. “Don’t be mean to yourself. I mean, your app still sucks ass, but it’s cool you made something that got so huge. Why did you call it Hellfire?” 
 
    “It sounded cool. I didn’t expect it to get big. Hardly any apps do.” 
 
    She gives me a strange look. “You don’t sound excited yours did.” 
 
    “I was. I am.” I force myself to smile. “Seriously.”  
 
    Marley doesn’t laugh, doesn’t look away. “You don’t like Hellfire, do you?” 
 
    I swallow; feel my smile slide away like non-stick paper. “I don’t like anything.” Fuuuuck, that melancholy bullshit should have been stopped at the mouth border. “Forget I said that. What do you do for work?” 
 
    “I have an artist’s residency at the Blue Lodge.” Marley squints at me like I’m a skin sample under a microscope. Jesus, could my chances with this girl get any worse?  
 
    The heaviness that took over in LA settles on my chest like a dead cat. It’s only now it’s back that I realise the weight lifted when I first saw Marley. A nice vacation, but now it’s business as usual. I clear my throat. “What do you make?” 
 
    “Ceramics and jewelry.” 
 
    “Are you any good?” 
 
    “I’m great.” 
 
    I laugh, impressed she can say it. I believe her. She’s got the confidence of someone who knows what they’re doing. I used to think I was like that, but I was just cocky. I gesture to her heavy red and gold beaded necklace. “Did you make that?” 
 
    Marley doesn’t answer. She’s still studying me like my face holds the secrets of the universe. “You’re saying it sarcastically.” 
 
    “Pardon?”  
 
    “’What a time to be alive.’ You mean it like a joke, don’t you?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah? How do you mean it?”  
 
    Her hazel eyes narrow. “Why did you move to Bozeman?”  
 
    I stare at the manager’s door, half-wishing I’d stayed with the sugar babies. They were angry about something I hadn’t done, but that’s better than being interested in something I have to hide. Marley moves closer, the bow of her lips slightly parted.  
 
    Kiss me, I think. Forget what you’re thinking. Just kiss me.  
 
    But she doesn’t climb onto the sticky leather chair and press her gorgeous lips to mine; instead she traces the air in front of my face.  
 
    “I try to make things that reflect people,” she says. “If I made a cup for you, it would be tall and even, peacock blue with a bright gold drip down the side.” 
 
    I smile. “Sounds nice.” 
 
    “Then I’d blow charcoal dust over it. Dull the blue, turn the gold to brown.” Her gaze clicks into mine, surer than any stranger’s has a right to be. “Do you want to like things again?”  
 
    The air in the room is too thin. Where did this girl come from? Felix’s catfish can’t have brought us together, that’s too stupid. It feels like fate or something equally impossible. I stare into her hazel irises and my heart starts pulsing like I’m at the top of a double black slope, about to push into the future. I get to my feet. As technique goes, this is the worst approach I’ve fronted since middle school, but I need to be closer to her.  
 
    Marley doesn’t step away. Instead, she looks up at me, her hair and lips and eyes shining like an angel. “You didn’t answer my question,” she says, but her voice is husky. I don’t think either of us care about the question right now.  
 
    I slide a hand around her side. She trembles and it’s a relief to know I’m not alone in this insane attraction. “I want to kiss you.” 
 
    “To get out of answering my question?” 
 
    “Because I want to kiss you.”   
 
    “So, kiss me.” She closes her eyes, waiting.  
 
    The hairs on my arms stand on end and I’m hard beneath my jeans. I haven’t been this turned on by the idea of a kiss since…ever. I cup the back of her neck, her curls are soft and smell like roses. It’s a gentle scent for someone who saw through me so mercilessly, but I think that might be Marley—bright and piercing, like a diamond. I lean forward, feeling her breath on my lips, and a bang sends us stumbling apart. 
 
    “Hurry up, Hat Boy!” the brunette yells. “Come face the music!”   
 
    Marley giggles and my dick wilts. Nothing like a girl laughing at you to punch your sexual killswitch.   
 
    “Fucking hell. Can we not get the manager to kick her out?”  
 
    Marley runs a hand through her curls. “The manager’s not in. Or I assume she’s not, or she’d have kicked us out of her office.” 
 
    I look around the room we’ve been using as a refuge. “You don’t know her?” 
 
    “Oh God, no! I just dragged you back here and locked the door from the inside. It worked out pretty well, don’t you think?” 
 
    Before I can say anything, protest, or run, Marley claps her hands. “I have a plan for calming the sugar babies.” 
 
    “Does it involve giving away my testicles?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “Then I’m all ears.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Marley 
 
      
 
    Time goes a bit wobbly when I’m drunk, but I’d guess about three hours has passed since I coaxed Will out of the manager’s office. The bartender at Plonk said he’d rather eat glass than host a ‘sorry about the catfishing’ party, so we went down the street to Alchemy. I don’t know how much money Will put on the tab, but we’ve been drinking fancy cocktails for ages and no one’s asked us for cash. There are nine of us in all, nine women this Felix asshole conned into stepping out on an ice-cold evening. 
 
    “Henry just seemed so not insane,” Sarah the redhead sighs, and we nod because he really didn’t seem insane. Which is ironic because this Felix guy clearly needs a team of psychologists on his case.  
 
    “It was nice of Will to pay for all this,” Katrina the platinum blonde says and we all glance at the bar. Will is draining a glass of whiskey. He’s put his hat back on, concealing his handsome, angular face. He looks like a fuckboy, but now that I know what’s under the hat, I can’t bring myself to hate it. In fact, the more tequila I put in my mouth, the more I think maybe…I like the hat? 
 
    Anna, the glamazon who threw my margarita at Will, stands and pulls me into a side-hug. “I’m heading home. Great to meet you.”  
 
    “You too,” I say and I mean it. Once she understood Will wasn’t the catfish and he’d buy her all the vodka sodas she wanted, Anna stopped being terrifying and started being hilarious. We’ve spent most of the party talking about the shitty waitressing jobs we’ve worked and her six-year-old daughter, Tia. Apparently, she loves finger-painting and I’ve convinced Anna to bring her to the studio for a clay-throwing lesson.   
 
    “See you and Tia on Thursday,” I tell Anna, getting to my fee t. “Do you want me to walk you to your taxi?” 
 
    In addition to free drinks, Will agreed to pay for everyone’s ride home.  
 
    “I’m okay.” Anna jerks her head at Will. “Go talk to him.” 
 
    My stomach shimmers like a mirage. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He’s a tech bro.”  
 
    “Tech is the way of the future.” Anna chucks me under the chin. “You like him. He likes you. Be a shame to waste it.” Anna shoves her fingers in her mouth and whistles. The whole bar turns to look at her. I’d die of shame, but she just tosses her hair. “Will?”  
 
    Will’s hat tilts up.  
 
    “Get over here.” 
 
    There’s a pause, then Will slides off his barstool.  
 
    I shake my head at Anna. “And people say I’m a force of personality.” 
 
    She shrugs. “I’m Italian. See you Thursday, bella. Good luck.” 
 
    Anna sashays away right as Will pulls up. “What did Anna want?”  
 
    God, he’s tall. So tall and pretty. I can see his eyes from this angle. An icy lake gleaming behind a mountain.  
 
    “Marley?” 
 
    Oh no, I’m mooning at him. I should really moderate my tequila intake…at some point. I take another sip of my drink. “I think Anna was trying to help us explore our thing.” 
 
    “Thing?” 
 
    “Vibe? No, that’s worse. I hate people who say ‘vibe.’ I mean I get the idea, but there’s no way to talk about vibes without sounding like a fuck.” 
 
    Will squints at me. “Are you drunk?” 
 
    “Tipsy. All thanks to you, Hellfire.”  
 
    He smiles, though it doesn’t touch his eyes. “You saved me, it’s the least I can do.” 
 
    I give in to the fact I like him. Up close there’s just no fighting it. I study his face and see earnestness and humor floating somewhere beneath the detachment. Part of him is tethered to the now, but the rest is floating somewhere above us like a cosmonaut. “Are you going to tell me why you’re sad now?”  
 
    Will shakes his head. “You don’t want to know.” 
 
    “I do!” 
 
    His expression grows challenging. “How about a story for a story? Why are you in the market for a sugar daddy?” 
 
    Heat blossoms in my cheeks. It’s not that he’s bringing up my catfishing, it’s the way he said ‘daddy.’ Before, when he was talking to Anna, he could hardly get the word out. Now his voice is all low and confident, like he’d have no trouble saying it in other contexts. Spread your legs, baby, daddy needs you to lie very still... 
 
    I have a daddy thing. It’s, like, twenty percent of why I wanted to be a sugar baby. Two hours ago, I’d have slapped anyone who said a tech bro could be a daddy, but Will doesn’t have that manic, hypebeast, ‘um, actually?’  attitude I associate with bros. Instead he’s got an easy confidence that reminds me of electricians and tattoo artists and sculptors, men who work with their hands and do it well. I wonder if Will works with his hands. Maybe he does. Maybe he’s really good with his…  
 
    “Marley?” 
 
    I drink some more margarita. Precious margarita which has never launched a dating app and moved to Bozeman and made me want to have sex with it. “Mmm?”  
 
    “You don’t have to tell me about the sugar baby thing, but then—” 
 
    “I don’t get to know why you’re sad.”  
 
    He grins. “Gotta have a bargaining chip.” 
 
    I consider my blond infatuation, then sigh. “I’m broke. I know that’s surprising because I’m so rich in spirit, but there isn’t as much money in handcrafted ceramics as you’d think.” 
 
    He looks so sympathetic, it irritates me.  
 
    “I’m going to be successful; I just need more time to grow my client base, have another gallery opening, hit those Kendall Jenner numbers on Instagram. Then I can rule the world.”  
 
    “You’ve got it all figured out.” He sounds wistful, like having a strict set of life goals is better than being a cashed-up tech bro, even though it objectively isn’t. 
 
    “Except the money,” I point out. “It’s hard to fund dreams with dreams.” 
 
    “That’s where the sugar daddy thing came in?” 
 
    “The idea of it. I don’t think the SB life is for me.” I tip my margarita to the babies drinking and laughing nearby. “They have so many horror stories. I don’t need more distractions and risks and men being weird at me; I just need capital.”  
 
    “Have you tried those sites where people who like your work give you an allowance?” 
 
    I smile. “Yeah. I have thirty-three supporters on Patreon. It’s amazing, but I can’t live on the donations. I know I should get another part-time job, but whenever I have one, I never make things. I come home exhausted and watch hair tutorials on YouTube. Which is pointless because my hair doesn’t do anything.” 
 
    Will strokes one of my more extroverted ringlets. “It seems like it’s doing a lot.” 
 
    I try not to shiver. “It does, but it’s naturally uncontained.” 
 
    “That’s appropriate.”   
 
    I squint, unsure if I heard him right. Alchemy has started playing Juice by Lizzo, and the sugar babies and every other woman in the bar are screaming and jumping to the beat. “Huh?” 
 
    “You seem like your hair,” he half-shouts.  
 
    “Curly?”  
 
    “No.” Will moves closer and the music swells, all bass and reverb guitar pushing toward the chorus, and my heart swells. It’s a cliché, but that’s how I feel, big and gold and expansive. Will wraps his arms around my lower back and heat zings between us. He’s warm in that way some people are. Like they carry sunshine inside their skin. He bends, his mouth near enough for a secret. “You seem like you do whatever you want but you always slip through things and come out perfect on the other side.” 
 
    It’s strange, but it makes perfect sense. Like poetry. Or art. I smile into his shoulder. “You’re an unusual tech bro, William Faulkner.” 
 
    He looks away, rubbing the back of his neck. “Sorry.” 
 
    “No, I like it. Promise.”   
 
    Will doesn’t look reassured. “So, no sugar babying?” he asks, clearly needing the conversation to push forward.  
 
    “No. I’ve never slept with someone I’m not attracted to, and I don’t think I can start now.” 
 
    Another pulse of energy moves between us and I know we’re thinking the same thing—what if you were attracted to them? Now I’m the one who needs the conversation back on solid ground. I’ve got no problem with sex work or sugar babying, but if this beautiful, interesting guy offered me money to sleep with him, I’d freak out. I mean, isn’t it enough that he’s warped my brain?  
 
    “I told you my story. How about yours?” 
 
    “I can’t. I’ll sound like a whiny rich asshole.” 
 
    I pull him closer. His arm is so action man hard, I’m tempted to squeeze it. He still smells like the spit bucket at a vineyard, but it doesn’t matter. He’s officially the hottest guy I’ve ever touched. “Being mean to yourself doesn’t put cash in my Patreon. Besides, I’m a stranger, what do you have to lose?” 
 
    He smiles, a little warmth returning to his eyes. “Okay, since we’re strangers, you can have the compact version—five years ago, I’m a graphic designer living in Missouri, still friends with the people I went to school with, cute girlfriend, baseball on Fridays. A normal fucking life.” 
 
    I try not to lag on ‘cute girlfriend.’ “Then Hellfire?” 
 
    “Then Hellfire. Everything gets brighter. Louder. Felix and I are living in LA with twenty people working under us. My girlfriend’s gone, I never call my mom and I’m drinking all the time, but at least shit’s interesting, you know?” 
 
    I don’t, but I can imagine. Big parties, new friends, a bank balance that absorbs every punch you throw at it. How many times have I dreamed about that future? Making ceramics all day and soaking in pleasure at night. Jealousy pricks me, then I remember this is Will’s story and not one with a happy ending. “What next?”  
 
    “We sell the app and I’ve got no reason to go anywhere or do anything. Everything starts to feel pointless.” He gives a pained laugh. “Felix and I try to work on some new shit, but nothing sticks, so I did something dumb.”  
 
    “Get really into bongo drums?”  
 
    “Dumber. I moved back to my hometown.” 
 
    I wince.  
 
    “Yeah.” His smile becomes pure aluminum. “My friends called me ‘Buffet,’ my ex told anyone who’d listen that I’m a selfish asshole, and I couldn’t buy a coffee without my third-grade teacher asking for a loan.”  
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “Yeah, turns out you can’t shove a crowbar into the past and jimmy your way back in. So, I moved here because Felix moved here and I still kinda like snowboarding, but…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re gonna hate this, but everything bores me.”  
 
    I gape at him. “You can’t be serious?” 
 
    “I told you you’d hate it.” 
 
    The battery acid in his voice says he’s not kidding but I can’t make the idea click. “Everything bores you? Coffee on cold mornings? Movies? Sunsets? Peanut butter crackers? Birds chirping? The way little kids run?” 
 
    Will shrugs. “Eh.”  
 
    I want to slap him. I settle for a poke in the chest. “How dare you be bored by life! How is that possible?” 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing. How does everything not seem pointless or fake?” 
 
    It’s like asking why art exists, or why love feels good. The question is so big it tears at the corners of my brain. I settle for poking him again. “Because it isn’t! Life is fun and weird and always changing and how long have you felt like this?”  
 
    Will tilts his head so his face is half in shadow. “A while.”  
 
    “Have you gone to see someone about it?” 
 
    “I’m not depressed, I just don’t know what to do with myself. I’ve got the money to do anything, but nothing interests me.” 
 
    “But everything is so interesting!” I say, still baffled. “You’re at a sugar baby commiseration party having taken six drinks to the face!”  
 
    He smiles, teeth flashing in the dark. “Okay, so this is interesting, but what about the rest? How do I get back on track?”  
 
    “You’re asking me?” 
 
    He chuckles. “You’re the artist. Don’t you all know the secrets of the universe?”  
 
    Over Will’s shoulder, I see the sugar babies nudging each other and smiling at us. They can see where this is going and so can I. I feel bad. Why do I get a date out of this shitty evening and not them? But, before I can move away, the song changes into a gentler, electronic one. Will’s hands slide up my waist and we sway back and forth, slow dancing. I know that if I look up, he’ll kiss me, and as electric as the thought is, I keep my eyes on Will’s collarbones.   
 
    Molding porcelain into cups takes twenty minutes—especially if you’re not too fussed about the shape. The firing is what makes ceramics such a lengthy process. A kiln needs days to harden possibility into certainty. It requires precision. Heat. Deliberate action.  
 
    A cup has been thrown between Will and I, all I have to do is put it in the kiln. Yet, I’m not kissing him, I’m swaying and thinking and thinking and swaying.  
 
    Will lowers his mouth to my ear. “I think you’re fucking fascinating.”  
 
    All at once, I know why I can’t kiss him. What he’s saying strikes a familiar chord and that chord is ‘fix me, manic pixie dream girl. Make life worth living with your artsy vagina.’ They played it once a week in Portland. It was my version of Wonderwall. Only, I could shake off the bearded mama’s boys. Will is something else. An All-American tech bro whose Achilles heel isn’t ‘having a PS4 controller welded to his hand’ but ‘debilitating success.’ So intriguing. So handsome. Such a dangerous move when I need to focus on not being broke.  
 
    “Marley?”  
 
    God, I want to say yes. ‘Yes, William Faulkner, I will heal you with my magic pussy. I will pour loveliness into your mouth until you know the world is too hilarious and terrible and gorgeous to be boring.’  
 
    But that’s impossible. I’m not magic, and neither is my pussy. 
 
    “I can’t fix you,” I say. “Whatever you’ve lost, you won’t find it in bed with me.” 
 
    Will raises an eyebrow. “Bed? Who said anything about bed? I’m saving myself for marriage, thanks.”  
 
    I laugh. Will laughs too. He’s got a great laugh, clear and hard. How many girls have there been since he designed Hellfire? Lots, I’m betting. He’s got that look. Did any of them feel the gray dusting him? Did they pull away or want to make him better? The latter, I’m guessing. The call to fix the broken bird is strong, and so is Will’s beauty. I squint, trying to see his eyes, but Will’s hat is shadowing his forehead. I stand on tiptoe and pull the cap off his head. Bar light bathes his face, turning his hair to gold. I want to put my fingers through it. Kiss him, feel him.  
 
    Will’s arms tighten around me. “I know I said I’m committed to celibacy, but I’d make an exception for you.”  
 
    But you’re bored, I think. And I can only be new once. What about tomorrow, Will? What about my bills and your grayness? We can fuck, but who’s going to save us?  
 
    I poke him in his muscly abdomen. “You don’t need a lover; you need to not be bored with life.” 
 
    “Things can be two things.” 
 
    “Not these kinds of things. You don’t want us to hurt each other, do you?” 
 
    His face grows solemn. “That’s the last thing I want.” 
 
    “Then how do we make something good out of this surprise connection?”  
 
    Will sways us back and forth, looking thoughtful. “We could have a bath?” 
 
    “Be serious.” 
 
    “I am! I do my best thinking in the bath. Also, I smell like old wine.” 
 
    I giggle, and then it comes. The solution. I beam and I must look a bit insane because Will drops his hands from my waist. “You okay?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, I have the best idea ever.” 
 
    The corner of his mouth quirks. “Go on.” 
 
    “I need money and you need to not be a husk of a man. We could waste our chemistry on a filthy one-night stand—” 
 
    “Waste?”  
 
    “Or we could compromise and both get what we need.” 
 
    “Do a sixty-nine?”  
 
    I reach up and jam his cap back on his head. “No, I give you clay throwing lessons. Eight, to be exact. That’s how long it takes to learn to throw a decent cup.”  
 
    Will frowns, taking his hat off again. “And the benefits are…?” 
 
    “I earn money while working on my own ceramics, and you learn a new skill while we solve your chronic boredom, neither of us catching feelings or using the other as a human crutch. It’s a win-win!” 
 
    “And sex would be a lose-lose?” 
 
    I feel bad for what I’m about to say, but it needs to be said. “Do you find once you’ve slept with a girl, you don’t care about her anymore?” 
 
    “I never used to.” 
 
    “But now?” 
 
    Will’s jaw tightens, but he doesn’t deny it.  
 
    I shake my head. “Come on, man, let’s skip the part where I try to change you and you resent me for trying. Let’s make a valuable contribution to each other’s lives!” 
 
    He shakes his head, but he’s smiling. “You’d be great in sales.” 
 
    “I’m better in art. And perspective changing.” 
 
    He grins. “You really are a keyhole girl, aren’t you? Sliding through problems to the solutions.”  
 
    I laugh, but I’m caught off guard. I’m used to being the one who notices things, not being noticed. “So, do you agree to be taught the art of clay throwing?” 
 
    “Sure. When can we start? Tomorrow?”  
 
    It’s soon, but when I leave Alchemy, I know it’ll feel like a million years. “That works. Meet me at Blue Lodge at eight with a packed lunch and an open mind.”  
 
    “Shouldn’t be a problem,” he says, and then he makes one. He brushes a curl from my left eye, then cups my cheek, stroking the soft of my skin. His eyes are dark, his pupils blown out with whatever chemical lust dumps into your system. I know I should resist, but it turns out the cup of my good intentions is paper, and it burns the second I offer it to the kiln. I raise myself on my tiptoes again and I kiss him.  
 
    Will’s mouth is hot with liquor and so sure, he might have kissed me a million times before, only he hasn’t because I would have remembered. I would have made cups and bowls and necklaces and rings and bracelets and vases and sixty-foot statues in tribute to this perfection. Time dawdles and I close my eyes and try to take in everything—the tingling in my lips, the sugar babies singing along to Billie Eilish, the sandalwood of Will’s cologne, detectable even beneath the wine. Mostly, I just feel the heat of his skin on mine. That’s what being alive is. Heat.  
 
    There is a round of applause and Will and I unwind ourselves from the best kiss of my life.  
 
    Will looks as dazed as I feel. “That was...” 
 
    “I know.” I feel ten feet tall, but my conscience is nipping at my brain, reminding me of all the reasons why I didn’t want to make this physical. I take a small step back. “We can be better than sex, Will.” 
 
    “Is that possible?” 
 
    “Right now, I’m not sure.”  
 
    He pulls me closer and I can feel the hardness between his legs. In defiance of myself, I touch his hair. It’s silky and firm, like the tip of an expensive paintbrush. His mouth brushes my neck and chills skitter down my spine. I want to say yes all over again, but I also know cups crumble in the kiln. Usually, the ones you want to last the most because you over-handle them push the destruction into the clay. Will was right, I can slip through things and find the solutions, but I want that for other people too. I gently press him backward. “Blue Lodge studio at eight.”  
 
    “Marley…” 
 
    I flash him a smile. “I swear on the sound and the fury we’re going to be good for each other. See you at eight.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Will 
 
      
 
    The woman behind the counter waves her plastic tongs in my face. “Was that last one sour cherry or huckleberry?” 
 
    I smother a yawn and point at the purple-topped doughnuts. “Whatever those are, please.” 
 
    “Huckleberry.” She picks up a glossy pastry and places it lovingly beside my eleven other choices. “Coffee? Milk?” 
 
    “A coffee, please.” My sentence warps as I give another yawn. I didn’t get any sleep last night, just paced the house strung out on Marley Ellis.  
 
    Marley Ellis. Her name is like an incantation. Rabbits vanish, flowers appear. My mind goes to sex and stays there until I do something about it. Fifteen-year-olds would be embarrassed by the amount of jacking off I did last night. My saving grace is I didn’t Google her and jack off to the search results. I’ve known her less than twelve hours, but I’ve never had it so fucking bad. I feel so scattered, I could swear I drove to Granny’s doughnut shop on clouds, watching grassy snow falling into the sky. Marley Ellis. The artist. The almost sugar baby. The girl who wants me to be happy instead of laid.  
 
    “Here you go.” The saleswoman hands me a takeaway cup. “Thirty dollars.” 
 
    I pay and gesture to a nearby bench. “Okay if I stay?”  
 
    “Go ahead, not like we’re busy.” She eyes me up like my old baseball coach. “I can’t remember the last time someone your age was in this early.” 
 
    “I know you guys sell out fast and I wanted a full dozen.”  
 
    That gets me a smile. “Breakfast meeting?” 
 
    “Sort of. I’m going to see a girl I like. She’s giving me clay throwing lessons.” 
 
    Her smile gets bigger. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, and the dam bursts. “Her name’s Marley and she’s an artist at Blue Lodge. She doesn’t think we should start something, but I’m hoping she changes her mind.”  
 
    The saleswoman shrugs, but her brown eyes are twinkling. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out. Eventually.”  
 
    The bell over the door rings as a tall guy strides in. The saleswoman moves away, taking her wisdom with her. I look out the window, watching the snow swirling past in a lace veil. Is Marley awake or is she curled up in bed, hugging a pillow and thinking of me? My cock throbs despite the workout I gave it last night. I bite back a groan. I can’t go to Marley’s studio with sex on the brain or I’ll come across like a sleazy asshole. I need to focus on something else. Changing Marley’s mind about me would be a good place to start. I resisted Googling last night, but unless there’s some seriously wild shit in her search results, I’m not going to run off and fap in a bakery restroom. I pull out my phone and search Marley’s name.  
 
    The first thing that comes up is her website. I click through and my heart jumps into my mouth. She’s looking right at me, smiling as she molds something at a workbench. Her curls are wild and her lips bright magenta. I stare at the picture until my eyes burn. I don’t want to blink in case she disappears. That silky, mischievous quality comes across even in 2D. That sense she can’t be held where she doesn’t want to be. When the picture is burned into my memory, I scroll down.  
 
      
 
    Marley Ellis is a Portland native who specializes in handcrafted jewelry and ceramics. Her work is inspired by the strange beauty of human nature. She uses a wide range of materials, including vintage fabrics, porcelain, plastic, and animal bone to capture what it means to be alive.  
 
      
 
    I smile. I can’t imagine how you communicate human nature in a necklace or a cup, but I like the way it sounds. My finger hovers over the portfolio link. I’m sure her work doesn’t suck, but I don’t know what I’ll do if it does. The page loads, but it’s blank, the images too high-resolution to appear instantaneously. I swig my coffee, anxiety mounting. Felix once dragged me to an art exhibition where all the paintings were made from crushed prescription pills. What if Marley’s art is as bad as that? The first image loads; a thick copper choker with red stones. Relief floods me. It’s nice, a bit indie but— something about the necklace demands another look. The metal isn’t copper, it’s rusty iron and the stones are red cloth, pushed through the metal like velvet bubbles. I scroll down.  
 
      
 
    This necklace was made for Sienna Nikolaev, in loving tribute to her wife, Zoya Nikolaev. It was hand forged from Zoya’s gardening spade and a dress she brought to America in 1973 while fleeing sexual persecution in her home country, the USSR. Sienna asked the artist, “How can I be brave now my heart has gone?” This necklace is her humble answer.  
 
      
 
    There’s a strange ache in my chest, but I don’t know what to do with it, so I scroll down the page. There are teacups shaped like seashells and silver necklaces decorated with candy-coloured buttons and bleached white bone. I pause on a strange, three-handled mug and read it was made for a mother whose conjoined twins died at birth. I put down my phone. My heart is pounding, my breath feels like it’s coming in through a straw. After months of feeling like a houseplant, this is an emotional overdose. I’m proud and miserable and shocked and devastated, but most of all, I’m angry. 
 
    Marley is broke. She makes necklaces out of Soviet Union shovels and comforts the mothers of dead babies, but she might have to stop making art so she can serve assholes like me eleven-dollar tacos. How is that fair?  
 
    It isn’t. But it won’t stay that way. I exit Marley’s website and call my accountant. It’s early in LA, but Chuck answers after the second ring. “What can I do for you, Will?”  
 
    Heart pounding, I tell him what I want. Chuck doesn’t ask questions. He’s got enough tech guys on his books that the requests stopped being strange a long time ago. 
 
    “It’s done,” he says. “Should come through in the next few hours.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Chuck hangs up and I let out a shaky breath. I know I’m rich and I’ll probably be that way for the rest of my life, but it’s still bizarre to discuss huge amounts of money like it’s a tip on a pizza delivery. Yet I don’t feel guilty the way I usually do when I call Chuck. Maybe because I’m not buying a new car or some big present my parents don’t want. This is a positive contribution to the world. Thanks to me, Marley Ellis is going to keep making people’s hearts explode. In a good way.  
 
    My phone buzzes. It’s a text from Marley. For a wild moment, I think she knows what I’ve done, then I process the message. 
 
    “I’m sorry but we might have to reschedule. My car won’t start.” 
 
    “Shit.” I glance at the box of doughnuts and an idea occurs to me.  
 
    “What if I come and get you?” I text back.  
 
    Instantly, the three pre-message bubbles flash. I hold my breath. Want to see me...please want to see me... 
 
    My phone buzzes. A heart-eyes emoji and an address. I punch the air.  
 
    “Good news?” the saleswoman asks.  
 
    “Great news. I’m going to change Marley’s mind.” 
 
    She raises an eyebrow. “Are you now?” 
 
    “Yep,” I say, standing up. “Got it all figured out. Could I please have a coffee to go?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Marley 
 
      
 
    I exhale and watch my breath swirl through the frosty air like cigar smoke. I usually skip breakfast, but today I couldn’t eat if I wanted to. I’m too wired on possibilities and lust. I’ve made a plan. Or a plan to make a plan. When Will arrives, I’ll decide whether I can be his friend or if the attraction that kept me up all night will make it impossible. If it’s the former, I’ll give Will his clay throwing lessons, if it’s the latter… 
 
    I check my phone—it’s been fifteen minutes since I sent Will my address. He must be close.  
 
    As if on cue, a massive, glossy black Chevrolet turns the corner. I spot Will behind the wheel. I burst out laughing. How many times have I judged a tech bro for driving a big ugly truck? Now I’m stupid for the guy inside this one. Isn’t that just like the universe; to take what you know and prove you don’t know anything?  
 
    Will parks beside me and rolls down his window. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    In the morning sun, he’s even lovelier than I remember with his sandy hair and friendly smile. Warmth spreads through my middle like melting butter and I make my decision, though the smartest bits of me already knew what it was. I wish I had more money and I don’t want to be a manic pixie cliché—but there’s just no way I’m not going to fuck Will Faulkner. No goddamn way.  
 
    “Nothing,” I say. “Thanks for coming to get me.” 
 
    “Anytime. You look gorgeous.”  
 
    I smile. I’m pretty sure I look like shit, but maybe the chemicals surging through my body are doing nice things to my eyes and skin. “Thanks.” 
 
    “I’ve got doughnuts and coffee,” he says. “Shall we get going?” 
 
    Doughnuts? God, even if we went to the studio, I’d just lie back on the workbench and let him do his thing. “That’s super nice of you, but do you, um, want to come in to my place first?” 
 
    Will’s eyebrows pull together. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Of course! I just think we should hang out. In my house.” I know I sound deranged, but I can’t tell him we should scrap the art lessons in favour of sex while he’s sitting in his fuckboy truck. Who knows who’s watching? What if he rejects me and drives off and all the neighbours see?  
 
    Will parks, opens the driver side door, and gets out. In addition to being handsomer than I remember, he’s also taller.  He’s just more than my fantasies made him out to be, which is saying a hell of a lot. He hands me a takeaway coffee. “All yours. So, what’s wrong with your car?” 
 
    “No idea,” I say as delicious heat seeps from the cup into my frozen fingers. “I’m not remotely automobile-oriented. All I know is it won’t start.”  
 
    Will points at my boxy red Nissan. “Is that your car?” 
 
    “It was. Now it’s just a three-ton rock. Please don’t judge.” 
 
    “I invented Hellfire, remember?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. You can’t judge anyone ever again. Can you?” 
 
    Will attempts a stern glare, but the smile ruins it. Neither of us can stop smiling. We must look like we’re on drugs.  
 
    “I can take a look at the engine if you want?”  
 
    I laugh, but Will doesn’t laugh with me.  
 
    “Wait, is that a serious offer or are you trolling me?” 
 
    He frowns. “Why would I be trolling you?” 
 
    “Because you’re a tech bro and my car is a hatchback, not a drone that needs to be assembled.” 
 
    He prods me in the shoulder. “Speaking of judging people... I know cars. My dad’s a mechanic, and I almost didn’t go to college so I could join the family business.” 
 
    “How very Springsteen of you!” 
 
    “Nah, Bruce would have stayed.” His face changes as he says it, the brightness in his eyes dulling to that melancholic gray. I can’t stand it. I raise myself on my tiptoes and kiss his cheek. “You’re sexier than Springsteen. And that’s saying something.”  
 
    His skin creases beneath my lips and I know the smile has returned. “You’re a goddess, Marley.”  
 
    It’s such an elaborate compliment, I flush. “I don’t think—” 
 
    “So don’t think,” Will says and he bends his head to mine.  
 
    His lips are ice, but as we kiss, I heat all over. In the bar his mouth was hungry, but there’s a tenderness to this kiss that has me shaking. The deeper we press into each other, the more I vibrate, as though the particles that hold me together are falling apart at Will’s touch. It’s overwhelming, almost scary to feel this way, but I don’t stop kissing Will and he doesn’t stop kissing me…At least until a wolf whistle splits the air. 
 
    We turn and see my neighbour, Strange Hank. It’s just Hank, really. I added the ‘Strange’ after I saw him walking his pet ferret on a leash whilst wearing an Astroboy dressing gown and smoking a cigar. “Hey, Hank.” 
 
    He eyes the two of us. “Bit early, isn’t it?”   
 
    I laugh. “Roadside assistance is better than I remember.” 
 
    Strange Hank looks confused. “Is this guy harassing you?” 
 
    Jesus, this is what I get for trying to be funny. “No, I was just kidding. This is my friend, William Faulkner.” 
 
    My neighbour glares at me, turns and heads back into his house. 
 
    “What?” I call after him. “What is it?”  
 
    Will’s shoulders are shaking with quiet laughter and I realise where I went wrong.  
 
    I roll my eyes. “Have you considered changing your name to something less…literary?”  
 
    “Nope,” he says, then kisses me again, harder, as though to make up for lost time. I sink into him for a few seconds, then remember we need a location change. I step away. “Okay, you attempt to fix my car—good luck by the way, it’s a piece of shit—and I’ll go inside and clean so you think I’m a functioning adult who doesn’t dry her underwear on a string above her kitchen table.” 
 
    Will flashes me a smile I’m starting to think of as ‘vintage Abercrombie panty-destroyer.’ VAPD for short.  
 
    “Then I’ll come inside?” he asks.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    I lick my lips, tasting cold and sweet. Might as well cut to the point. “I don’t think I should give you clay throwing lessons. I think we should be lovers, instead.” 
 
    The blue in Will’s eyes seem to brighten. “I agree.”  
 
    “Then we have an accord.” I take another step backward, my heart in my mouth. “I’ll get going before the—” 
 
    “Grabbing resumes?”  
 
    “Exactly.” I pull out my keys and unclip the one for my car. “Do you need tools or something? Not that I have non-artistic tools. Do you need a soldering iron?” 
 
    He laughs. “No, but don’t worry. I’ve got it covered.” 
 
    Will hands me the doughnuts and heads for the back of his truck. He pulls down the back bit and hauls out a battered baby-blue toolbox. It’s rusting at the edges and plastered in faded rock radio stickers. I frown. Do they have ironic yard sales where dudes buy manly-man appliances? 
 
    Will hoists the toolbox higher. “It’s my dad’s. He upgraded a couple of years ago and gave me this one. Everything’s old but it works.”  
 
    “It’s gorgeous.” 
 
    He laughs like I’m joking, but I’m not. The toolbox isn’t shiny or pretty, or aesthetically pleasing in a way my art professors would have appreciated, but it’s good. And Will looks good holding it, he sounds good talking about it. It’s clear this rusty-ass toolbox makes him happy in some lovely, whole-wheat way I haven’t seen before. A lump pushes up in my throat and I know I need to capture this moment. To freeze it and re-examine it and try to understand why this toolbox is so...much. My mind whirrs, collecting textures, colours, shapes… 
 
    “Marley?”  
 
    I snap back to the present. “Sorry, I’ll leave you to it.”  
 
    “Sure,” he says. “Go get warm.” 
 
    It’s such a boyfriend-y thing to say, my breath catches. I want to stay, say something silly, but thankfully I turn and walk toward my place.  
 
    My apartment is a mess. I didn’t clean up because I didn’t want to think we’d wind up back here. Solid Ellis logic. I put the box of doughnuts in the fridge, which is easy because unlike the rest of my apartment, it’s empty. Then I get to work piling crusty mugs and plates into the sink, tearing down my homemade washing line and gathering up the loose buttons, ribbons, and metal scraps that might one day be art, but right now are just trash. I’m halfway through wiping my kitchen when I notice my breath is coming out in white puffs. I run to the central heating and crank it on. The system sputters, surprised to be called to action. That makes sense. It’s been more than two weeks since I put it on. I stare at the dial, my stomach twisting. No matter how good this thing with Will is, it’s going to cost me. I’ll have less time to work, I’ll have to pay for meals and dates and keep actual food in the fridge. It’ll be the opposite of a sugar baby relationship: effortless chemistry, negative financial benefits. That’s fine, that’s how it should be, but fucking hell, I really didn’t need love spreading its big, glowing ass all over my plans.  
 
    My brain does a little hop-skip.  
 
    Love? That’s a bit presumptuous, a snarky voice intones.  
 
    I look out the window. Will is leaning over my car’s hood, doing something with a wrench. He’s smiling slightly and seems utterly absorbed. My chest throbs like an old bruise. Unless William Faulkner is the worst lay of all time, I’m going to fall for him. I will pin-drop into the bright, lovely thing between us. I return to my sponge and keep wiping my kitchen table. The snarky voice clears her throat. Maybe Will can help you with money? He’s got enough. 
 
    “No.” The idea is so repulsive I say it out loud. I won’t—can’t—have Will supporting me. I’ll give more lessons, sell more commissions, maybe even look at doing some cleaning work, but I am not taking his money. Ever. I have my pride.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, my apartment is as warm and clean as it’s going to be. I’m dusting my vast and extremely dusty candle collection when I hear a knock at my front door. “I’m done,” Will calls.  
 
    I assume that’s guy speak for ‘I gave up.’ I fluff my curls and smooth my fake-velvet skirt. “Come in!”  
 
    Will opens the door, pink-cheeked and smiling, and looks around with interest. “Great place.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say, feeling a little self-conscious. There’s so much of my work around, it’s basically a display of the inside of my head. “I know it’s cramped, but it’s the only place the residency offered.”  
 
    “It’s great.” He gestures to my wolf teacups. “Did you make all this stuff yourself?” 
 
    “Most of it.” I gesture to the table where the doughnuts are gleaming like fat sugary gems. “Want to eat?” 
 
    He shakes his head, a cheeky smile spreading across his face. A corresponding grin blossoms on mine. “Do you perhaps want to see my room?”  
 
    He studies the ceiling. “I mean…if there’s nothing else you’d like me to fix?” 
 
    I gape at Will. “You didn’t…did you fix my car?” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear me start it up?”   
 
    “It’s running?” 
 
    “Yeah. I mean you should replace—” 
 
    But I don’t give him a chance to give me valid advice. Instead, I launch myself at him, wrapping my arms around his neck. He bends down and kisses me. He kisses me back without hesitation. I adore that about him, the way he jumps into things as though they were always meant to go that way. We sway together, our hips pressed tight. I’m sure if I could stay in this moment long enough, everything would make sense.  
 
    He fixed my car. My insides fizz at the thought. With the cash I’ve saved from hiring a mechanic, I can afford to run the heater and take the day off. Although… I pull away from Will. “Can I give you money for fixing my car?” 
 
    He snorts and moves to keep kissing me, but I hold a finger between our lips. “I need to say something important.” 
 
    Will kisses my outstretched finger. “Go ahead.”   
 
    “Wherever we go from here, you’re not allowed to try and support me, okay?”  
 
     “Okay,” he says, but his eyes are twinkling.  
 
    “I’m serious! I like you and I know you have a lot of money, but I don’t want what we have to be tainted by the whole…” 
 
    “Sugar baby catfishing extravaganza?” 
 
    “Exactly. I want to get to know you on a clean slate. I want us to be equals.”  
 
    He nods, but he’s still giving me that ‘rules are for suckers’ smirk. I wish I was immune to its charm, but I’m a heterosexual woman, not the Dali Lama. I give him the sternest look I can muster then cradle his jaw and press my lips to his. It’s a slow kiss but it accelerates rapidly, both of us shifting our hips, rubbing against each other. Will slides his tongue into my mouth like it’s the most natural thing in the world. I don’t usually like deep kissing, but this feels like heaven. My pussy contracts as I imagine him licking me with the same lazy confidence. Great minds really must think alike because Will pulls back, heat blazing in his blue eyes. “I want to go down on you until you scream.” 
 
    I shiver despite the warmth. “That sounds so good…” I bite down on the word I want to add. Daddy.  
 
    It’s too soon. I don’t know if Will is into that kind of thing, even though he’s such a daddy. I couldn’t see it at first, but now there’s no denying it. He brought me doughnuts and fixed my car. He slays blue jeans and now he’s holding me up and kissing me like I weigh nothing. He’s a daddy; the question is, can he be mine?  
 
    Will squeezes my ass. “Where’s your bed, beautiful?” 
 
    “Down the hall to the left.”  
 
    He carries me there and lowers me gently onto my sheets; another tick in the ‘daddy’ column. I wrap my legs around his back and try to pull him on top of me, but he resists, scrubbing his hand across his sandy curls. “Is this too fast? I like you so fucking much; I don’t want to ruin this.” 
 
    His words are like a shot to the chest, too big and lovely to be real. I pull him closer and he falls in a warm tumble onto my body.  
 
    “I don’t know if it’s too fast,” I say. “But I really want you. Maybe we just have to be brave?” 
 
    Will traces my cheek with his cold fingertips. “I can be brave.”   
 
    Then we’re kissing again, tearing off each other’s clothes and touching everything, everywhere as fast and much as we can. Will sucks my nipples and the heat of it zaps through me like friendly lighting. Maybe we are rushing, but I don’t want to slow down. I don’t want to slowly round the bases and try to feel three dates’ worth of intimacy in thirty minutes. Time is an idea; reality is the flex of Will’s back, the clean softness of his hair, the fact his cock could be used to mold All-American dildos.  
 
    I’ve never been a blowjob queen, but as soon as I close my fist around Will’s dick, I have to slide down and suck like it’s going to save the world. He tastes hot and clean and I could keep going forever but Will’s hand closes around my hair. He gently tugs my mouth away. “Not now, baby.” 
 
    The ‘baby’ makes me moan. Such a daddy thing to say. 
 
    Will pulls me onto him so I’m straddling his hips. We rock together, playing at sex, and I’m so wet, my inner thighs are slippery. He rubs against me and it would be easy to reach between us and slide him home, but that would be even more reckless than what we’re already doing. I keep my hands on Will’s magnificent chest and away from trouble. “I have condoms in my bedside drawer.” 
 
    “Good to know, but we don’t need them yet.” Will turns me onto my back and kisses a line down my stomach. I shiver and look out my lace-covered window. The morning sun is battling its way through the clouds, but the light is dim. My room feels like a safe little cave in contrast, dark and warm and full of fun. Will stares between my legs and lets out a soft whistle. “God, look at this gorgeous pussy.” He looks up at me. “I’m pretty into talking. I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    I want to say there’s nothing I mind about him, but that’s a bit much, even for me. “Talking is good.” 
 
    “Good.” He runs his tongue along my inner thigh, gives me a light flick on the cunt, then licks down the other side. He repeats the pattern, back and forth and back and forth until I’m panting. “Tease.”  
 
    “Only for a higher cause.” He rasps his thumb lightly across my clit. “Is there anything you like in bed? Anything you need?” 
 
    Let me call you daddy. I open my mouth to say it…then I grab my pillow and press it to my face.   
 
    “Is that a yes?” 
 
    I nod, biting down on the pillow. After everything we’ve said to each other, why is this so hard?  
 
    Will grips my thighs and eases himself up so our eyes are level. “Can you move the pillow and tell me what you need, baby?”  
 
    His voice is gentle, but there’s unmistakable authority behind it. So fucking daddy. God, I’m sober and having the best daddy dom experience of my life at the hands of the Chevrolet-driving, flat-brim cap wearing dude who invented Hellfire. The universe is one hell of a drug. I swallow. “I want to call you something but I’m not sure you’ll like it.” 
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “I can’t say it.”  
 
    Will’s fingers close around my wrists, pulling my hands away. “Yes, you can. Tell me.” 
 
    “Daddy.” It comes out like a curse word and I rebury my face in my pillow. 
 
    Will tears the pillow away. “Marley,” he says, his voice like gravel. “That is so fucking hot.” 
 
    “You mean it?” 
 
    “Christ, yeah. How do you like it? Like, should I be an asshole, or do you want me to be gentle, like ‘you’re my little princess and I’d do anything for you?’”  
 
    There’s a beat in which I’m pretty sure my head is going to explode from sheer joy, then I kiss Will as hard as I can. “Be sweet, but tough. You’re in charge and you don’t take any of my shit.”  
 
    A slow smile spreads across his face. “You’re really something, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I try to be.” I sprawl back on the bed with my legs wide. “What now?”  
 
    Will’s smile fades into hard determination. “You want daddy to kiss you between your legs?” 
 
    I nod, dizzy with how good this is. How easy. He settles between my thighs and dips his head, but before anything happens, he looks up at me. He’s always had a gorgeous smile, but this one is beatific. It could light up a whole ballroom. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    The skin around Will’s eyes crinkles. “What a time to be alive.” 
 
    I feel myself open like a flower in sunshine, open to Will in a way I can’t justify so soon. The moment is too bright, too hot. I need it to end. I clasp the crown of Will’s head and gently push him down. “Please eat my pussy.”  
 
    His mouth flattens into a line. “Are you going to be a good girl?” 
 
    Is it possible to orgasm from sounds? I’m asking for a friend. I barely have the wherewithal to nod before Will’s tongue parts me. I lie back feeling like the queen of the universe as he licks. Usually it takes time for me to get into my body enough to orgasm, but this time I’m so close, it’s ridiculous. His lips close around my clit, drawing and sucking until lights flash behind my eyes.  “Will, you’re really good at this.” 
 
    He pulls his mouth away. “Who’s really good at this?” 
 
    My legs slacken, heat surges through my middle. “You are, daddy.”  
 
    “That’s a good girl. Now close your eyes and come on daddy’s face.” 
 
    I’m going to evaporate. The tip of Will’s tongue presses gently to my clit and my fingertips sink into my bed sheets. It’s so new, so good, it’s almost painful. I feel raw, all nerve endings and exposed bone. I shut my eyes and imagine him bending me over his knee. Warmth floods my cunt and I gasp and come bucking and grinding on Will’s face. I wail as shockwaves ripple through my skin and down my spine. “Oh my God.” 
 
    After a few more soft laps, Will sits up, swiping a forearm across his mouth. “That went…faster than I thought it would.” 
 
    “Shut up,” I gasp. “Come here.”  
 
    He climbs up and we kiss. I taste myself and despite my orgasm, I’m desperate for more. I turn and rummage through my bedside drawer. There’s enough detritus in there to turn a neat freak insane but I find the condoms and a small bottle of lube. I hand a foil wrapper to Will and he tears it open. I watch as he rolls it on, admiring the way his muscles shift beneath his butter-gold skin. I’ve never done sculpture or classical oil painting, but Will’s body makes me wish I did. I want to commemorate his perfection; how alive and vital and male he is. A teapot just wouldn’t do him justice. Still, I could try. If I can find the time… 
 
    “Should we go old school?” he asks. “Missionary?”  
 
    I smile. “We could be daring, do it from behind?” 
 
    “I do love to dare. What about you on top?” 
 
    “Another good option. We have too many options.”  
 
    “Hey, I’ve got an idea—paper, scissors, rock.” Will holds out a fist. “Paper’s missionary, scissors is you on top.” 
 
    “Rock?” 
 
    “Doggy. Obviously.” 
 
    I grin and put out my fist.  
 
    “Paper, scissors, rock,” we chant. I throw scissors and so does Will. We laugh. 
 
    “Guess we’re in the same kind of mood,” he says, lying back on my sheets. “Give it to me, baby.” 
 
    “Oh, I will.” I straddle his hips and grip his cock, sliding it where we both need it to be. “But we do paper and rock after, yes?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I take a deep breath, savouring the moment, and then I sit down. I’m so turned on I part with ease, and as Will’s cock sinks all the way inside me, we both moan.  
 
    Will clutches my thighs, his fingers digging deliciously into my skin. I hate it when men touch lightly, like being pale is the same as being porcelain. Will touches me like I’m a woman who can handle herself, and he’s right. I rise on his cock, pulsing slightly.  
 
    “Fuck yeah. You like that dick, baby?” 
 
    My pussy clenches. “Yes, daddy. Fuck me, please?” 
 
    Will’s hips rise, pushing his cock deeper inside me. I’m so tight, it’s almost too much to bear. I reach down and rest my middle finger over my clit, rubbing as I rock, trying to redistribute the pleasure.   
 
    First times are supposed to be slow and exploratory, but this is fast, animal sex. Will’s hips slap against mine as we merge ourselves together. I’m so tight I can hardly breathe, and my lungs are full of the thinnest, coldest air. 
 
    “Daddy, I’m so close.” 
 
    “So come, baby.” Will’s fingers close around my nipples and I scream as my pleasure burns into that raw ecstasy once again. I feel like I’m on fire, all gold and scarlet and bottomless black. I close my eyes and know I’ll remember this for a long time. Maybe forever. 
 
    Beneath me, Will groans. “Sweetheart, daddy needs to come.” 
 
    “Do it. Come in me.”  
 
    He swears and thrusts up into me, his hands like a vice around my hips. I imagine him pouring into me, sealing us together. Afterward, we stay welded together for a long, long time.  My body is sore and sweaty but my mind is as still as a glass of water, I’m nothing and I’m so happy to be nothing right here, with Will. It’s bliss, but if art has taught me anything, it’s that nothing can, or should, last forever.   
 
    “I need to get off you,” I say. “The condom. And the potential for UTIs if I don’t pee.” 
 
    Will doesn’t bat an eyelid at the UTI talk. “You’ll be right back, right?” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    I pad to the bathroom. Despite the central heating, I’m freezing. Seems I’ve been unwittingly addicted to Will’s body heat. Among other things. I pee and head back for the bathroom, a little apprehensive about what’s coming next. Some guys are all fun and games until the condom comes off, then it’s like you just shared a bumpy bus ride instead of your body.  
 
    “Hey,” Will says as soon as I open the door. “Come cuddle.” 
 
    I bite back a goofy smile and fold myself into his arms. We nuzzle together like bunnies. 
 
    “I feel so good,” Will says, sounding amazed. “Everything feels good.” 
 
    I smile into his hyper-warm shoulder. “I’m glad.”  
 
    We laze together for a while, then Will cups my cheek and kisses the tip of my nose. “Call me daddy anytime.” 
 
    I smile and then the thought comes, unwelcome as an upskirter in a change room—I could love you. I won’t say it, but I can feel it, bright as a sunbeam. I sit up, energized beyond all belief. “Hey, it’s still early, do you want to go into the studio, after all?” 
 
    Will grins. “Sure, I’d love to see more of your work. And once you’re done showing me how amazing you are, we can come back here and do rock and scissors.” 
 
    God, is this a dream or a simulation of absolute happiness? “That would be great. Do you want a shower?” 
 
    “Only if you’re in there with me.”  
 
    Will and I cram ourselves into my tiny shower and kiss until the water runs cold. Afterward, I pull on my warmest clothes and leave Will arranging his hair in my bedroom mirror. I pull out my French press and coffee grinds as I whistle ‘Oh What a Night’ by Frankie Valli and The Four Seasons.  
 
    “Should we take the doughnuts?” Will calls from my bedroom. 
 
    “Only if you don’t mind sharing, artists are poor, hungry folk.” 
 
    “I can handle that.” 
 
    I smile and wander over to my phone. I’ve got a few notifications—a WhatsApp message from my Portland friend, Mimi, a couple of client emails, and a notification from PayPal. Apparently, I’ve received funds because my life is on an MDMA high right now. I open the app, hoping it’s at least a couple hundred dollars from a commission. Nothing worse than getting all excited over a seven-dollar payment. The screen loads and I blink.  
 
    No.  
 
    No, that’s too many numbers. It must be an error. I go into my transactions and see the same numbers. Six numbers. A two. A five. And four zeros. I drop my phone.  
 
    “Marley, are you okay?” Will is shirtless and smiling, stretching his arms over his head so he looks even more like a billboard model than ever. I know what happened. What he must have done. I’m falling but it’s not a happy roller coaster ride this time, it’s a tumble down an abandoned mineshaft.  
 
    “Marley? What happened?” 
 
    I can’t speak. He’s lovely, funny, as good at sex as Montana is cold. Why would he do this to me? How could he have done this to me? Will’s face splits into a hideous grin. “You got my donation, didn’t you?”  
 
    “D-donation?” I sputter. “You gave me a quarter of a million dollars.” 
 
    “You deserve it.” Wills smile gets wider. It’s bigger than his face. Bigger than the room. My vision swims. “You don’t know what I deserve.” 
 
    “I know you’re talented and I promise I sent you the money before you told me not to!” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
     “Because you didn’t ask me what I wanted! You just threw cash in the air and hoped it would stick. Now you’re going to make my life and the rest of my career about you, some guy I fucked!” 
 
    Will raises his hands, almost hitting my ceiling. “Marley, this isn’t a big deal. Calm down!” 
 
    Oh no. Oh Christ, no.   
 
    I smile and pick up my takeaway cup. Will’s eyes widen and he takes a big step back, but it’s too late. I’ve already tossed the cold coffee right into his smug, know-it-all face.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Marley 
 
      
 
     “Marley, am I doing it right?” 
 
    I look down at Anna’s daughter. Tia is up to her elbows in clay, squishing terracotta into a wonky cup.  
 
    “You’re doing great,” I say, and she is. Her unabashed love for pottery makes me want to cry, though a dropped Kleenex makes me want to cry these days. I reach into my pinafore and clutch the keychain. I know I shouldn’t draw strength from something I made for him, but I do.  
 
    “Mommy, look,” Tia calls, waving her clay in the air like a victory flag.  
 
    Anna looks up from her phone, beaming. “You’re such a clever girl, baby.”  
 
    I try. I really try not to sob like a wounded rhino, but the sound comes out anyway. I turn away, praying the impossible has happened and neither Tia or Anna noticed. 
 
    “Marley?” Tia asks. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I nod, though her sweetness is bringing up more tears. Anna gets to her feet. “Marley’s tired, honey.” She wraps an arm around my shoulder. “You go wash up and meet us in the kitchen. You can have screen time.”  
 
    “Yes!” Tia shouts and scampers away.   
 
    I wipe my eyes. “I’m sorry. There’s still eight minutes of class left.” 
 
    Anna scoffs. “Knock a dollar off the next lesson and we’ll call it even. What’s with the tears? Is it Hat Boy?” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “Lucky guess.” Anna rubs soothing circles into my back. “Come on, let’s go have a coffee.”  
 
    She leads me to the studio kitchen and makes us an instant coffee and Tia a powdered hot chocolate. Tia reappears freshly scrubbed, and Anna hands her phone. “You watch Peppa Pig and nothing else.” 
 
    “Okay!” Tia crams her headphones into her ears and is instantly lost to the show.  
 
    “Easy-peasy.” Anna turns to me. “So, let’s hear it. And no skipping the sexy stuff.” 
 
    I look at Tia. “Can she hear us…?” 
 
    Anna smiles. “Tia Rose, if you look at me, you can eat ice cream for the rest of the week.”   
 
    Tia doesn’t so much as blink.  
 
    “See?” Anna says. “Hat Boy story. Go.”  
 
    I tell her the story, not that there’s much to tell. Will and I met, he fixed my car, blew my mind in bed and sent me a ridiculous amount of money via the internet, so I ended it. The entire affair took less than twenty-four hours yet I’m still moping around almost two weeks later, because I’m a chump.  
 
    “How much money?” Anna asks.  
 
    When I tell her, she grips my arm like it’s a climbing wall. “Honey, how is this a problem?” 
 
    “Because I didn’t want money to be a part of our…whatever it was, and he just swung his big tech bro dick onto the table and gave it to me anyway!” 
 
    “Right…” Anna’s expression is far too dreamy for my liking.  
 
    “It’s not romantic! It’s presumptuous and gross. Where does he get off thinking I need his help?”    
 
    My new friend raises a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. “I’m sorry, were you not propping up the bar next to me at that group catfishing?” 
 
    “That was different! Henry was an idea. This is real.” 
 
    “Exactly! It’s the jackpot! You get a guy you want to be with and a way to make ends meet.” Anna reaches forward and pulls a stray thread from my Milky Way T-shirt. “Don’t tell me you don’t need the cash.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that.” On instinct, we both look at Tia. She’s giggling at the cartoon on Anna’s phone, oblivious to her mom’s financial worries. I’ve discounted her lessons as much as the studio will allow, but I’m sure the thirty dollars could go to a million other places in Anna’s life, just like it could in mine. Except now I have a quarter of a million dollars’ worth of backup in my PayPal account.  
 
    “It’s not fair,” I say. “I don’t need Will’s money that badly.” 
 
    “You offering it to me?” 
 
    “You’d take it?”  
 
    Anna swats my side. “Of course, I would! But I want you to stop being stupid and keep it, instead.” 
 
    “But it makes me feel so inadequate!”  
 
    “Why? That money is a gift from someone who admires your work and wants to support you...and also maybe have you suck his dick, which you’re into. So what’s wrong exactly?” 
 
    I squirm under her gaze. “Nothing. I guess I just didn’t want my story to be some Cinderella cliché where I get rescued by a hot guy. I wanted to make it as an artist on my own terms.” 
 
    “Too fuckin’ bad!” Anna says cheerily. “Shit happens. Your shit is just Lifetime movie shit. Now stop insulting me and every other broke, single woman on the planet and accept a good thing. No one likes a martyr”  
 
    A smile pushes its way onto my face, the first smile since Will walked out of my door, covered in coffee. “It’s that easy? I just…change my mind about Will and the money and everything else and go with the flow?” 
 
    “Why not? You like him, don’t you?” 
 
    Like doesn’t begin to cover it. Not a minute has passed since Will and I slept together that I haven’t thought of him. But I couldn’t see a way to like him around the quarter million dump he took on my PayPal account.  
 
    “I really like him. But what if things can never be normal between us?” 
 
    Anna laughs. She throws her head back and laughs so hard, Tia briefly glances up from Peppa Pig. 
 
    I put down my coffee. “What? Is it because I’m not normal? Or Will’s not normal? What?” 
 
    But Anna just gets to her feet, sweeping glossy hair over her shoulder. “Come on.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To Will’s place. Or you are, anyway. Walk me and Tia to our car and then go see him.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No ‘buts.’ You can’t go sobbing every time Tia says something cute. She’s a cute kid, you’ll never stop crying.” 
 
    I laugh. “That’s a good point.” 
 
    “Honey, all my points are good.” Anna kisses my cheek. “Nothing is ever normal. Not for you or Will or me or anyone. Ever. It’s all fucked, all the time, so just go see Hat Boy and give him that thing in your hand.” 
 
    I look down and see I’m clutching the keychain. I made it the afternoon Will sent me the money, a tiny baby-blue toolbox like the one he hauled out of his truck. I cried while I was welding the sides together and wished we’d never met, but I didn’t send back the money and I re-read his texts every night before I fall asleep.   
 
    “Okay,” I say. “I’ll go see him, only I’ll have to call him and find his address.”  
 
    “Don’t bother. I’ll send it to you.”  
 
    “How do you know where Will lives?”  
 
    “Research. I was going to fuck up that Felix guy’s house, but it turns out the prick really is in Bali.” Anna heaves a disappointed sigh and looks me up and down. “What are you wearing to this rendezvous?” 
 
    I look down at my pinafore which is flecked with terracotta and coffee stains. “Not this?” 
 
    “Good choice.”  
 
    I follow Anna’s advice and head home to shower and change into my good white shirt, plaid skirt, and lady brogues. I do my makeup while my hair dries, then throw on a red velvet headband. I want to look good enough that Will forgets that the last time I saw him, I threw a latte in his face.  
 
    I rush to my car, which is still running on Will magic, and head for Montrose Hill. The address Anna sent me is a triple story McMansion, all windows and bluish-gray concrete. It’s sleek, but soulless and I can’t imagine Will living there. I park and walk the winding driveway. Is Will watching from any of the tinted windows? Do I want him to be? My heart beats hard and fast and I grip the keychain, the edges giving me comfort as I get to the front door.  
 
    I take a deep breath and ring the bell. There’s no response. I squint through the window and see a load of cardboard boxes stacked by the door. My stomach drops. He can’t be moving, can he? I mean, I know Felix is gone and Will has no other ties to Montana, but to just leave?  
 
    I pace the doorstep and try to think. I could call him, but reaching out only to be told he’s moving to New York or Tokyo or somewhere would hurt so bad. I could write a letter, but I don’t have a pen or paper. Eventually, I wipe my eyes and hang the keychain on the door handle. When Will sees it, he’ll know it’s from me. Then he can decide what to do. I waited two weeks to get in touch with him, I’ll have to accept what he chooses.  
 
    I adjust mini-toolbox so it won’t slip and shatter, and hear a car approach. I turn and see Will’s truck gliding up the driveway like a shark. My mood lights up like a Christmas tree, at least until the panic sets in. Why didn’t I call? Text? Why did I leave our last encounter at me throwing a drink in his face? Who is even operating my brain?  
 
    Will gets out of the truck. He’s dressed strangely in heavy boots and blue canvas pants. I give him a silly little wave and he raises a palm in response. I can’t read his expression—he’s wearing his flat-brim cap again, concealing his lovely face.  
 
    “Hey, William Faulkner!” I call out. “How’s it going?” 
 
    I can’t see Will’s eyes, but his mouth twitches. I’m guessing this all seems a little weak considering how I left things.  
 
    “I’m sorry for freaking out about the money,” I say. “And that I didn’t return your calls. And that I threw that coffee at you.”  
 
    Will doesn’t say anything. I want him to, but I’m the one who’s been ghosting him for a week. I owe him the words and expressions. I swallow and power on. “The thing is, I’m used to being the only one who really believes in me. I didn’t get how someone like you could come into my life and…well, I’m sure you had good reasons for giving me that money, but I didn’t see them because it made me feel small. So I’m sorry and I probably don’t deserve a second chance but, uh, maybe you could give me one, anyway?” 
 
    Silence follows. A long painful one. Will rubs his jaw but he doesn’t say a thing. He looks like he did in the manager’s office at Plonk; a little distant, a little bored, a cosmonaut drifting through infinite space. I close my eyes, ignoring the abyss opening between my ribs. “Okay, well, great to see you, have a nice future. There’s something for you on the door if you want it and...yeah.” 
 
    I power walk down the driveway, needing to exit this living hell, and Will steps into my path. “When you said you couldn’t understand how ‘someone like me’ could come into your life, do you mean a tech bro?”  
 
    “God, no!” I say, genuinely surprised. “I meant someone hot and funny who likes daddy sex.”  
 
    Will smiles and with that flash of teeth, my cosmonaut returns to earth. “Seriously?” he asks. 
 
    “Of course! Why, do you need proof?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind some.”  
 
    “Give me a second.” I run back to the door and grab the keychain looped over the handle. I jog back to Will and hand it over. “I made this the day you left. I’ve carried it ever since.”  
 
    He stares down at the tiny metal toolbox. “You made this for me?” 
 
    “I did. Open it.” 
 
    Will flips open the lid. Inside is a tiny terracotta heart I painted blue and gold. He looks at me, wordlessly asking me to explain. 
 
    “I could be wrong,” I say. “But when I saw you with your toolbox, you looked peaceful and, I don’t know, right for the first time. I don’t know if that means you should go back to Missouri and be near your parents or become a sexy repairman full-time, but I wanted to show you where your heart is.”  
 
    “Marley…” 
 
    “I know it’s cheesy, but I’m painfully sincere and sometimes that makes cheese. You’ll have to let it slide if we start seeing each other.”  
 
    Will closes his big fist around the keychain. “First of all, it’s not an ‘if.’ Secondly, I can’t believe you made this because I just got a job at a garage in Helena.” 
 
    My mouth falls open. “You’re going to be a mechanic?” 
 
    “Yeah. Probably not at this place, but once I’ve remastered the basics, I’m thinking I might start my own business. I used to be into rebuilding muscle cars, now I’ve got the money to do it full-time. I could open a place, hire some people who need work. Make things I'm actually proud of.” 
 
    I smile so wide it hurts. “You found something you want to do.” 
 
    Will shakes his head. “You showed me what to do—that you can make things that really matter for people who appreciate them.”  
 
    As they’ve done so many times these past weeks, the backs of my eyes burn. I raise a reflexive fist to wipe away the tears, but then Will opens his arms and I gladly move toward him. He folds me against his body and we squeeze together, tight as a bow.  
 
    “Sorry for throwing a coffee in your face and telling you you’re a bumbling tech bro asshole. Forgive me?”  
 
    He kisses my forehead. “Of course. Do you forgive me for sending you the money?”  
 
    “As long as I get to pay for all our dates for the first month.” 
 
    Will huffs out a laugh. “Deal.” 
 
    “But you’re not my sugar daddy. And I’m not your sugar baby.” 
 
    His expression goes sexy-stern in a way I’ve craved more than sugar and coffee and margaritas combined. “But I am your daddy and you are my baby.” 
 
    “Shh,” I whisper self-consciously. “That’s bedroom only.” 
 
    “I can live with that.” Will pulls me in for a kiss.   
 
    And because sometimes life is a Lifetime movie cliché, the sun chooses that moment to pierce the clouds and bathes us in citrus light. We break apart to look at the sky. 
 
    “That’s unexpected,” I say. 
 
    “No, you’re unexpected.” Will kisses my cheeks, my nose, my brow. “I have a feeling we’re going to be awesome together.” 
 
    I grab his hat and cram it onto my head. “I have the same feeling, Tech Bro.” 
 
    He pinches my ass, but he doesn’t take his hat back. We smile at one another, letting the moment wash over us. Then we say it, at once, in exactly the same way. 
 
    “What a time to be alive.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Marley 
 
      
 
    I peek out from behind the chiffon curtain and study the crowd. They look good. Too good. I’m used to sweat patches and cowboy boots at my exhibitions. Exposed bra straps. Children tugging at their mom’s hands, pleading for ice cream while their forebearers examine my earrings with the utmost skepticism.   
 
    I stand on my tiptoes and spy a gorgeous black woman stroking my wishbone necklace. She looks like she’s smiling could be a trick of the light. Or she could be smiling because she’s about to call her friend at The New York Times and report Marley Ellis’ ‘Silk and Bones’ exhibition is an unabashed shitshow. I used to dream about showcasing my art in front of audiences like this—beautiful men in tuxedos, androgynous women in long glittering dresses. I wanted to be known by people who love art, who expect things of art. I wanted them to come and see my work exclusively. Or I used to. Right now, I’d rather be back at the Portland Antiques and Collectables show with all the corndogs and annoyed moms. None of them had the power to end my career with an Instagram story.  
 
    I run my hands down my silk dress, willing the buttery material to soothe me. It doesn’t work. I watch another cluster of well-dressed people arrive and someone, somewhere starts playing the piano. Dance of the Sugarplum Fairies of all the pretentious clichés. I told the organizers I’d be way more comfortable with a DJ or a Spotify playlist coming through a portable speaker, but no one listened to me, after all I’m just the fucking artist.  
 
    “Nervous?” someone asks.  
 
    I turn and see my friend and personal assistant, Anna Debono looking sexable as ever in a red Jessica Rabbit dress. I try to smile. “I am so close to wetting myself it is not funny.” 
 
    Anna doesn’t smile. Instead, she holds up her iPhone, opened on the notes app. “You have no fuckin’ need to worry. Over the course of planning this exhibition, I established two hundred and twenty-seven lines of enquiry and sixty-three tasks that had to be completed. Every single one has been completed with time to spare.” 
 
    I gape at her. “That…can’t be true.” 
 
    Anna turns the phone toward herself and flicks the screen. “Enquiry number one was ensuring you got the contract, which was delivered to you via email on July 27th of this year. Enquiry number two was guaranteeing the contract was financially and ethically sound, which I did by hiring three separate entertainment and art lawyers to look over it. Enquiry number three was ensuring—” 
 
    I hold up a palm. “Okay, I get it, I’m sorry for questioning your professionalism and insane list making ability.” 
 
    “Good,” Anna says, tucking her phone between her boobs. “I mean it. Don’t bother worrying, you’re gonna knock this thing out of the park.” 
 
    “Mmm.” I turn and peek through the curtain again. “Do these people all look aloof and slightly miserable to you?” 
 
    Anna shrugs. “Don’t all fancy-pants art people look like that?” 
 
    “Kinda. But my work is supposed to be fun and interesting and no one seems to be on that vibe.” 
 
    “Could be the music,” Anna says wrinkling her nose. “Is that like…depressing chopsticks, or what?” 
 
    “It sounds like it.” I close my eyes and rub my dress like I want to start a fire on my thighs. “Stupid piano. Stupid art. Stupid ambition.” 
 
    Anna’s warm hand falls on my arm. “Breathe easy, bella. We’ve done all we can do. You give them another forty minutes to look around and then you’ll emerge with Will on your arm.” 
 
    For the first time all night I feel my chest loosen slightly. Will. Yes. Him being here will make this less terrible. Him being with me always makes things less terrible. “Have you heard from him? Is he nearby?” 
 
    Anna extracts her phone from her tits and checks it. “Nothing, but he can’t be far. He won’t miss this. Not if he’s interested in still having a face.” 
 
    I chew my lower lip. Will, my boyfriend of the past two years, was supposed to be here an hour ago, holding my hand and telling me I’m amazing and my first big ticket exhibition won’t be a disaster from start to finish. He called Anna while I was getting my make-up done to say he had an urgent last-minute errand. His car repair business has hit a few bumps lately, so I didn’t think twice about it, but now people are arriving I wish he was here. 
 
    “Can you call him?” I ask Anna. 
 
    “You know you could call him yourself if you let yourself have a phone right now.” 
 
    I shake my head. I refuse to have my phone on me at exhibitions. I’m twitchy and paranoid enough without vanity searching my event and seeing a bunch of mean comments or pictures of myself that are so unflattering I begin to question the nature of existence. Besides, I should be focusing on the experience, not whatever’s going on in cyberspace. Chris Rock says there’s no sex in the champagne room. I say there’s no phones at the exhibition.  
 
    Anna sighs and puts her phone to her ear. I watch nervously but the call clearly rings out. I bunch my hands into fists. In ten minutes, I need to go out and start mingling with my patrons and guests and the thought of doing it without handsome, easy-smiling Will is terrifying. He knows this rich and indulgent world so much better than I do. Not from birth—he grew up in Belton, Missouri—but a few years ago he helped invent the worst app in the world and internet wealth and fame came calling.   
 
    Usually this would inspire me to lick someone’s cutlery before they started eating, but I fell for William Faulkner from the moment I heard his ridiculous, non-literary inspired name. I love him from the tip of his golden head to the soles of his overpriced sneakers. He’s my daddy. He’s also my greatest supporter. I was simultaneously starving and freezing before we fell in love. He pulled me over the poverty line and gave me a fighting chance as an artist, not because he loves my pussy (though he surely does) but because he thinks my work is exceptional.  
 
    That was the deal. It’s not a handout if we both believe in me. So, where is he? And after two years of straight-talking support, why is he making me feel all these shitty insecurities all over again?  
 
    I put my face in my hands, they’re clammy and still smell like the Koran fried chicken I ate for lunch. “I think I’m freaking out, Anna. I’m not saying I can’t do this. I am saying I’m going to need to throw up before I head out and meet the art-dictators.”  
 
    Anna puts a hand on my shoulder. “You’re going to be fine. I know Will’s not here, and he didn’t say where he’s going, and he might never come back—” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “But that doesn’t matter,” she continues determinedly. “I’m here, and Tia is waiting for us at our hotel room and after this exhibition we’re gonna go up and tuck her intro bed.” 
 
    Tia is Anna’s daughter and the sweetest thing in the universe. I nod and my head feels like it’s stuffed full of ball bearings. “Okay, I’ll go to the bathroom to rewash the sticky wings off my fingers and then I’ll come back and we’ll head out together.” 
 
    Anna smiles, replacing her phone between her boobs. “Good girl, make sure—” 
 
    She frowns at the raised voices gathering in front of the curtain. Not anger, excitement. We both stick our heads through the curtain and see a commotion at the front of the building, cameras flashing and people crowding close. I stand on my tiptoes, trying to see what’s going on. “Who is it? Is someone super important here?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Anna whispers. “We couldn’t get any celebrities. Not any big ones.” 
 
    I grit my teeth. “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    My work has celebrity fans, just not huge ones. And not anyone who I could convince to attend the event tonight. I got close to convincing Sophia Bush, but she got invited to a wedding last minute. When I told the exhibition organizers that I couldn’t guarantee any ‘influencers’ they almost cancelled my fucking event. Not because they value influencers opinions, but because they want buzz.  
 
    That’s the state of modern art right now. Dependant on buzz, like some fucked up beehive. 
 
    “Hang on, I know that girl,” Anna whispers, craning her neck. “How do I know her?” 
 
    I push myself up higher on my toes, but Anna is six-two in heels and I’m short as fuck. “I can’t see shit. Who is she? What’s she doing?” 
 
    “She’s blonde and hot and strutting her stuff like she’s on a stripper platform and…Will!” 
 
    “Will’s here?” I jump, ignoring the clacks my Mary Janes are making on the floor. “Can you call him? Can you make him come over here?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    A couple of women brush past the curtain, staring at the same place Anna and I are. “Oh my god,” one of them says. “That’s Jessop Taylor!”  
 
    My heart stops.  
 
    “Of course,” Anna breathes. “The Instagram girl from that tv-show. And that movie.” 
 
    That’s true. But that’s not all Jessop Taylor is. Not even a little bit. 
 
    Anna squeezes my hand. “This is amazing, bella! Jessop Taylor, she’s like…the biggest deal. She’s going to make you famous; we’re going to be famous…Holy shit I need to call my mother!” 
 
    She stumbles away, looking dazed. I still can’t see shit, but I can feel the mood of my event shifting. It was nervous and maybe a little stuffy, but now the venue is bubbling with excitement. There is a celebrity in our midst. A celebrity with clout and good looks and her own line of beeswax-based beauty products.  
 
    Completely unnoticed, I step through the chiffon curtain. I spot Amanda, one of the organisers looking beside herself with glee. This is a boon for the venue. Jessop Taylor is an A-lister, and everyone knows she runs in a girl squad with Taylor Swift and Lily Rose Depp. Maybe they’ll come too. Maybe every celebrity in the world will come and Amanda can retire to Aruba and paint nude watercolours of celebrities.  
 
     Jessop Taylor finally comes into view. She is, as Anna stated, a hot blonde with a sexy walk, waving and posing for selfies. She’s a professional beautiful person in a barbie slip dress and fluffy pink heels. And at her side, looking impossibly handsome in his charcoal suit, is my boyfriend William Faulkner.  
 
    Also known as Jessop Taylor’s ex-boyfriend. He brought his goddamn celebrity ex to my first New York art show. And he’s going to pay.               
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Will 
 
      
 
    I think I might be in trouble. I can’t see Marley, but I swear I can feel her presence. Feel that she’s not happy about how things are playing out. I look around but the people crowding Jessop are blocking my view. I know it’s risky bringing my ex-girlfriend to my current girlfriends first New York art show, but it’s too big an opportunity to pass up. Jessop is a huge fan of Marley’s work and her being seen here tonight is going to launch Marley’s art into the stratosphere. 
 
    And while it feels sleazy showing up together, my hands are totally clean. Jessop and I hooked up three years ago and we’ve barely talked until tonight when she DM’d me asking for an invite to Ribbons and Bones. I didn’t even know she liked Marley’s stuff. Apparently, she’s been stalking her through my Instagram for ages.  
 
    I turn, looking around for my gorgeous, elfin-faced girlfriend. One of the journalists around me withdraws his proboscis from Jessop and jabs it in my direction. “And who are you?” 
 
    “No one,” I say quickly. 
 
    “You’re not no one!” Jessop beams at the journalist. “This is Will Faulkner, he invented Hellfire!”   
 
    I wince. I know she’s being nice but I fucking hate Hellfire. If I had a big delete button, I’d send that app straight into the void. Unfortunately, I don’t have that power. I have shareholders and a co-inventor who are determined to wring ever last cent out of that shitty piece of tech.  
 
    “And how do you two know each other?” The mosquito journalist asks. 
 
    Jessop’s smile crystallizes. She still looks friendly, but her walls are up, the way they always are when people ask about her personal life. “Will and I are old friends. I’m actually here because I love Marley Ellis’ work. I’m so excited to meet her!”  
 
    The journalist looks disappointed, but obligingly asks Jessop what she likes about Marley’s art. I scan the room, trying to find my girlfriend. It’s impossible. I glance at the huge crowd of people trying to talk to Jessop. She’s going to be busy for a while and she’s a fucking media pro, she won’t mind if I get out of here and find Marley. She won’t be able to meet her if she’s fucking AWOL.  
 
    I peel away, unnoticed by anyone. My heart is starting to pound against my ribs. I really didn’t want to fuck up Marley’s event, but every second I can’t find her the worst I feel. Calling her to explain is the obvious solution, but she won’t have her phone on her—it makes her too nervous. I could have called Anna, ex-sugar baby and Marley’s PA, but Anna can be a bit…dramatic.  
 
    A hard tap on the shoulder makes me turn. Speak of the devil. Anna glares at me, her dark brown eyes full of the same loathing that inspired her to pitch a drink into my face the night we met. I raise my hands to head height. “Don’t kill me. Where’s Marley?” 
 
    “Hiding, so no one makes her take a picture with your supermodel, influencer ex-girlfriend.” Anna punches my shoulder. “The fuck were you thinking, Hat Boy?” 
 
    “I thought it would be good for Marley’s career!” 
 
    Anna bares her teeth. “I’m good for her career. Instagram is good for her career. You, when you’re not acting like a gigantic assclown, is good for Marley’s career. You starting drama at her first New York event, on the other hand…” Her fist comes at me again. I step backward. “I’m not staring drama. Jessop is cool and she likes Marley’s stuff—” 
 
    “So why didn’t you tell the girl you wanted to invite her?” 
 
    “It was really last minute! I didn’t have—” 
 
    Anna punches me again, fast as a rattlesnake strike. “You don’t learn, do you, Hat Boy? You never get out of your own dumbass way and ask people what they want.” 
 
    I think I know what she’s referring to, and I wholeheartedly object. “This is not the same as me transferring Marley start-up money in secret—” 
 
    Anna slaps a hand over my mouth. “Shut your face. If I wanted to hear pre-adolescent whining, I’d wake up my daughter. You’re officially on damage control. You have twenty minutes to make Marley the nervously optimistic woman she was before Jessop Taylor showed up.” 
 
    I swallow. “Okay. I can do this. I can fix this. Where is she?” 
 
    I climb the marble stairs to the room where Marley had her hair and make up done. My heart is hammering against my chest. I thought I was doing the obvious thing, inviting Jessop but Anna has a point. Marley doesn’t really like surprises, not even spontaneous trips to Taco Bell. And me bringing my ex-girlfriend to her art show is hardly an unexpected crunchwrap supreme.  
 
    Nothing you can do about it now, Faulkner. Just get in there and remind your girl why she puts up with you.  
 
    I run a hand across my hair, straighten my tie and knock on the door Anna directed me to.  
 
    “What?” calls a familiar voice. Goddamn, even when I’m nervous as shit my heart still pulses when I hear her. Love is so fucking wild.   
 
    “It’s me,” I say. “Can I come in.” 
 
    There’s a short pause. “Fine,” Marley says. “But I’m warning you, I’m pissed.” 
 
    “Thanks for telling me.”  
 
    I mean it. It’s always good to know what your partner is feeling. That was one of the things that drove me and Jessop apart—whenever I did something, she didn’t like she’d say ‘that’s fine’ then two weeks later, when she was drunk, she’d go off on me. For a second I debate telling Marley this, as a sign of why we’re a much better couple—then I realize that might be the single dumbest idea of all time. I ruffle my hair again and open the door. 
 
    Marley is sitting on a make up table, her back to the mirror. Her legs are bare, her feet swinging through the air, but only an idiot would mistake her for mood for playful. Her eyes are green slits.  
 
    “So,” she says. “You’ve escorted your ex to my show without telling me about it.” 
 
    Fuck she’s pretty. Her lilac dress and dark make up make her look like an evil, sexy pixie. I want to tell her so, but that’s the second dumbest idea of all time.  
 
    “I’m sorry about bringing Jessop here without telling you,” I say as quickly as I can get the sounds out. “Nothing is going on between us. She DM’d me because she’s in town and a fan of your work and I knew that if I brought her it would mean great things for your show.” 
 
    Marley’s eyes narrow dangerously. 
 
    “I thought it would mean great things for your show,” I correct. “I don’t know shit about anything.” 
 
    Marley glares at me. “Why didn’t you let Anna know?” 
 
    The cutting point. A million excuses push at my mind, sperm hustling for the egg of what to say. The third dumbest idea of all time. I force myself to hold her gaze. “Because I didn’t want her to tell you and have you say that Jessop shouldn’t come. Because regardless of whether she can make you a success or not, she can bring up the exposure for this event by a million percent.” 
 
    Marley nods coldly. The truth is the answer she’s already guessed. That’s the thing about lying to someone who knows you so well. “You don’t think I want to be successful?” 
 
    I hesitate. I don’t want to dig my whole any deeper, but the truth cuts both ways. Marley taught me that. “I know you want to be successful, but you’re proud.” 
 
    Marley jumps off the desk, her feet hitting the floor lightly. “Too proud?” 
 
    Bravery, Faulkner. No need to be mean, just say what you feel. “Sometimes. You want to make it all on your own but no one does. I know you’re uncomfortable with asking favors, I know management wanted celebrities here, so I thought I was making things easier for you. I should have done it better. I should have told Anna what I was doing, but I didn’t bring Jessop here for anything or anyone but you, baby.” 
 
    Marley stares at me, for a minute I think she’s going to yell, then the corners of her mouth turn down. “Fine. I’m too proud. I’m too scared to talk to celebrities or push them to come to my events or wear my stuff on Instagram. Objectively, you did me a favor. This is great for my brand. But I still hate that you brought your twenty-three-year-old, Malibu barbie-looking ex to my fucking art show.” 
 
    My chest contracts. I want to sprint across the room and pull her into my arms, but my higher instincts tell me that’s the fourth dumbest idea of all time. Instead, I press my hand to my chest. My heart.  “Baby, what do you want me to tell you? You want me to tell you that you’re fifty times more beautiful and talented than Jessop? Because you are.” 
 
    “I’m not.” Tears are sparkling in Marley’s eyes. “Objectively, I’m not and I know I shouldn’t care but—” 
 
    “You don’t have to care, you just fucking are.” I swallow. “Marley, baby, you’re the only woman I’ve ever really loved. I stayed in Montana for you. I’ve built my life around you and I love it that way because the best thing I’ve ever done is support you and your art.” 
 
    “You mean it?” The tears are falling now, down Marley’s cheeks and onto her dress. I move forward without thinking, or feeling my feet on the ground. I wipe them away. “I’ve never meant anything more.” 
 
    Then we’re kissing, deep and slow. I feel Marley shudder beneath my hands and a similar reverb goes through my body. A relaxation, or a recognition of right and good this all feels. Marley pulls away and looks right into my face. “Daddy?” 
 
    Another tremor goes through me. There was a time when she couldn’t say it seriously or sincerely anywhere but in bed, but now I can feel her sincerity. Her need. I pull her even closer. “Yes princess?” 
 
    “I need you.” 
 
    I close my eyes, cock throbbing. “What should I do, princess? Should I show you how much I love you with my mouth?” 
 
    Marley nods softly into my shoulder. I don’t need more of an indication. I pick her up and push her back onto the make up desk. “Legs apart please, princess.” 
 
    She squirms a little, hesitates. I gently but firmly push her thighs wider. “Do what I say, baby. You don’t want me to be disappointed, do you?” 
 
    Marley shakes her head and opens her legs so I can settle between them. I moan as I realize she’s not wearing any underwear. Thank god for the person who invented dresses like this—so silky and sheer you can’t have underwear beneath them. 
 
    I kiss the inside of her right knee and Marley’s hand weave through my hair. “Daddy, what if someone comes in?”   
 
    “Then they’ll see what a bad girl you are.” I lick the line of her left thigh. “But they won’t come in. I won’t let them.” 
 
    “You’ll take care of me?” Marley looks at me and I see a trace of her former uncertainty in her eyes. I kiss her right thigh, hard as I would kiss her mouth. “Always.” 
 
    She makes a happy sound. “Thank you, daddy.”  
 
    “You don’t need to thank you. You just need to close your eyes and come on my face. Can you do that for me baby?” 
 
    Her knees close around my shoulder. “Mmm hmm.” 
 
    I lean forward and lick her slowly and softly, moaning as I go. In seconds my cock goes from hard to aching. I’ve done this a million times, but the taste and smell of her always blows my mind. Marley’s pussy is like sunsets or sundaes, it never stops being amazing. I lick faster and Marley’s grip on my hair tightens like she’s about to come. I’m not surprised. Heightened emotional states do things to my princess. They make her hypersensitive and desperate for comfort. I imagine all the people below, admiring her work and wondering where she is and I smile into her gorgeous folds. 
 
    “Daddy,” she moans. “Daddy, please.” 
 
    I keep licking and lapping, feeling her shift and sure enough within seconds she’s shuddering and sobbing. I keep going, tasting her climax until she’s so sensitive she gently shoves me away. I smile and wipe my hand on the back of my hand. “Oh, you like that princess? You like it when daddy takes care of you?” 
 
    Marley nods, but that’s not good enough. I bite the inside of her thigh. “What was that?” 
 
    “Yes, daddy, I like it.” 
 
    “Good. And you know how much I fucking love you don’t you, baby? How proud I am of you?” 
 
    “Yes, daddy.” 
 
    “Good.” Then it comes out, something I wasn’t expecting. Something I never would have planned to say while I gave my girlfriend head on an empty desk at her art show. “Good, because I’m gonna fucking marry you.” 
 
    Marley freezes. She lets go of my hair. “Did you just…?” 
 
    I hustle back on my knees, kind of stunned yet not in the least bit nervous. “I don’t know. I don’t think it was a proper one. An official one.” 
 
    Marley’s eyes are round as coins. “Do you wish it was?” 
 
    I don’t have to think. “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s what you want?” she whispers. 
 
    “Yes,” I say, a bit dazed by my own announcement. “Holy shit, yes. I want to marry you. In Montana when the leaves are turning orange.”  
 
    Marley presses a hand to her mouth. “I…I think I want that too.” 
 
    “Holy shit.” My heart feels ready to fall out of my chest.  “Baby, do you mean it?” 
 
    “I think so. But are you seriously proposing to me right now? After you’ve just eaten my pussy?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    I grin. “A bit. But it’s not a proposal, it’s a guarantee.” 
 
    My girlfriend, who is maybe now my fiancée, groans. “I don’t have time to process this. Can we please put a pin in this until after my show?” 
 
    “Of course.” Head still spinning, I get to my feet and check my watch. “Fuuuuck.”  
 
    “Oh my god, what time is it?” Marley asks as she straightens her dress. 
 
    I hide my wrist behind my back. “Not too late. Still in the fashionable zone.” 
 
    Marley turns and checks her make up in the mirror. “Especially since Jessop Taylor is here to entertain everyone.” 
 
    “Is this you admitting it was a good idea to bring her?” 
 
    Marley points an accusing finger at me. “Watch it, boy.”  
 
    I raise my hands in surrender and then realize what’s just happened. “So, are we…engaged?” 
 
    Marley pauses as she slides her toes into her shoes. She smiles at me, a big glowing smile full of promises. “I think we might be, but can we keep it to ourselves for a little while? Anna is going to lose her shit otherwise. She’ll want to plan the whole thing.” 
 
    “I’m fine with that.” 
 
    “She’ll want you to ride up to the altar on horseback.” 
 
    “I’m fine with that.” 
 
    Marley laughs. She strides over to me and wraps an arm around my back. “I love you, William Faulkner. You’re unpretentious and kind and while your surprises tend to be dubious, your heart is always in the right place.” 
 
    “Because it’s in you.” 
 
    I barely have time to congratulate myself on coming up with the perfect line before she kisses me. Then she takes my hand and steers me to the door.  
 
    “I’m not nervous about my show anymore,” she says. “Right now, it feels like I’ll never be nervous or sad ever again.” 
 
    “I know exactly how you feel.” 
 
    We smile at each other because we know eternal happiness isn’t possible, but also that we’ll be here to support each other when the bad times come back around. I squeeze Marley’s hand and we head downstairs to her art show. Together.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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    The pub was almost empty. Gone were the families, older couples, and tourists, all that remained were the degenerates who wanted to get off their heads on a Wednesday night: uni students, labourers, alcoholics, and him, Tyler Henderson, drunk, alone and watching Middleton peer into a rugby players’ mouth. She touched a finger to the piercing embedded in the guy’s tongue. “That’s so cool! Did it hurt?” 
 
    She sounded as breathless as if the stud were already fiddling with her clit, but then she sounded like that all the time. It was one of the many things Ty loathed about her. 
 
    The rugby player, whom Ty had privately dubbed ‘Buddy’, pulled his idiot tongue back into his head. “Not much. I can do all kinds of things with it.” 
 
    “Like get stuck on magnets?”  
 
    “Better.” 
 
    Middleton dissolved into a fit of trademark giggles, and Buddy beamed like he was the king of the fucking world. Ty glowered into his bourbon. For the past hour he’d been forced to listen to Middleton flirt with this guy. Was it annoying? Sure. Did he wish she and her barely pubescent lover would fuck off and have young person sex already? Yes. Was it unprofessional of her to be picking up students at the local pub? Very much so. Especially since she and the rest of Golden Glaze Solar were in Bendigo on a work trip. That’s what he couldn’t understand about this situation. Unprofessional sexual conduct suited Middleton about as much as a bald head would have. 
 
    If he’d had to guess ahead of time what she’d get up to tonight, he’d have said ‘brushing, flossing and climbing into bed with a stuffed animal,’ but Middleton had apparently left her ‘I’m so sweet it’ll rot your fucking teeth’ attitude back in Melbourne.  
 
    She was the youngest and only female engineer at GGS. Most female engineers Ty knew acted like the boys: drinking hard, swearing like sailors, wearing gender-neutral clothes as though baggy slacks might make men mistake them for one of their own. Others emphasised their femininity: high heels, tight tops, raunchy jokes. They took control of the flirting and perving before it was inflicted on them, or at least pretended to.  
 
    Middleton, on the other hand, never swore, she never drank, never said a mean word about anyone. She baked chocolate chip cookies and wore floaty pink blouses and headbands with ribbons on them. Once, while babysitting his nephews, Ty had watched a kids’ TV show. The host was a curvy brunette who by all the laws of biology should have been smoking hot. Instead, she projected such brightly-coloured asexuality he felt guilty just trying to picture what her tits looked like. That was the frequency Middleton operated on. Ty wouldn’t be surprised if she too was sewn into her outfits so she wouldn’t accidentally show cleavage or stomach.  
 
    The week she started at GGS, Ty had run into her in a hallway. He was hungover and wearing a three-day-old suit. Middleton was in a pink dress and what looked like yellow tap shoes, her waist-length brown hair was pinned back by a silver clip shaped like a hummingbird. A fucking hummingbird.  
 
    “Hi, Mr Henderson!” She held up the huge pink cake tin she was carrying. “Would you like a lemon-curd meringue?” 
 
    Ty thought she was going to be eaten alive by the other engineers. He was wrong. Within six weeks all the guys were chatting to her in the break room, sponsoring her roller derby team, begging her to make them chocolate éclairs. They never said anything sleazy about her and admonished outsiders who did. Somehow this Shirley Temple caricature had gotten every bozo in their office to not only tolerate, but like her.  
 
    Just a few hours ago Johnno—the big boss—had slung his arm around Ty’s neck. “Middleton’s a proper little lady, isn’t she?” he said. “Pretty as a picture, gets along with everyone. Just a great girl.”  
 
    Ty didn’t think Middleton was a great girl. He thought Middleton was a pain in the ass. Waltzing around with her shiny hair and long legs and her throaty voice, being cuter than a fistful of buttons. Where did she get off?  
 
    On Buddy, apparently. When he glanced back at the bar, he saw the younger man tickling Middleton’s sides. She slapped his hands, giggling madly. “Stop it!”  
 
    “I can’t!” Buddy told her. “It’s your fault you have such a cute laugh.”  
 
    Ty drained his glass. He was leaving. At least, he would be leaving if there was anywhere else in Bendigo where he could get a drink. The small inland town wasn’t exactly known for its nightlife. He caught the eye of a passing bartender, a glum woman in her fifties. “Excuse me, is anywhere else around here open?” 
 
    “No.” The woman collected the glasses in front of him. “Just us.” 
 
    “Bugger.”  
 
    On the other side of the pub, Middleton’s hair caught the light and gleamed like a fishing lure. “Are you sure there’s nowhere else?”  
 
    The woman gave him a scathing look. “It’s a Wednesday. In Bendigo.” 
 
    “Right.” Ty’s words were coming out in that blurry, distorted way that said he was drunk, but not nearly drunk enough. He wanted to go to bed without a single thought in his brain. “Can I have another drink, thanks?” 
 
    The woman looked as unimpressed as Ty felt. “You come here with that sustainability convention?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You going back tomorrow?” 
 
    Ty knew what she was saying; don’t you have work in the morning, dickhead? He dredged up his best smile. It felt gummy and insincere. “Just having a night out.” 
 
    Ty already knew he was far from the man he’d once been, but if he hadn’t, the proof was written all over the bartender’s highly unimpressed face. “You felt like having a night out alone?” she asked, sounding suspicious, as though this might just be a cover for a murder plot. 
 
    “The rest of my colleagues tapped out early. Wives to call. Kids to talk to.”  
 
    She scanned his left hand. “Hmm.”  
 
    “I’m single.” Just twenty-four months, eight weeks and nineteen hours, but who the fuck was counting?  
 
    “I can see that.” The bartender looked him up and down. “Bourbon, was it?” 
 
    “Yeah, no ice.” Ty handed her twenty dollars. “Keep the change.” 
 
    That got him a smile. Another glance at the bar and Ty prayed the woman would bring his drink back fast. Middleton, it transpired, had found a new way to inspect her friend’s tongue ring—by making out with it.  
 
    Ty watched her and Buddy writhing against the karaoke machine in disgust. This was a girl who covered her ears when people swore. How was she tongue-fucking in a public bar? In fairness, no one else was paying them any attention. Maybe because almost everyone else in the pub was a student, too busy trying to get their own genitals rubbed to give a shit about Middleton’s. Ty scanned the room and with a jolt of unease, realised he was the oldest person there. That seemed to be happening a lot lately. He was the oldest guy in the gym, the restaurant, the cocktail bar, the cinema. There was a reason for it. Most of his generation stayed in on Saturday nights, selected gyms with childcare centres and cafés with aisles big enough for prams. Meanwhile, he stayed in the same circles he’d always been in, not quite out of place, not quite in it, either.  
 
    He thought of Veronica, wondered if she’d bought a pram yet, and his alcohol buzz flattened. He knew he should clear out of the bar and go back to his hotel room, but then he’d have nothing to do but lie on his hard yet somehow also spongy mattress and watch the bedroom fan rotate. At least here there was loud music and cheap liquor, and he could distract himself from his life by hating Middleton. Middleton with her husky voice and perky tits. Middleton, who was twenty-five but looked about seventeen. Buddy, Ty could see, was attempting to pull her t-shirt from her skirt and get up her bra. 
 
    Good luck, mate I bet she’s sewed in. By the way, Middleton, I’m your boss. You’re really gonna get felt up in a public bar in front of your boss? And how old is that kid? Nineteen?  
 
    However young, he was a good looking little shit. Shaggy blond hair, clear skin, broad shoulders. His arm muscles were almost comically swollen, bulging inside his t-shirt sleeves like hams. They made a pretty picture, him and Middleton. People would pay serious money to watch them fuck, the porn tagline something like; ‘big brother nails sister’s friend at sleepover.’  
 
    Ty pictured himself, blond hair that was getting too long, blue eyes bracketed with lines. Firefighting had left him with bad knees and his back ached when it was cold. He looked forty-five because he was forty-five. In the porn scenario, he’d be Buddy’s dad, home early from a business meeting. He’d spot what his son was up to and— 
 
    Guilt rose up inside him like bile. He squashed the thought before it could expand into a full blown fantasy. Creep, he told himself. Sicko. Pervert.   
 
    Middleton kissed her way across Buddy’s cheek and Ty felt invisible lips ghost across his jaw. Middleton was going to suck that boy’s cock tonight, he’d bet his right hand on it. She had the perfect lips for blow jobs, pale pink and pouty. Perfect hair, too—thick and grabable. He bet she moaned while she sucked, her tongue humming so the guy could feel it in his balls.  
 
    That was Ty’s favourite thing. A girl’s head in his lap, his fingers running through her hair as her wet mouth bobbed on his dick. He sat back in his chair, trying to remember the last time he’d been blown. A year ago, he guessed, maybe more. Hookups rarely included blow jobs; when a woman took a man home she wanted a ride, not to suck all the stiffness out of his dick. That was understandable, but still, Ty missed head. Veronica never swallowed, but she’d always been happy to suck him dry if he returned the favour. Diminishing thrill-factor aside, the sex was so much better when you were in a relationship. Getting it regular two or three times a week from someone who knew how you liked it beat fumbling around with strangers by a country mile. Still, he had no plans to find himself a girlfriend—no matter how many of his friends insisted he go out for dinner with their cousin’s best friend’s wife’s doctor’s sister. He was no good on dates anymore. No good with expectations of romance or nervous, hopeful smiles. The very idea of being set up made him want to leave whatever room he was sitting in.   
 
    He studied the couple by the bar. If Middleton blew him, Buddy was young enough to get it up again. Hell, maybe he’d get it up three or four times. Middleton would probably roll into the breakfast meeting tomorrow exhausted and Ty would have to watch her yawn and know she’d spent the whole night getting screwed. 
 
    He closed his eyes. “Where the hell is my drink?”  
 
    As though she was waiting for him to ask, the bartender reappeared with his bourbon. She had, despite his request, put three ice cubes in it. Ty wasn’t surprised. It was that kind of night. 
 
    “Here you go.” She placed the glass in front of him.  
 
    “Thanks.”   
 
    “No problem. I’m, erm, Sandy by the way.”  
 
    Ty’s stomach panged a warning. Looking up, he saw she’d put on lipstick, and her dark red hair was fluffed around her face. No. Not a fucking chance.  
 
    Her age didn’t bother him—far as he was concerned, consenting adults were all the same age in the dark—but she had a wide, earnest smile like this was a high school disco and he was the teacher she’d had her eye on all year. He didn’t have the fucking energy. He just wanted to get drunk enough to go back to his hotel room and pass out. If he was horny, he could always crack open the complimentary moisturiser and wring himself out. It wasn’t as good as a blowjob, but it was a lot less messy. Metaphorically speaking. He picked up his drink without meeting Sandy’s gaze. “Nice to meet you.”  
 
    “Are you staying across the road?”  
 
    “Yeah, I am.” 
 
    Sandy rocked on her heels. “Is it a nice room?” 
 
    “Nice enough.” 
 
    Part of him felt guilty about how he was acting. There were better ways to do this. A few years ago he’d have told her he had a physically demanding job and needed sleep, or that he had a girlfriend. Then again, a few years ago he did have a physically demanding job and a girlfriend. Now he was just some mid-level, middle-aged corporate asshole with a borderline drinking problem and an unfinished manuscript, of all the fucking clichés. So he waited for Sandy to read his near-silence as a complete lack of interest and leave him alone. The moment never came. 
 
    She leaned closer, her thick purplish perfume surrounding him like an eighties miasma. “I finish up in twenty minutes. Want some company?” 
 
    Across the pub, Middleton had her hand in Buddy’s hair and was kissing him so deeply she looked at risk of falling into his face. Ty genuinely considered Sandy’s offer. He could bed her and make her scream so loud everyone in the hotel block heard it. Then tomorrow when the guys were ribbing him in that half-admiring, half-jealous way, Middleton would know she wasn’t the only one who could pull on a work trip. She’d have to look at him and wonder how he was in bed, see him as a guy who could get laid instead of some old man she offered meringues to at work.  
 
    For a second Ty was sold, then the stupidity of the idea sank into his bourbon pickled brain like water soaking into soil. Unprofessional, inappropriate, and not to mention tacky. He raised his glass again, downing half the too-cold liquid inside. “Thanks for the offer, but I’m headed to bed as soon as I finish this.”  
 
    Sandy raised a heavily plucked eyebrow. “I’m saying I can keep you company in bed.” 
 
    “I heard you.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not gonna turn me down, are you?” 
 
    Ty closed his eyes, feeling the dirt and grit that had collected there. Why couldn’t anything ever be easy? “Sorry, I’m not interested.” 
 
    “Why? You got a better offer?” 
 
    Ty’s gaze jumped to where Middleton stood sucking face with her teen paramour. “No.”  
 
    “Then why—” 
 
    “You a mum?”  
 
    Sandy frowned. “What the hell does that have to do with anything?”  
 
    “I don’t do mothers.”  
 
    Her mouth fell open. “You can’t be serious?” 
 
    “I am.”  
 
    For a moment she stared at him in confusion, then the reality of what he was saying seemed to hit her right between the eyes. “You’re an asshole!”  
 
    “I know.”  
 
    “You don’t know it enough.” Sandy’s palms found her hips, her elbows sticking out like the handles on a premiership cup. “Finish your drink and get out of here, or I’ll chuck you out.” 
 
    “Not a problem.” 
 
    She shot him a look of pure venom and stormed away. Ty felt a twinge of remorse, but the relief was much, much greater. He didn’t need a fly-by-night fuck, he needed to start sleeping off what he hoped would be a manageable hangover. He finished his drink, stood and pulled on his jacket. It was a nice coat. A double-breasted wool affair Veronica had found in a boutique store when they were staying in Dublin. He almost choked when he saw the price tag, but she’d insisted he buy it. “You look like such a catch in it, Tyler. Like a handsome stranger you fall in love with on the train.”   
 
    As he buttoned up, he cast a last glance at Middleton, who was still making out with Buddy by the jukebox, oblivious to him the way she’d been all night, the entire time he’d known her.  
 
    Outside, the winter air was sharp as a knife. Ty breathed it in, feeling pleasantly warm and cold, sober and drunk. He lingered by the beer garden, inhaling deeply, wishing he could smoke like the kids around him. He had dropped the habit when he joined the MFB. You couldn’t be a firefighter who voluntarily gave yourself smoke damage, but years later he still craved the taste, the smell.  
 
    “Have you seen Trigger?” a stringy-haired kid shouted, audible even over the crowd. “He’s, like, two seconds away from fingering that chick right at the bar.” 
 
    Ty paused as all the kids in Stringy-Hair’s gang—teenagers far gawkier and more acnefied than Buddy— turned and looked at Middleton through the window.  
 
    A Burmese kid with a nose ring groaned. “Fuck me, who is she?”  
 
    “No idea.” Stringy-Hair sounded wistful. “Trigger just walked up to her and asked if she wanted a drink. I hate that cunt sometimes.”  
 
    A doe-eyed kid in a beanie laughed and held up his phone. “Don’t be jealous. Did you get Trigger’s snapchat?” 
 
    “He snapchats me twelve times an hour,” Nose-Ring complained. “What’s this one about?”  
 
    “He said if he can get that chick back to his dorm he’s keeping his laptop open.”  
 
    Several boys hooted and Stringy-Hair downed the last of his pint. “That said, we should head back and get comfortable before the show starts.”  
 
    “Solid plan.” Beanie-Baby began tapping on his phone. “I’ll tell Trig we’ll be ready in a halfa.” 
 
    Drunk and a member of Gen X, it took Ty a few seconds to realise what was going on. When he did his pleasurable drunk-cold sensation vanished. Buddy was going to cam himself and Middleton fucking, and let all his friends watch. Ty’s hands balled into fists. For some unfortunate reason, watching porn with your mates was a male rite of passage, like doing a burnout in your mum’s car or discovering soap made terrible lube. But this, what they were planning to do to Middleton, was completely fucked up. He needed to do something. The kids were busy finishing their beers and arguing if there were any chips in the dorm kitchen. None of them noticed Ty enter the beer garden or walk up behind them. He cleared his throat. “Having a good night, boys?” 
 
    The group turned, their expressions hostile until they caught sight of him—six-two and built like the metro firefighter he no longer was—their facial features became neutral real fast.  
 
    “Uh, yeah.” Stringy-Hair gave his friends a sidelong glance. “We’re, uh, having a good one.”  
 
    “Glad to hear it.” Ty walked over to where Beanie-Baby was lighting up a big-boy cigarette. “Can I grab a smoke?”  
 
    “Sure.” Beanie-Baby handed him a Winfield Blue along with his lighter. It was purple and had a topless chick on it. Ty was one hundred percent sure it was meant to be ironic. Kids these days had no fucking taste. He lit up and took a swift drag, relishing the hot prickle in his throat.  
 
    “Thanks.” He tossed the lighter to Beanie-Baby then stepped back so he had all the little assholes in his line of vision. “I think we should have a chat about your plans after you leave this pub.” 
 
    The boys looked at one another in drunk confusion. Beanie-Baby laughed. “We’re going back to our dorm, y’wanna join us?” 
 
    He was expecting his friends to laugh, but they just nudged the ground with their sneakers and looked at their phones. Ty was sure some of them already knew what was happening. He locked eyes with Beanie-Baby. “If you wanna go back to your dorm and have a circle jerk, that’s your decision, but you’re not gonna do it watching your mate fuck one of my employees.” 
 
    It was satisfying, watching their faces fall. The most satisfying thing Ty could remember experiencing in weeks. Maybe months. He smiled at the mortified boys. “Here’s what’s going to happen. You’re gonna swear on your sad little lives you’re not gonna do what I heard you say you were gonna do, then you’re gonna run back to your crusty dorm room and jack off to Porn Hub like good little boys, understood?” 
 
    There was a spatter of mumbled consent but Beanie-Baby scowled at him. “And if we don’t?”  
 
    Ty pointed at the CCTV camera fixed to a nearby brick wall. “Then I’ll call Senior Sergeant Gerry Handler down at Bendigo Police Station. He’s a friend of mine. I’ll tell him what you were planning on doing. I’m sure he’ll be able to ID every one of you rapey little fucks from the security video.” 
 
    “It’s not rape—” Beanie-Baby began, but Nose-Piercing elbowed him in the ribs. “We were joking,” he said. “We wouldn’t do that.”  
 
    “Yeah, the sincerity in your voice is heart-warming.” Ty ground out his barely smoked cigarette on one of the wallets sitting on the picnic bench. Beanie-Baby gave a hiss of outrage but was elbowed into silence again.  
 
    “C’mon, let’s go.” Stringy-Hair picked up his phone and shoved it into his pocket. The rest of the gang followed suit, muttering under their breath. Ty watched them go, his anger thrumming like a live wire. From the way they were talking, he’d bet money they’d done this before, the perverted little shits. He breathed deep, telling himself he shouldn’t follow them and give them a more physical taste of his fury.  
 
    He turned to the pub window and found Middleton still getting warmed up by the boy who planned to exploit her. If he didn’t help, no one would, but god he didn’t want to talk to her. Not now that he was drunk and alone and had spent so much of the night thinking about sex. Maybe he could just wait till Buddy went to the toilet and king-hit him? Maybe he could text her. Something like ‘your boy's an amateur pornographer and he wants to make you a star, so go to fucking bed’ should do the trick.  
 
    As he shoved his hands into his pocket, he considered doing the lowest thing of all—nothing. Middleton was a savvy girl, surely she’d notice if the kid started fucking around with his laptop? And if she didn’t, that was none of his business. This wasn’t a burning building, and he wasn’t a firefighter. Not a hero, not a good guy, just a drunk moron who’d singed a kid’s wallet and insulted a woman who wanted to shag him.  
 
    So leave. Leave.   
 
    He couldn’t. He couldn’t move an inch. Ty sighed and allowed his feet to carry him toward the pub door, his guts twirling like spaghetti through fork tines. Middleton and the kid were still making out when he tapped his employee on the shoulder. She unstuck herself with some difficulty and turned to face him.  
 
    When Ty was a kid, he and his brothers had set off a whole crate of fireworks at once. A blistering rainbow had exploded inches from his face, and even though his mum burst out of the house screaming for them to move, Ty hadn’t. He’d stayed still, drinking in the colours, watching them burst through the air and set pineapple trees ablaze. Looking at Middleton was kind of like that. It burned, stung, made him immune to his own stupidity. Every time he saw her face, with its upturned nose and lightly freckled cheeks, he wanted to do terrible fucking things to it. Up close he was powerless against thoughts of tearing her out of her high-necked, knee-length clothes and keeping her naked in his bed for a week. Transform her from a good girl into a writhing animal who lived to pleasure his dick.  
 
    This was why he never fucking talked to her.  
 
    “Um, Mr Henderson?” Middleton said in her throaty voice. “Can I help you?” 
 
    Why did she have to sound like that? Like someone was perpetually stroking her to an orgasm? Why couldn’t she have a girly, high-pitched voice to match her girly, high-pitched personality? Ty unclenched his teeth. “We’ve gotta be up early for the seminar tomorrow. Time to go to bed.” 
 
    Middleton blinked at him. The whites of her eyes were pure milk, the irises a chocolate brown, sweet as her godawful personality. “I understand, Mr Henderson, but I kind of want to stay up. I promise I’ll be on time tomorrow no matter what.”  
 
    She took Buddy’s hand and smiled at him. He smiled back at her like he wasn’t planning on showing all his friends what her pussy looked like. Ty gritted his teeth. Again, why couldn’t anything ever be easy? “That’s great, but GGS isn’t paying for you to get poked on the company dime. Wrap this up and go to bed. Alone.”  
 
    Middleton’s plaything, whom Ty had been resolutely ignoring, cleared his throat. Up close he had a meathead's face, a broad nose and a thick mouth. “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
    Ty straightened his shoulders. “I’m—” 
 
    “Oh, sorry, introductions!” Middleton beamed at both of them. “Sam, this is my boss, Tyler Henderson. Mr Henderson this is—” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit, Middleton. Say goodbye to your friend and—” 
 
    “Wait up…” Buddy’s dopey expression grew dopier. “Why is he calling you Middleton? Isn’t your last name McGrath?” 
 
    She beamed at him. “You remembered! All the guys I work with call me Middleton.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Because I’m the only girl and I have brown hair, and my name’s Kate.” 
 
    Buddy continued to look confused. 
 
    “Middleton.” She enunciated the word as though to a two-year-old. “Kate Middleton. Get it?” 
 
    Buddy stared at her, demonstrating he very much did not get it.  
 
    “The Duchess of Cambridge? Prince William’s wife? The future queen of England?”  
 
    Ty had heard enough. He gripped Middleton’s upper arm, ignoring the jolt of electricity that shot up his hand. “We’re leaving now, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” Middleton pulled out her phone. “Just let me find a picture of Kate Middleton to show Sam.” 
 
    “We don’t have time for this, you need to go to bed.” 
 
    “Hang on a minute.” Sam moved toward him. He was tall enough that he and Ty were eye-to-eye. “Just because you’re Katie’s boss, doesn’t mean you can tell her what to do.” 
 
    “Yes, it does.”  
 
    Buddy’s forehead wrinkled. “Well, yeah but, like, not when you’re not working.” 
 
    “We’re on a work trip.”  
 
    “Yeah, but like, she’s at a pub. She’s not at work.”  
 
    In other circumstances, this might have been funny, but the last of Ty’s patience was waning. He tugged Middleton’s arm. “You done?” 
 
    She shook her head. The fruity scent of her hair washed over him like a strawberry haze. “Hurry up.” 
 
    “I will, I’ll just be a sec!”  
 
    Sam looked from her to Ty. He flexed his sinewy upper arms. “Why don’t you get out of here? I can look after Katie.” 
 
    Ty released his hold on Middleton. “Is that right?” 
 
    “Yeah, why don’t you fuck off?”  
 
    For all his big words, the kid looked uneasy. Just like his mates, he was all talk, too green to hold his own, too young to shut his fucking mouth. Ty got a nice firm grip on the kid’s neck, one that could be mistaken for paternal comradery. “From what I heard, the only ‘looking after’ you were planning on doing involved your friends and a webcam.”  
 
    Buddy’s face contracted. He didn’t look like a big man anymore, he looked like what he was—an overgrown kid with more hormones than sense. “You didn’t…I wasn’t…how d’you know…?” 
 
    “Your mates are drunk, Trigger, and something tells me they’d be shit at keeping secrets even if they weren’t.” 
 
    The kid’s gaze darted toward the beer garden. “That was a joke.” 
 
    “Ha-ha-fucking-ha.” Ty tightened his grip on the kid’s neck. “Think Middleton’d like to hear your joke Trigger? Think she’d find it funny?” 
 
    Buddy glanced at Middleton, who was thankfully still doddering away on her phone, completely oblivious to their conversation.  
 
    “Don’t look at her,” Ty said. “Look at me. Explain to me why you were going to violate a woman for no other reason than it would entertain your fucking friends.”  
 
    “Come on, man, I wasn’t going to do that. We’re not even going back to the dorms, we’re gonna go back to Katie’s hotel room.”  
 
    “No. You’re leaving, and you’re never coming near Middleton again, understood?” 
 
    Sam looked like he wanted to protest. Ty squeezed his hand, compressing the nerves in the kid’s neck, feeling his spinal cord go taut. “I said, understood?” 
 
    The kid scowled at him, then nodded. 
 
    “Good.” Ty let go of his neck. “Now fuck off.”  
 
    But before the kid could leave, Middleton shoved her phone in their faces. “Here we go, royal wedding!”  
 
    Startled, Buddy jerked his head, making Middleton drop her phone on the floor. “Shit, sorry, Katie.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” Middleton got down on her knees and began looking for it.  
 
    Ty rolled his eyes. “I reckon that’s your cue to leave, Trig.”  
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Found my phone!” Middleton thrust the device into the air. Ty looked down to see her beaming at him from her knees. His first thought was of her smiling like that before going to town on his cock. The second was that something about her was off. Her pupils were blasted—big as black holes and shiny bright. “Middleton, are you on drugs?” 
 
    “No!” She looked shocked at the suggestion.  
 
    Ty believed her, but her voice was blurry and her eyes were gleaming like wet tar. What could she be on? He hadn’t seen her drink anything tonight, all throughout dinner she’d sipped raspberry lemonade like a nine-year-old.  
 
    A dark thought occurred to him and he grabbed Sam’s upper arm, too furious to make it look like anything but a threat. “You give her something?” 
 
    “No!” Buddy looked as shocked as Middleton. “Never! I wouldn’t even know where to get stuff like that!” 
 
    “Don’t fucking lie to me, Buddy.” 
 
    “I’m not! I swear!”  
 
    “You know…” Middleton knelt up a little straighter. “You know, it’s weird, Mr Henderson, but sometimes when I drink and take Ritalin, I have blackouts. I look normal, but I’m checked out inside. I once ordered a pizza, ate half, wrapped up the leftovers and when I woke up, I thought someone had broken in to my Aunt’s apartment and left a thin crust Mexicana in my fridge.” 
 
    Both he and Buddy stared at her.  
 
    “You’re on Ritalin?” Buddy asked, echoing Ty’s thoughts.  
 
    “Yeah, totally. Yeah.” Her voice had the dreamy, checked-out quality of the stoned.  
 
    Ty released his hand from Buddy’s arm. “Why are you on Ritalin?”  
 
    “Oh, I need it for my brain!” Middleton wrinkled her delicate nose. “Oh, I shouldn’t have told you that, Mr Henderson, please don’t tell any of the other guys?” 
 
    Ty compressed his eyelids together as tight as he could, hating everything and everyone, primarily himself. He opened his eyes. “Middleton, can you please just get up so we can leave?” 
 
    His employee looked down at herself, as though puzzled to find she was still on the floor. “Oh. Maybe.” 
 
    Ty watched her struggle for a few seconds, then against all his better judgment, extended a hand. She took it, her skin unnaturally soft, the bones in her fingers as delicate as a bird’s. Ty knew he was filing that information away for unsavoury purposes and hated himself a little more. As soon as she was on her feet he dropped her hand. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Okay.” Middleton turned to Buddy, wobbling slightly like a newborn foal. “Want to come back to my hotel room with me?” 
 
    The kid beamed as though he’d just been handed a free pint. “Sur—” 
 
    “No, he fucking doesn’t!” Ty snarled. “You can’t fuck someone if you’re off your head on pills!” 
 
    She gave him a sugary ‘I’m a good girl’ smile, the kind that haunted his jerk off sessions. “I’m fine! The fuzziness goes away pretty fast.”  
 
    “That doesn’t fuckin’ matter. Besides, Buddy has a big exam tomorrow. He needs to go home and study, don’t you, mate?” 
 
    Buddy glared at him. “My name’s…yeah, yeah I do have to study. Sorry, Katie.”  
 
    Middleton sighed prettily. “That’s bad luck, good night kiss?”  
 
    He smirked. “Sure.” 
 
    They moved toward one another and the awareness that Middleton was going to suck face with her would-be webcam predator in front of him snapped something inside Ty.  
 
    “Okay, we’re done here.” He bent down, grabbed her around her middle and threw her over his shoulder. Buddy made a noise of outrage but Middleton merely tapped his back. “Mr Henderson, can you please put me down so I can kiss—” 
 
    “No. Say goodbye to Buddy.”  
 
    He felt her body turn in Buddy’s direction. “Goodbye, Buddy. Good luck with rugby!” 
 
    “I…but…?” The younger man caught sight of Ty’s face and fell silent.  
 
    “He’s really nice,” Middleton said as he strode toward the front door.  
 
    “No, he isn't.”   
 
    The remaining patrons were so drunk they barely noticed a man carrying a girl out of the pub but behind the bar Sandy let out a theatrical snort. “You did get a better offer then? Bit young, isn’t she?” 
 
    Ty thought it better not to respond.   
 
    “Who was that?” Middleton asked, as he walked them down the mercifully empty street toward the hotel.  
 
    Ty ignored her. “Can you walk?” 
 
    “Um, maybe?” 
 
    He groaned and hefted her a little higher on his shoulder. He couldn’t put her down only to have her collapse, but carrying her like this was a long way from professional; the sooner he dropped her off at her room, the better.  
 
    She tapped his back again. “Mr Henderson, I’m not what that woman said. I know I have freckles, but I’m twenty-five. That’s super legal.”  
 
    Ty clenched his teeth and willed himself to walk as fast as he could on footpaths still slick with afternoon rain. Why did she have to call him ‘Mr Henderson?’ Everyone at work called each other by their nicknames. To the other staff at GGS, he was ‘Hendo,’ ‘Nirvana’ or ‘Ty.’ He didn’t want her calling him those things, but hearing her say ‘Mr Henderson’ in her sexy little girl lisp was worse.  
 
    Middleton tapped his back in a line, like she was playing itsy bitsy spider. “Mr Henderson, why’re you helping me? You don’t even like me. I’m pretty sure you hate me.” 
 
    Ty stayed silent.  
 
    “You know how I know? You never talk to me. You won’t look at me. You always schedule jobs, so we never have to go out to sites together. Sometimes I see you glaring at me like you’re trying to give me cancer with your eyes. Is any of that ringing a bell?” 
 
    Again, Ty said nothing. He had an arm slung across Middleton’s thighs, and he could feel the muscles twitching beneath her skin. She had good legs, as far as he could make out through her endless pairings of thick patterned tights and knee-length skirts. Maybe she got them from roller derby. He entertained himself for a second, picturing what she wore when she played. He’d never seen a game, but he’d always had a thing for girls wearing roller skates. Sometimes when he was cranking one out he imagined sitting on a chair and having a girl ride him with nothing but skates on, the wheels spinning uselessly in the air as he fucked her… 
 
    “Are you carrying me like this because you used to be a firebag?” 
 
    That got Ty’s attention. “What?” 
 
    “A firebag,” Middleton repeated. “Shoot, I mean a firebag.”  
 
    He heard a soft smack that told him she’d slapped her own forehead. “Fireman,” she gasped. “I mean fireman, sorry, I feel weird.”  
 
    “Ritalin does that to you?” Ty asked, unable to help himself.  
 
    “No, I had a couple of vodka raspberries, it’s been a while since I’ve been drunk.” 
 
    “I didn’t see you drink anything.” 
 
    There was a short pause. “How do you know? Were you watching me?”  
 
    Ty clenched his jaw and vowed not to speak again.  
 
    “Anyway, back to my original point about you hating me.” Middleton’s voice was as bright as if they were discussing newborn puppies. “I kind of get why we never talk. I mean, we don’t have anything in common. I’m a girl, and you’re all ‘I’m Tyler Henderson. I’m from Regional Queensland! I never smile!’” 
 
    She said all this in a gruff attempt at a man’s voice, her body stiff as though she was flexing her muscles. “Or maybe you’re just like all the other guys on the crew, and you hate having a girl around because you can’t rearrange your testicles in front of everyone anymore.” 
 
    Ty was so surprised she said ‘testicles’, he almost dropped her. “That’s not true,” he told her. “No one resents you being there.”  
 
    Though they did tend to adjust themselves more freely when she wasn’t. 
 
    Middleton made a soft clucking noise with her tongue. “You still hate me. Admit it!” 
 
    I do, Ty thought. I hate working with you. I’d love for you to get another job. Just take your long hair and jiggly tits and sweet smile and get the fuck away from me. I had enough problems before I started panting after your ass like a stray dog, and after tonight I’m only gonna have more.  
 
    Silence fell between them as Ty cursed the distance between the pub and the hotel; it hadn’t seemed this fucking far when he walked over. Middleton’s fingertips traced his back once more, making the hairs on Ty’s neck stand on end. “This is a beautiful coat. Where did you get it?” 
 
    Distracted by her touch, he said, “Ireland, my ex picked it out for me.”  
 
    “Is that your ex-fiancée that no one is allowed to talk about?” 
 
    Ty said nothing.  
 
    “Hmm, well, either way, it suits you. It makes you look like, I don’t know…” 
 
    A stranger you fall in love with on the train, Veronica’s voice whispered in his ear. My perfect gentleman, Tyler. 
 
    “Sherlock Holmes,” Middleton concluded. “Like the Benedict Cumberbatch version of Sherlock Holmes. Only you don’t have a sly badger face.” 
 
    “Right.”  
 
    They were silent after that. Ty walked as fast as he could and after a few minutes spotted the lights that marked the main street hotel. He congratulated himself on a job well done and patted Middleton’s foot. “We’re close to the hotel now. I’m gonna put you down, okay?” 
 
    There was no reply.  
 
    Ty shook her a little. “Middleton?”  
 
    No response.   
 
    “Shit.” He slid her off his shoulder and held her in front of him. Her eyelids were closed, her breathing was even. He groaned. “You can’t do this to me, you just can’t.” 
 
    But she had, she’d passed out less than ten meters from her hotel room, and she didn’t have a handbag on her. He couldn’t rummage through her clothes for a keycard. He couldn’t call anyone to take her off his hands. He recalled that quote about how saving a man’s life made you responsible for him. He’d already saved Middleton from becoming an involuntary pornstar, he couldn’t abandon her to the freezing cold. As far as he could see, he had only one option.  
 
    He raised a palm to his forehead and hit himself a couple of times, then he hoisted Middleton back over his shoulder and walked toward the hotel. His room was as cold and bland as he’d left it, the bed made, his leather overnight bag on the side table. He dumped Middleton on the hard navy couch and studied her for a moment. Her dark hair was spread around her like a mourner’s veil and her eyelids were flickering with the telltale signs of REM. She had very long, dark lashes. Ty stared at her for a beat too long, then walked away shaking his head. Hopefully, she’d wake up after a couple of hours, realise what she’d done and sneak back to her room to avoid embarrassment. If not? Well, maybe waking up in his hotel room after blacking out would finally motivate her to seek employment elsewhere.  
 
    Ty flicked on the light, took a piss and brushed his teeth. He made as much noise as possible, hoping to wake Middleton up, but she dozed on. Unable to sleep naked the way he normally did, he pulled a fresh t-shirt and underwear from his bag and changed in the bathroom. His cock was heavy against his thigh, throbbing with an unwelcome eagerness. Bad thoughts swooped through his head like the fruit bats he could hear chattering outside. He ignored them, dressing and climbing into bed, pulling the cold sheets over his chest. When he closed his eyes it occurred to him that a gentleman would have let Middleton have the bed. He sat up, prepared to change places, then grimaced and fell back against the mattress. No matter what Veronica said, he wasn’t a gentleman. Not anymore. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kate had no idea where she was. Most women would be distressed by that, but for her, it was as familiar as donning her old school uniform. When she was a teenager, drinking and smoking sticky lumps of weed was the only thing that numbed her boiling hyperactivity. She had been a fifty-five-kilogram girl with the drug tolerance of a Keebler elf, so she passed out a lot. Once, at a house party, she’d climbed the stairs to the guest bedroom and fallen asleep on the carpet. Brent’s mother had found her the next day and they’d both screamed fit to bring the house down. Another time she’d blacked out in the bathroom at a Chinese restaurant and had to be carried out by one of the cooks. Ritalin had proved itself a much better mood-modifier than vodka UDL’s or home-grown cannabis, but it lowered her alcohol tolerance even more.  
 
    She couldn’t quite remember why she’d decided to drink tonight, but it was clear her inner lightweight had decided to re-emerge. She prodded her face and body for injuries and found none. That was good. She was fully dressed. Also good. Her back ached. She felt around herself. She appeared to be lying on a ridiculously hard couch. But where? And for what reason? Had she gone out and crashed at some stranger’s place? As her eyes adjusted to the dark she realised the room seemed familiar, familiar and yet somehow new as well… 
 
    “Hotel room!” She sat bolt upright. “Bendigo! Hotel room! I was nervous because it’s my first work trip! That’s why I was drinking!” 
 
    She smiled into the darkness, quite proud she’d managed to remember where she was and that she’d found her way back to her hotel suite, safe and sound. But that didn’t quite add up. If she made it back to her hotel room, why was she on the couch?  
 
    A low grunting moan came from across the room. She looked over and gasped, a little theatrical gasp that sounded like it was for show. There was a man in her hotel bed, or an enormous woman. Or a really big dog.   
 
    The thing emitted another grumbling noise, a man, definitely a man. How had he gotten here? Kate patted herself on the head, willing the thoughts to return. Had she broken her years-long dry spell and hooked up? If so, why was she on the couch with all her clothes on? She tried to retrace her steps, think back to whether or not she’d met anyone, but she could only picture the pub; old and dingy with a faded burgundy carpet. She had arrived with the other GGS employees, sitting at the edge of the group listening to the men discuss what was better—chicken schnitzel or chicken parmigiana. Tyler Henderson had been at the head of the group, his face set and his hair gleaming gold. He said very little and drank a lot. He glanced away whenever she spoke.   
 
    That he didn’t like her always would have hurt. That he didn’t like her and she was so hopelessly attracted to him burned. In the kind of all-encompassing obsession she’d only ever read about in books, but unlike books, her obsession never went anywhere or did anything. She just got sweaty palms whenever she saw him and it made her work-life very awkward.   
 
    Her obsession wasn’t even original. Everyone had a crush on Tyler Henderson. Women, gay men, straight men, more perceptive animals. It was like having a crush on a Hemsworth brother—it made you basic as hell.  
 
    Charisma, Kate had once written in an email to herself, means people are attracted to you no matter what their type normally is. It means being so compelling you transcend what people think they want and have them want you anyway. Tyler Henderson has that more than anyone I’ve ever met. Consequently, my crush on Tyler Henderson is lame and I need to get over it right now.  
 
    She’d signed the email and sent it to herself. But despite what she learned in self-development audiobooks, writing it down did not help her achieve that particular goal. If she closed her eyes she could picture him perfectly—tall and handsome as a captain in a military movie. Authority emanated from him like radiation. When he spoke, his words appeared to carry more weight than anyone else’s, as though they were made of gold. Everyone looked up to him, everyone wanted his approval. That Kate didn’t have it was a huge X beside her name when it came to her GGS status. Ty’s dislike of her seemed to predate anything she’d said or done. Her first week with GGS, they were approaching one another from opposite sides of a hallway and she’d tried to make conversation the only way she knew how. She whipped the lid of her baking tin off and smiled. “Hello, Mr Henderson, would you like a lemon-curd meringue?” 
 
    First, he had looked at her like she was a penguin that had learned how to talk, then his lip curled with the mild distaste she would come to know well. “No thanks,” he said, but his eyes delivered another message. You are stupid. Lemon-curd is stupid. Meringues are stupid. Stop talking to me and never do it again in your life.  
 
    Kate tried to oblige as much as possible.  
 
    It didn’t seem fair. Of all the men to instantly hate her, why did it have to be one who dressed like a French billionaire and smelled the way her first orgasm felt? Who had a voice like hot gravel and was so well travelled he made David Attenborough look like her mum? She’d have thought his dislike was garden variety sexism but Ty was famous (in an industry where referring to your wife as ‘the old ball and chain’ was still considered hilarious) for his progressive views. He frequently shut down regressive conversations with a curt, “if you feel that way, go join ISIS.” He was even, it was whispered in the darkest of office corners, a socialist.   
 
    Why would a socialist hate her so much? She loved sharing. That was what the lemon-curd meringues were all about. Kate exhaled, bringing her attention back to the mystery man in her bed. She needed to focus on something other than Tyler Henderson. She tried to replay her time at the pub. She’d sat there for hours while the men around her drank steadily and she’d been so bored she’d secretly ordered a vodka raspberry. No one noticed so she’d ordered another one, then another one. Once she was pleasantly buzzed, she’d gotten up and started playing the pinball machine. It had a dragon on it. She’d been feeding the slot another dollar when…  
 
    The image of young guy burst into her mind—a nice smile, curly hair and massive shoulders. “Aha! Rugby Boy!” 
 
    The man in her bed let out a groan. 
 
    “Ooh, sorry!” 
 
    Rugby Boy groaned again, and Kate clapped her hands over her mouth. She remembered now. Rugby Boy had reminded her of the guys from home, sweet and countrified but without the surfer’s tan and sea-salt hair. He offered her a drink with such puppy dog eagerness, she’d said yes without even thinking about it.  
 
    As the night wore on and she became tinglier with alcohol, Kate had decided it was time to try again and that if Rugby Boy tried to kiss her, she would let him. He tried. His kisses had been toothy and a little too wet, but he was confident and attractive, and his body was as hard as stone. She decided she wanted to go home with him. That was where her memory reel ended, but Kate could pretty much piece the story together from there. She and Rugby Boy had come back to her room, one or both of them had decided she was too drunk for sex, and then she’d offered him her bed as a consolation prize. It was kind of unchivalrous of Rugby Boy to have taken it, but hell, this was meant to be a one-night stand. What could you expect? 
 
    Kate studied the man-bulge in her bed. It was a shame they hadn’t consummated their encounter, they might have had fun together. She had been thinking about sex all day. She’d have loved to blame that on ovulation, but the truth was being in such close confines with Tyler Henderson made it hard not to think about sex. There was something strangely intimate about seeing him in jeans and a plaid shirt, socialising with other men and nursing straight liquor in a pub like a cowboy. As she kissed Rugby Boy, she’d thought she’d felt his gaze on her. The mere idea had gotten her ridiculously excited. She knew how weird that was, she had hoped sleeping with Rugby Boy might go some way toward helping her with her dumb crush.  
 
    It still might. Maybe you just need to get into that bed and show him you’re sober and up for it?  
 
    It would be so unlike her, but that made the idea more appealing, not less. Why couldn’t she get into bed with Rugby Boy and see if he was still keen? Previous experience with any and all males said he would be.  
 
    Careful not to make too much noise, she stripped off her shoes, tights and skirt and crept toward the bathroom. There, she rubbed a little hotel toothpaste on her tongue and wiped away the black mascara smudges under her eyes. She wished she’d unpacked her bag so she could reapply concealer but she didn’t want Rugby Boy to wake up and find her rummaging through her bags like a possum in a compost bin. 
 
    Studying herself in the mirror, she pushed her shoulders back and tried to strike a sexy pose. She looked like a kid in her mum’s high heels, like she was pretending to be the woman she actually was. All her life she’d been, in the words of her friend Maria, very cute. There were infinitely worse things to be, but sometimes she longed for obvious signs of womanhood—big boobs, round hips, a butt of any kind. Still, there was nothing she could do about that, aside from spending all her money injecting loads of foreign materials into her body, but screw that. Robbed of big tits, Kate tousled her hair (her favourite attribute) and pouted her lips (second favourite). Then she removed her bra and shot her mirror-self her sultriest look. With some nipple action happening under her t-shirt, she looked kind of slutty, which she supposed was as good as it was going to get.   
 
    The main room was dim, the only light source moonlight filtering through the curtains. Rugby Boy was sleeping on his side facing away from her. She slipped into the bed and wrapped an arm around his cotton-covered middle (he’d gone to sleep in his t-shirt, how adorable). Rugby Boy smelled amazing, hot and manly in a way that made her light-headed with horniness. Was that from his scent alone, or some kind of muscle memory from all the kissing they’d done at the pub?  
 
    The guy tensed, shifting against her. “Unhh?” 
 
    “Hi,” she whispered. “It’s just me. Sorry for being such a mess before. I don’t normally get that way.” 
 
    The Guy let out a grunt of what was clearly resentment, mingled with please-fuck-offness. He probably hadn't been jazzed about going to bed horny while she laid on the couch like a log. Well, she knew just how to make this situation right. Kate slid her hands down his chest and had barely passed his navel when she felt his semi-hard cock. She ran her hand up and down it, gently squeezing the springy flesh. Weird how nothing in the world felt like penises except penises. Rugby Boy let out a muffled groan. His shaft stiffened, forcing her curled palm to expand. Erect, his penis was approximately the width of a baseball bat, properly and ridiculously huge. “What the heck…?” 
 
    Rugby Boy made a sound of protest and Kate realised she’d let go. She re-gripped his swollen shaft, slowly beginning to tug. He gave a contented moan and then tensed. “No,” he mumbled. “You’re…blacked out.” 
 
    “That was before,” Kate said, pleased he remembered. “I promise I’m excellent now. Just let me make it up to you.” 
 
    A hard-skinned hand closed over hers, pulling her away from his erection. “You dunnoweme ‘nything.” 
 
    It was a little mortifying to be told to let go of someone’s dick. Ordinarily, Kate would have stopped. She’d have rolled over and tried to go to sleep, but she didn’t want to. She felt uncharacteristically bold. After all, Rugby Boy didn’t know her. He didn’t know she’d spent her whole life being called a wallflower and a prick-tease. For all he knew, she was Maria, the kind of woman who could seduce a man with her eyebrows and knew exactly what to do with an arm-penis. Her heart racing, she pressed her lips into the back of his neck, where his scent was especially sweet. “Maybe I want to owe you something,” she said in a voice so sexy she could hardly believe it was hers.  
 
    Rugby Boy’s body stiffened against hers. “Like what?”  
 
    Before Kate could psych herself out, she slid down the bed, climbing over his hard thighs so that she was face-to-penis with his penis. It was even more intimidating up close, not to mention stretching the hell out of his expensive-looking briefs. Why would anyone have a cock this big? Like, genetically? Surely it was more of a burden than anything else?  
 
    Never mind that. Concentrate on befriending it.  
 
    She inhaled the warm sweat-and-salt smell, amazed that something that should have been so nasty made her body buzz with excitement. “Can I use my mouth on you?”  
 
    “Yeah, but—oh fuuuck.” 
 
    If Kate’s lips weren’t occupied, she’d have smiled. For his token protesting, Rugby Boy was silent as she nuzzled him through his underwear. Then he rolled onto his back to give her better access, spreading his arms wide across the mattress. Kate crouched between his legs, kissing and rubbing everything until Rugby Boy pulled up his t-shirt. The head of his cock extended beyond his briefs, lying heavily on his ridged stomach.   
 
    Kate was glad they were working up to revealing his whole dick slowly. If Rugby Boy had just whipped out his massive dong, she’d have run away. Now it was kind of familiar to her, it was easier to deal with. She placed her lips around the swollen head and applied a tight sucking pressure. 
 
    Rugby Boy grunted like a wounded bull. Still feeling exceptionally bold—and a little bit bratty—Kate released the head of his cock and resumed playing with what was covered by his briefs just to see what he would do.  
 
    Rugby Boy didn’t say anything but he started breathing hard enough to blow a little pig’s house down, huffing and puffing as his cock swelled against his underwear until it looked fit to burst.  
 
    Kate could feel herself getting wet, her body priming itself in a way it had never done when she was with one of the other two men she’d done this with. She knew she was toying with him, but she couldn’t help herself, it was so sexy. She tugged down his briefs inch by inch and applied light, sucking kisses to his skin before gently licking everything that was exposed like an icy pole she wanted to last hours. She could sense Rugby Boy’s growing need, and it made her feel both powerful and vulnerable. At any moment he might reach a breaking point, seize her hair and growl that he was going to punish her for teasing him. Her backside tingled at the thought and she blushed, glad the darkness concealed her face.  
 
    Sexually inexperienced as she might be, Kate was and always had been kinkier than a bag of zig-zags. It felt like she’d been born that way, craving things she didn’t understand way before she reached sexual maturity. The dad in Taken had a particular set of skills, she had a particular set of fantasies. Unlike her, they weren’t polite, they weren’t nice, and they didn’t leave when they were asked. Instead, they dominated her romantic desires so fully she couldn’t have an orgasm without thinking about spanking or date a nice, vanilla bank manager called Paul. Her fantasies steered her, full-force, toward men like Tyler Henderson, near-mythical embodiments of male authority who—surprise, surprise—weren’t the slightest bit interested in having very depraved sex with her. 
 
    In her effort to rid herself of this handicap, Kate had tried celibacy, therapy, self-loathing, and prayer; it was no use. Her kinks were like that weirdly sinister kindergarten rhyme about the teddy bear picnic and the thick dark mud that deterred attendees. Her kinks chanted in her ear; ‘you can’t go under it, you can’t go over it, you have to go through it.’ So, she went through it. Not as proudly as she’d liked, but she went through it. She had an account on a kinky personals website, even though the only messages she ever got were from nutcases and couples looking to have a threesome. She went on dates with nice, attractive guys and when the time came for them to go to bed, she told them what she liked, even though it usually resulted in bad foreplay followed by a ghosting. She understood where they were coming from. That she wanted a man to smile with pleasure as he caused her pain was weird to her, too.  
 
    In bed with this big stranger, Kate gave herself permission to pretend. She teased Rugby Boy and imagined him growing frustrated enough to make her comply with his demands, to lay her across his lap and blister her backside. To call her the things she longed to hear. She was so lost in her fantasy that when a heavy hand descended on her head she was so startled she let out a yelp.  
 
    “Enough,” a rasping voice told her. “Suck it. Now.” 
 
    Kate had half-forgotten Rugby Boy could talk, but he had a beautiful voice all dark and deep as a marble quarry. She frowned. “What?” 
 
    “Happy to play with it, weren’t you? Well, my dick’s not a toy. You’ve wound me up good, now it’s time to finish what you started.” 
 
    He pulled his t-shirt over his head, exposing a ridiculously defined chest, then he yanked down his briefs one-handed. His cock slapped down onto his bare stomach—thick as Thor’s hammer. “Put your mouth on it.”  
 
    Kate body thrummed with nerves. Was this really happening? Was she finally in bed with a man who could give her what she wanted? She edged forward, brushing her mouth across his shaft, testing him. Rugby Boy’s palm became a fist in her hair. “I told you we’re done playing. Wrap your hand around my dick.”  
 
    A shiver went down Kate’s spine. She immediately cupped her hand around the base of his cock. “Like this?” 
 
    “Harder. Tight as those little fingers can go.”   
 
    Kate complied, trusting she probably couldn’t hurt him without some kind of utensil in her hand.  
 
    “Very nice.” Rugby Boy’s said in a rasping tone. “Now put your lips around me, I need to come.”  
 
    She shivered. It was hard to tell if he was playing her game or just being a bit of a dick, but she decided she didn’t care. It felt real and that was all that mattered. She opened her mouth and leaned down to start sucking when Rugby Boy put a big palm in her face. 
 
    Kate paused. “You don’t want me to anymore?”  
 
    Her nameless lover lay there, breathing hard, his cock throbbing in her hand. Even in the darkness, she could see a pearly drop was welling at the tip. She bent around his hand and sucked it away. Rugby Boy hissed like a cut snake. “Fuck it.”  
 
    His rough hand cupped her cheek and urged her mouth onto his cock. Kate swallowed as much as she could. His cock felt like she had a smooth tennis ball between her teeth, one she knew would be far less forgiving of bites.  
 
    Oh, Rugby Guy’s penis, she thought, sucking hard. I’m sure you have a long and illustrious career of making women happy in front of you, but tonight, please let it be my turn. 
 
    “Deeper,” he growled. “More.” 
 
    She slicked him down with her tongue and, inhaling deeply, tried to take him deeper. He was so large she was practically unhinging her jaw. Her digestive system, no doubt confused by her attempt to swallow an entire leg of ham, was producing an unworldly amount of saliva. Spit began to run through her fingers, smelling and tasting of toothpaste and raspberry lemonade.  
 
    “That’s it, that’s good.” Rugby Boy sounded tense, almost pissed off, and his hand was still tight in her hair. Kate thrilled over those things the way a normal girl might thrill over gentle kisses and soft words. She began to experiment with her grip, using both hands and her mouth. As she played around with her technique, the man attached to the penis was silent, his hand rising and falling with her head. Kate was a little disappointed, she’d been hoping for more dirty talk, but this was okay. It made him seem careless, a lazy lordly type who was content listening to the sloppy sounds of her mouth and enjoying how humiliatingly eager she was. 
 
    Her mind, as it sometimes did in these moments, wandered to Tyler Henderson. She didn’t know if any real dominant tendencies lay behind his commanding façade, but the idea that they might did stuff to her. Whenever she was struggling to finish herself, she slotted him into her fantasies and she was there within seconds. Unable to help herself, she did it now.    
 
    “You horny little slut,” she imagined him saying as he thrust into her throat. “You like staring at me? Imagining me fucking your needy little body? This is what you deserve.” 
 
    Kate moaned, the razor blade of wrongness grating oh-so-pleasurably against the whetstone of her arousal. She felt kind of bad for pretending Rugby Boy was someone else, but who was to say he wasn’t picturing the Hadid sisters or Ansel Elgort or something? She began moving her mouth and hands even faster, needing him to finish, needing to be a good girl.  
 
    Rugby Boy’s fist tightened in her hair. “You like suckin’ dick, huh?" 
 
    Kate confirmed her liking-ness with a moan.  
 
    “Tell me you like it. Say my name.” 
 
    Uh oh.  
 
    Kate sucked deeper, hoping to override the question with sheer blowjob excellence, but Rugby Boy pulled on her hair so that she released him with a ‘pop.’ “Is something wrong?” she asked.  
 
    “You tell me you like it, right now and you say my name while you do it.”   
 
    Oh geez. Kate began flipping through a mental Rolodex of possible names. Sean was a common name. Statistically, there was a good chance he was called Sean. Should she call him Sean? No, she shouldn’t call him Sean. Maybe she could give him a cute epithet instead. ‘I like sucking your cock, babe.’ 
 
    No, not babe. ‘Handsome,’ or ‘sexy’ didn’t seem right either. But what the hell did that leave? High Commissioner? Lord and Savior? Mine Führer?  
 
    “I’m waiting,” he snarled.  
 
    Panic rose in her gut and it occurred to her; this was a one-night stand; she could call Rugby Boy what she always wanted to call the men she was in bed with. It might freak him out, but she wasn’t going to see him again. And surely, since she was sucking him off, he could cut her some slack in the name-calling department? Kate smiled up at the shadow she assumed was his face. “I like sucking your cock, Daddy.” 
 
    Rugby Boy’s body went rigid. The hand in her hair fell limply to her side. Kate's cheeks grew hot, and she wondered whether she should try to force down her shame using his cock as a plunger, or sit up, wipe her mouth and try to explain that what she’d said had nothing, not one thing, to do with incest.  
 
    Before she could decide on either, his hand rose, clasping her hair once more. “Say that again.”  
 
    Kate’s heart leapt into her mouth. Was he angry? Was he going to yell at her? “I-I like sucking your cock.” 
 
    “Little girl.” His voice was icy with disdain. “Say what you just called me again.” 
 
    But she couldn’t. Instead she asked, “Are you mad at me?” 
 
    There was a silence more loaded than all the guns in a gun-nut's gun locker. Then he spoke. “No, but I want you to say it again.” 
 
    “But I—”  
 
    “Not what I want to hear, sweetheart.” He gently forced her head back, not hard, but firm. His manhandling and the sense of powerlessness it arose in her made Kate quiver.   
 
    How did you know? she wanted to ask. I never told you, how did you know? But, she supposed in the scheme of things that didn’t matter as much as following orders. She swallowed. “I like sucking your cock, Daddy.”  
 
    Rugby Boy let out a furious growl forced her head down.  
 
    “Suck,” he demanded. “Put your lips around it and suck.”  
 
    She opened her mouth and engulfed him like a sword swallower. He moaned and within seconds he was—there was no other phrase for it—riding her face, thrusting into her mouth with a ferocity that both frightened and aroused her. It was all she could do to keep her jaw wide and not to bite him as he worked himself between her lips. He wasn’t silent anymore, he was making the hottest noises Kate had ever heard, shallow inhales and muttered curse words as though he both loved and hated what she was doing to him.  
 
    It’s happening, she thought as she hummed to keep herself from choking. I met Rugby Boy, and it turned out he’s The Boy, the instantly perfect sex partner every woman hopes to meet but never finds. This is how Lief from Deltora Quest felt when he realised he was the king, probably.  
 
    She arched her back, her inner muscles clenching on nothing, and she knew for the first time in her life that she was going to have an orgasm with another person. He didn’t have to ask her about her favourite positions or go down on her until his jaw was numb, if he so much as breathed on her pussy she would—  
 
    “Coming.” Rugby Boy reached down and cupped her right breast. “Coming in your tight little throat.” 
 
    Kate barely had time to moan her eagerness before he convulsed against her tongue, jamming himself as deep as he could and swearing fit to make a nun blush. Kate choked a little but kept swallowing, her need to please outweighing the needs of her soft palate. His taste was hot and clean, like freshly tumble dried t-shirts. 
 
    He withdrew from her mouth, his big fingers brushing clumsily down her cheek. “Good. Good girl.” 
 
    It was a sign of how twisted she was that Kate couldn’t remember ever being so proud. She bent to lick him clean, but Rugby Boy pulled away. “That’s enough.”  
 
    He tugged up his briefs and collapsed back onto the bed, his unsteady panting the only sign he’d just violently orgasmed in her mouth. Kate licked her lips. Was it over now? Was Rugby Boy the kind of guy who lost interest the minute he was done? Her one and only ex-boyfriend had been like that, and it had frustrated the hell out of her. Bossy ‘you serve me’ selfishness turned her on, but there was nothing sexy about almost cracking your jaw open to please someone and getting nothing in return. Maybe he wasn’t her perfect sex man after all.  
 
    A hairy thigh nudged her shoulder. “Come up here.” 
 
    Kate clambered up the bed, tracing her tongue over her teeth, trying to clean her mouth as much as possible. Rugby Boy shuffled back so he was sitting against the headboard, then seized her hips and sat her on top of his thighs. “You okay?”  
 
    “Yes.” Kate still couldn’t see him properly, but being this close was making her shy. She cast her eyes downwards, feeling fragile. She’d called a man ‘daddy.’ She’d never done that in real life before. Rugby Boy stroked her arms, his palms rough as tan-bark. Weird that a student had such rough hands but Kate had never been touched by a rugby player before. Maybe they all had hands like that.  
 
    “That was good work,” Rugby Boy told her. “Best head I’ve had in a long while.” 
 
    She smiled, still unable to look at him. Without warning, he slid a hand between her legs and inspected the state of her underwear. “You’re soaking,” he remarked, sounding mildly surprised. As though he’d looked out the window on a cloudless day to see it was drizzling. “You want a little something, sweetheart?” 
 
    Kate nodded, then a rough finger forced her chin up. “Can’t hear you.” 
 
    “Yes, I want something,” she whispered, adoring him more than was strictly necessary. 
 
    “Good girl.”  
 
    Without warning Rugby Boy shoved her wet panties aside and slid a large fingertip through her folds, dipping himself inside her. Kate cried out at the sudden compression of such swollen skin. She gripped Rugby Boy’s thick shoulders. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it, hold onto me.” A broad thumb placed itself against her clit. There was no preamble about it, no fuss. He began to stroke her sensitive nerves with the light, precise brushes of a master painter. “I’m gonna make you come like this, okay?”  
 
    No ‘try.’ No ‘do my bests.’ Just ‘gonna,’ like her orgasm was a foregone conclusion. It was presumptuous and cocky and Kate could only whimper her agreement and hope like hell he was right.  
 
    Approximately ten seconds later she was riding his hand, gasping and moaning and humping his fingers like the most shameless slut on earth. The sopping wet sounds her motions were creating was embarrassing—but she still couldn’t stop. It was like nothing she’d ever felt before. He didn’t seem at all concerned that he’d hurt her, that he would fail to get her off. That confidence was so attractive she could barely stand it. When blended with his finger-skills, his scent and the memory of his cock, Kate knew this was going to be the most memorable, sexual encounter of her life. Her engineer brain started whirring, trying to figure out how she could replicate this experience when she was alone, and the answer was—she couldn’t, not in a million years, not unless fully automated sex-robots arrived two hundred years earlier than predicted. 
 
    “Say it again,” Rugby Boy growled, frigging her. “Say it.” 
 
    This time Kate knew exactly what he wanted to hear. “Daddy,” she moaned. “Daddy.” 
 
    “That’s it gorgeous, keep saying it.”   
 
    Orgasms were like mountains, they had summits. Usually, when Kate was with another person, her arousal didn’t leave base camp one. She could carry herself a little higher using Sherpas—thoughts of men like Tyler Henderson spanking her, tying her down and using her as they saw fit–but the idea of reaching the pinnacle was laughable. She never orgasmed, except alone in her bed with all the time in the world and no expectations except her own. Tonight, that was different. Tonight she had wings and was speeding up the slopes in an icy blur. Her body was trembling, sweat beading on her back and between her breasts and she was going to come, she could feel it in her bones. And yet, no sooner had she thought that than the delicious buzz between her legs vanished.  
 
    “Daddy.” It was an involuntary cry, a plea that he wouldn’t let this end without her finding some satisfaction.  
 
    Rugby Boy’s fingers closed around her nipple. “You horny, sweetheart? You wanna finish?”  
 
    “Yes.” Please help me do it, Rugby Boy. Please? 
 
    His fingers curled inside her, thick and unrelenting. “Concentrate, focus on how I feel inside your tight little snatch. Nothing else matters. I’m not going to stop. I’m going to keep fucking you with my fingers until you gush all over me, understand?”  
 
    There was something familiar about his words, as though he’d stolen them from a favourite movie, but maybe that was just because they were perfect. Kate was here, living a lifelong fantasy, why couldn’t she come? She worked hard, ate her greens, and gave money to Greenpeace, why couldn’t she have an orgasm with another person, just this once?  
 
    “I understand,” she told Rugby Boy, then screwed up the last of her courage. “Can you…keep talking to me please, Daddy?”   
 
    “Of course I can.” He began to move his fingers faster, his free hand tugging her aching nipple through her t-shirt. Kate closed her eyes, and she felt the gears slowly begin to turn, tightening, galvanising. The potential for orgasm was drumming inside her, and she honed in on it, trying to make herself as aware as possible.  
 
    She’d met a hot stranger who liked being called ‘daddy’ and who knew exactly what to do to turn her on. It was like the universe had conspired to let her come, all she had to do was embrace it. Rugby Boy’s fingers bit down on her nipple, and the pain was as lovely as the sizzle of pleasure that shot down to her groin. “I really like that.” 
 
    He chuckled darkly. “I know you do, I can feel you tightening up around my fingers. You gonna finish all over me, little girl?” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy,” she said and meant it.  
 
    Rugby Boy let out an angry sounding moan. “God, I'm fuckin’ hard again.”  
 
    The wonder in his voice made Kate think this wasn't a regular thing. That was odd, she’d have assumed most young guys could get it up twice. Then again, she’d barely had sex, so what did she know? 
 
    As he rolled his thumb over her clit, Kate had a beautiful realisation. As unbelievable as Rugby Boy’s finger skills were, they could two-birds-one-stone this situation. She wanted to have sex with him, and if she did, she could try and have the orgasm simmering in her pelvis on his magnificent dick. That would be a double victory. She pressed her mouth against Rugby Boy’s ear. “Do you want to have sex now?”  
 
    He let out another furious grunt, his fingers pumping deeper. “No.”  
 
    “But I really want to feel you inside me. You’re so big.”  
 
    “Too bad,” he said, but his breathing had become painfully laboured again. Kate was half-convinced this was a test, that he was teasing her as she had been teasing him. She assumed her most innocent tone. “Please, Daddy?” 
 
    Rugby Boy made a noise like a wild animal. “Fuck, you’re a greedy little thing, aren’t you?” 
 
    Kate, sensing she was about to get her way, added a little more sugar to her voice. “Yes, and I know it’s bad but I want it. I want you.”  
 
    Rugby Boy muttered something that sounded like ‘why isn’t anything ever easy?’ Before she could ask, he pulled his fingers from her soaking slit. “Fine, you want my dick, you’ll get it.” 
 
    Kate bit back a jubilant ‘Yessssss!’ “How do you want to do this? Do you have a condom? I don’t think I have a condom.” 
 
    “Sweetheart…” Rugby Boy cupped her jaw. Kate could smell herself on his fingers. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She felt him shake his head. “Nothing. I’ll fuck you, but you’ll get back down there and suck me first. Get me nice and hard for you.” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy,” she said, the word getting easier with each and every use. 
 
    “Good, and take your fucking fingers away from there.” 
 
    Kate, who hadn’t even realised she was rubbing her clit, had her hand snatched away.  
 
    “That’s mine.” Rugby Boy ran a finger through the wet line of her cunt. “You don’t get to touch what’s mine. Now, get me ready.” 
 
    Kate propped herself on all fours between his legs, almost delirious with pleasure. Who knew that in Bendigo (population: ha-ha-ha) there lived the sex partner of her dreams? As she bent down and took him into her mouth, she began planning excuses for return visits. Maybe she could schedule an engineering job up here? It was out of the way, but he was worth it. The question was, would he be interested? Determined to prove her mettle, she took him as far into her throat as she could.  
 
    “That’s it.” His big hand braced itself around her jaw, as though testing how wide she could open her mouth. “Suck Daddy’s big cock.” 
 
    Rugby Boy calling himself that most treasured and lust-inspiring of titles made sweat break out on Kate’s neck. As she sucked she heard foil crackle and her heart leapt. She’d been worried about interrupting all the hotness to ask about condoms again, but it was clear Rugby Boy wasn’t going to be a jerk about this. She reminded herself to feel around the base of his shaft before he slid inside her, to make sure it was on. She’d learned about the stealthing movement at derby practise. It was real and it was terrifying.  
 
    “Just a little more,” Rugby Boy coached. “Just a little deeper and I’ll ride your pussy, Middleton.” 
 
    Kate sucked harder, tasting small surges of salty pre-come. She felt uneasy, as though his short sentence had been a threat. She replayed his words in her mind. Just a little more. Just a little deeper and I’ll ride your pussy, Middleton. 
 
    Middleton. Why would Rugby Boy call her Middleton? She had a lot of nicknames, but each one was restricted to a specific group of people. She called herself Kate. Her family called her Katie. Her roller derby team called her Macca, the Australian appellation for anyone with a McLastname. Her derby name was Princess Bleach. Her Aunt Rhonda had called her KJ. Only the guys at work called her Middleton. Only the guys at work… 
 
    Kate felt like she’d been plunged into a dunk tank full of nitrogen. She remembered showing Rugby Boy pictures of Kate Middleton on her phone because the nickname confused him, he’d heard it because Tyler Henderson had been there. Tyler Henderson had been there.  
 
    Kate suddenly knew, knew with every fibre of her being that the guy whose dick she was sucking on wasn't Rugby Boy. She sat up, woozy and terrified.  
 
    “What’s happening, Middleton?” In the dim light, Kate could see the stranger had a transparent disk of latex pinched between his thumb and forefinger.  
 
    He shifted, so the silvery brightness sifting through the curtains revealed his profile and now that she was looking, Kate recognised the nose, the line of his jaw, the sharp cheekbones. She was in bed with Tyler Henderson. Her boss. She’d blown her boss. She’d swallowed her boss’s semen. She’d called her boss ‘daddy.’ She was currently in the process of re-sucking stern, unfathomably attractive, thought she was the scum of the earth, Tyler Henderson. 
 
    “Hoooooaaaaaaaah!” Kate scrambled backward on the bed, flapping her hands as though they were covered in wasps. “Hoooaaaaahh!” 
 
    “Middleton?” Tyler Henderson glanced around the room, no doubt trying to pinpoint the reason for her sudden insanity. “The fuck’s happening?”  
 
    But Kate could only moan and say ‘hoooaahhh’ and wriggle backward. How could she have missed it? Even in the semi-darkness, the broad body was nothing like a twenty-year-old’s. It was thick with muscle and hairy across the middle and, “Oh god, oh god, oh god, oh god!” 
 
    “Middleton.” Ty’s voice punched through the air like a Ginsu knife. “Talk. To. Me.”  
 
    His voice was so familiar, liquid steel and molten lead. Why hadn’t she recognised him? 
 
    Kate pressed a hand to her chest. “Mr Henderson. It’s me, Kate. We’re…we’re hooking up!” 
 
    Everything went quiet. Kate could hear a cacophony of crickets chirruping outside the hotel window. She became profoundly aware of her half-naked body, her insanely wet panties and aching nipples. She’d done oral with Tyler Henderson. Kate hadn’t been a proper believer for years but the urge to drop to her knees and say the entire Hail Mary was overwhelming.  
 
    Ty spoke out of the darkness. “You didn’t know it was me, did you? You thought I was that fuckwit from the pub.” 
 
    “Er…yeah.”  
 
    There was another long silence, and Kate would have given anything, anything on earth, to rewind ten hours and instead of going to the pub, fall into a very big hole and die. “How…why are you in my hotel room?” 
 
    “This is my hotel room.” The soft malice in Ty’s voice sent a chill down Kate’s spine. “I brought you back here after you blacked out and I couldn’t find your room card.”   
 
    The floor seemed to shift beneath her bare feet. Tyler Henderson had known who she was the whole time. Of course he had, he’d called her Middleton, he’d knowingly let her blow him. Kate didn’t know whether to be flattered, disturbed, outraged, insulted or any other emotion on earth. “Mr Henderson, I don’t think you get it…I went down on you. And you touched me. And I went down on you and you came and I swallowed it.” 
 
    More painful silence. Kate wished she hadn’t put so much emphasis on the words ‘swallowed it.’ 
 
    Ty pointed a ghostly hand towards the door. “This never happened. Get dressed and get back to your room, right fucking now.”  
 
    It was hard for Kate to find her clothes in the dark, but she didn’t turn on the light and neither did Ty. He remained in bed, silent and motionless as she pulled her skirt up her legs and tugged on her stiff Mary Janes. Her bra was still in the bathroom, but she decided to leave it behind, sacrifice it for the greater good. It felt like Tyler Henderson’s hotel room was running out of breathable oxygen. She scurried to the door and all but flung herself into the night air. The door slammed behind her, severing the experience into then and now. She dug her keycard out of her secret skirt pocket and ran toward her room. Her hands were trembling so hard she could barely swipe the card against the door. As soon as she was in her room she picked up her phone, desperate to unburden the horror of this situation on someone else, but there was only one person she could talk to about this, and at two a.m. on a Wednesday night, she’d be a jerk to call Maria. She sent her a message asking her to call once she was awake and took a long, hot shower that didn’t go an inch toward making her feel clean or calm. Despite the insanity of what had happened she was still so aroused it hurt. Her body, brought to the very brink of orgasm by her secret crush was taut as an elastic band. She lay down on the bed and ran a finger through her slit, caressing herself lightly the way Ty had, then stopped.  
 
    That’s mine. You don’t get to touch what’s mine. 
 
    She shivered and took her hand away, not letting herself question why, not letting herself think of anything at all. Instead, she put on her complimentary dressing gown, made herself a powder hot chocolate and settled on the bed to watch Scrubs. She had no idea what tomorrow would bring, but she knew she wouldn’t be sleeping tonight. 
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