“But now that you're mine, that means I get to do whatever I want to you, right? I mean, you do know what you're asking? If I stay, it's not going to be as your brother. Instead of squinting my eyes and pretending that you're a nun, I'm going to be wastefully wicked.”
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Three years earlier...
I curled my own fingers around my throat and bit back a gasp. It shouldn't feel so good to be touched like this. The hand wrapped around my own was firm, but insistent. There was no way I was getting out of it this time.
“Flor.” The word dropped from my lips like a cinder, one that I thought had gone cold but that always managed to flair back to life in a surge of heat and desire that I knew was wrong. Knew it. But couldn't stop the fire from fanning itself into a raging flame.
My brother – sorry, my stepbrother because let's be honest here, there's a big difference – pulled me forward so forcefully that I stumbled, fingers still at my throat in a gesture of surprise. What, exactly, he was doing here, I wasn't sure, but the hard glint in his eyes and the firm set of his mouth told me what I feared most: that he still, and maybe always would, think of me as a sister. If he didn't, then why was he so angry? Why did his full lips twist down in a scowl at the corners? And why was his grip so hard and his aura so … messy. His emotions twisted down his arm, following the colorful lines of his tattoos as they wrapped his bicep, bleeding into me and choking back my breath. Messy. I couldn't tell if he was just pissed or if he was disappointed, too, if maybe he couldn't believe he'd just caught me with a boy's arms around my waist and his tongue in my mouth. I was supposed to be the good one, right? The one that didn't give my dad or my stepmom any trouble because Flor gave them more than they could handle.
His dark hair bled into his eyes, dripping with sweat from the heat of the party and the crush of bodies, and I stared in simple fascination as he swept it back and glared at me.
“What the fuck,” he began as I cringed, “are you doing here?” I watched in horror as my stepbrother's gaze lifted and met that of the boy's behind me. I kept one hand on my neck, sliding it down to my chest so that I could feel the rapid thump and slam of my heart, much like the chilling bass beat that was tingling up my toes and making me blissfully deaf. Maybe then I wouldn't have to hear the sound of my father's disappointment when he sighed and then later probably screamed at me for this little adventure? “And who,” Florian continued, “the fuck is that?”
“None of your business, bro,” my mystery date said, curling his own fingers around my hip in a strange mockery of the way I'd done to my own throat, caught up in surprise when Flor had appeared out of nowhere and pulled me from my make out session and back to the harsh, gritty twang of reality. “Hey, are you alright?” the guy asked me as I glanced over my shoulder and swallowed hard. I guess he mistook my speechlessness for fear because he stepped around me and got in Flor's face. “You can't make her leave if she doesn't want to go.”
“I can,” Flor snapped back at him, grinding his teeth and squeezing my wrist even tighter than before, “if she's my sister.” He leaned in and let my date have it with a simple whisper of words. “Oh, by the way, she's only fifteen, asshole.” My new friend tore his hand away from my hip like it was on fire – but not the good kind, not the kind I was feeling right now as Flor's sweaty fingers tugged me forward. No, this was more like he was terrified of me now, like he wouldn't touch me with a ten-foot pole. I guessed he wouldn't want to, considering he was twenty-one. Guess I shouldn't have lied about my age.
“Hey, Flor,” a girl with long black hair and brightly colored extensions giggled as we passed by. “You in a hurry or something?” She eyed me with no small amount of contempt as Flor dragged me through the crowd and paused only when we were standing on the porch outside the little green and white house. In the middle of a neighborhood known locally as The Whit, it was unlikely the cops would get called on this place, so it was a hotspot for parties. I knew because I'd followed Flor here more than once. Tonight, though, tonight I'd really believed him when he'd told his mom he – and I quote – felt like shit and was going upstairs to lie down. Florian never lied about going to parties. He just … went. No matter what sort of fight his mom put up.
“Yeah, I sort of am,” he growled, ignoring the girl and pulling me down the steps in my heels. His broad back filled my view, blocking the clusters of teenagers and young adults hanging out on the sidewalk at the bottom of the steps. The fabric stretched across his muscles in a way that was criminal. I was young, sure, but I wasn't so young that I couldn't appreciate that, couldn't appreciate the way Flor's body had changed from a lanky teenage boy's to a … to a man's.
I flushed from head to toe and rolled my eyes. I'd binged last week during spring break, reading each and every single one of the romance novels crammed onto my stepmom's shelf. It was part curiosity, I guess, that encouraged me to read them. That, and part disappointment and frustration that Flor got to go away and I didn't. Since then I'd been saying and thinking strange things, like how Flor always smelled so good. Or how I was glad he didn't shut his bedroom door when he was changing his shirt. That kind of stuff.
I looked away from Florian's back to stare at the pavement for a moment, trying to pull myself together. If he was a mess of emotions then so was I. Nervous, anxious, frustrated … jealous. I swallowed hard and glanced back over at the girl. She was standing with her arms crossed over her flat chest, her lips pursed, looking from Flor's face to his hand, the one that was wrapped around my wrist, and then back again.
“You brought me here,” she said accusingly, the fabric of her black dress reflecting the light from the flickering street lamp above us. I watched her eyes as they moved over my stepbrother, taking in each and every line of his body like she was lost in the desert and he, he was a nice, tall glass of water. When her eyes moved over to me, I saw a primal response, a surge of jealous anger that made me swallow twice – not because I was scared but because I was angry. Didn't she know that Flor didn't belong to anyone? He said that all the time when his mother asked why he never brought girls home. Then, of course, he'd whisper under his breath that he actually brought girls home all the time, only that she didn't notice.
I tried to pull my arm from Florian's grasp, but he wouldn't let go of me.
“This isn't a good time,” he said, pausing to glance over at me. I refused to meet his eyes. I didn't know how to feel towards him. Why was it okay for him to party, to kiss whoever he wanted, to … do whatever with whoever he wanted? I had a right to experiment, too. “This is my sister.” I cringed again, hating the way he said that word. Sister. I wasn't his sister and hadn't even known him as long as I'd known my best friend, Addison. Florian and I had met ten years ago and had only lived together full time for eight of them. “I've got to get her home, okay?” I looked back at the girl and saw her face soften. Sister. The word always did that to them, like I was no longer a threat. Because, of course, Florian would never want anything to do with me. I wasn't a girl to him, just an obligation. I was safe. “And then maybe I'll be back after,” he added which did nothing to enhance the slowly building smile on the girl's face. Her red lips turned down and she rolled her eyes, spinning on her heels and marching up the white steps we'd just come down.
“Abigail,” Flor said, and I swallowed again, this time to get past the lump in my throat. I wished he'd let go of me; that would've made things easier. “Let's go.” But Florian didn't release me and instead, pulled me towards his car, double parked next to a white Honda Civic, its silver paint dull in the shadowy corridor of the street. Only two street lamps on either side of the house worked; the rest had been broken sometime in the last few years. “Get in,” he said, finally letting go of my arm. I spun then, surprising him, tears welling up unbidden from God only knows where.
“Why?” I asked him and it was his turn to roll his eyes and shake his head, like he knew better, like he had room to talk. He reached out to take my arm again, but I stepped back, pulling it out of his reach. He mistook my emotions for fear and opened the car door with a sigh.
“I won't tell your dad,” he said as he tilted his head to the side and watched me. The eyebrow ring in his left brow winked as a car behind us turned on its headlights and pulled forward, zooming around Florian's illegally parked Mazda like it didn't even exist, like we were in our own little world. “If that's what you're freaking out about, don't worry.”
I watched him watching me, drank in the details of that moment, the way his eyes were focused wholly and completely on mine, the way his tongue brushed against his lower lip, the way his newest tattoo – a girl with a wolf skin draped over her shining brown curls – gleamed with lotion and a dabbling of sweat.
“Why do you get to have all the fun?” I asked, and I knew I sounded exactly the way I didn't want to sound – like I really was fifteen. “Why do you get to bring girls over to the house when Dad and River are at work? Why do you get to go to parties on school nights and disappear over spring break, long enough that your mom actually thinks about calling the cops?” I wrapped my arms around myself and took another step back as Florian's eyes narrowed.
“You're fifteen, Abi,” he said, confirming my worst fear. Eighteen year old Florian knew everything and here I was, his whiny younger sister who played the cello and had just had her first kiss with some stranger. He probably thought I was crazy. “Get in the car and let's go home.”
“No,” I said and he growled low under his breath, sending a chill straight up my spine. A cool breeze drifted down between the houses on either side of us, teasing my skirt and bringing goose bumps up on my exposed thighs. Florian's school blazer was hanging loosely from my shoulders, but not because he'd given it to me. Because I had decided to go to the party in my school uniform the way the rest of the girls did and wanted to wear burgundy – the color of the senior class.
“Why are you being so goddamn stubborn?” he snarled at me, running a hand through his sweaty hair. I wondered briefly how long he'd been at the party before he'd found me. “Do you want me to call your dad and tell him you're here?”
“Do whatever you want,” I snapped back, taking a step towards him this time. I needed him to know I wasn't going to back down without an answer. I watched as he scowled and shoved his hands in his front pockets, looking down at me as he sucked in a deep breath. I could tell he was pissed but trying not to show it. His eyes, green and sharp as thorns, took me in from head to toe, pausing at the black and white skull patterned socks I'd pulled up to my knees. Those definitely weren't regulation for Mercy High School students, but I'd worn them anyway and scraped by without detention for it. I'd even rolled the waistband of my skirt up a few times, hiding the bunched fabric by pulling my white dress shirt out and letting it hang loose – another fashion statement I'd never participated in before today. I could tell Florian noticed. “I'm not going home, Flor. I want to stay.” He looked up at my face then and took his own step forward, the toes of our shoes just this side of touching.
I tried not to meet his eyes, keeping my gaze on the bleeding rose pattern that decorated his shirt, convinced that I could see every muscle in his chest and belly through the tight fabric.
“You're my sister,” he said, and this time, when I cringed, he noticed. “I'm not leaving you at some second-rate, shitty party to get taken advantage of.”
“It's not your decision,” I whispered as his hands came up and touched my elbows, sliding to my shoulders and pulling the blazer down my arms. Flor's face was ridiculously close to mine when he leaned in and tossed the jacket onto the front seat. I could feel the warm brush of his breath against my lips, like an indirect kiss, a ghost of a wish that would never come true. “And I'm not your sister.”
Then I did look up at him, meeting his green eyes with my blue ones and trying not to let him see how nervous I felt, how his nearness and his touch undid me. The things I felt for him, that I didn't feel for any other guy, they were wrong. I knew that. I knew that. Still, it didn't matter. He wasn't my brother and I was about three-fifths sure I was in love with him.
“I know.”
I thought for one brief second there that Flor was really going to kiss me. I could practically taste his mouth, smell the scent of his shampoo, could practically feel that cinder on my tongue burning against his, igniting some sort of … blaze between us that would burn us both to ashes.
But he didn't.
He didn't kiss me, just took a step back and went around to the driver's side of the car, opening his door and leaning on the roof with his arms crossed. His face was smooth-shaven, but the shadows from the trees looming above us played tricks on my mind and made it look like he had stubble across his jaw, rough and untamed. My eyes managed to find the single scar on his chin, the one he'd gotten from a bike ride gone wrong, even in the dim lighting. I focused on that instead of his eyes.
“Up to you,” he said, and his voice was easy to hear, even with the pulsing thump of music radiating from the old Craftsman. Flor always had a sharp, clear voice and a tone that brooked no argument, not even from his own mother. It was like he just knew everything, and that annoyed me. “Come with me now or I'll follow you back inside and tell everyone that you're fifteen. Then they can kick you out themselves and you can wait on the street corner for your dad to pick you up.”
“I hate you,” I whispered, even though that wasn't true.
Flor nodded like the know-it-all jerk he was and climbed into the car.
I followed after him, slamming my door to let him know I didn't like this and that I was pissed.
“I really hate you,” I said again, brushing away a slight swell of tears with an angry hand.
“Yeah, I'm a real piece of shit,” he told me as I slammed my foot on the dashboard and left it there, resting my cheek against my thigh as I gazed out the window. There was a long pause before Flor started the car and when I glanced over, I caught him staring at me. I narrowed my eyes and looked away again before he could see how hurt I was, how desperate I was for his attention.
Then the engine started and we were whizzing through the city and towards South Hills, towards the four bedroom house that I spent most of my free time in, reading and doing massive amounts of AP homework. Neither of us spoke as Flor drove me home.
When we got there, I shoved open my door before Flor had even put the car in park and stormed up to the front porch, tugging down the hem of my skirt as I went. Even if Flor didn't rat me out – which I wasn't at all sure about – my outfit might give me away.
I raced up the cement steps to the dark green door and pushed it open, hearing my stepmom's laughter ring down the staircase. She and Dad were probably upstairs snuggling and watching their evening movie. They always made time for it, no matter what happened. I sort of envied them their relationship. Must be nice to have someone to hang out with all the time. All I had was a best friend who'd just moved nine hundred miles away and a stepbrother that hated me.
“Hey,” Flor said, reaching out and grabbing at my arm again. The front door shut softly behind him as I turned, looking down at his fingers curled around my bicep. He licked his lips again and for a split second there, he looked almost nervous. “I meant what I said, you know. I won't tell your dad a thing.” I didn't respond. “But that doesn't mean I like what I saw.”
“Like I enjoy finding you with your hands up girls' shirts on the living room couch.” I started to pull away again, but Flor pulled me back. I spun around, intending to give him a piece of my mind and found him way too close to me, smelling too good, breathing too hard, eyes even sharper than normal.
“You never said anything before,” was all he said, and since I didn't know how to respond to that, I decided to be flippant.
“Why should I? It should be obvious. What sister likes to see her brother going at it with a different girl every weekend?”
Flor stared at me for a good long moment, fingers still curled around my arm and then suddenly, he was pushing me against the wall, pinning my arms above my head with his right hand, and molding our bodies together in a way that brought a small moan tumbling unbidden from my lips.
“I thought you said you weren't my sister,” he whispered, and then he really did press his lips to mine, slide his tongue into my mouth. I wanted to slap him or scream for joy or run upstairs and call Addison or knee him in the balls or … I found myself arching my breasts against his chest, my mouth moving against his. I melted into Flor as he leaned into me, one knee between my legs, barely keeping me from sliding to the floor in a puddle of surprise and … pleasure. It really, really shouldn't feel this good to be touched, I thought, echoing my earlier feelings. But if Flor's fingers around my wrist had been like a flame, his body pressed into mine was like the sun.
I arched my back and felt my hips rock against his, felt his erection hot and unyielding against my thigh. I struggled to pull my arms from his grip, to touch him the way his left hand was touching me, sliding down my side, caressing my hip through my skirt. When his fingers met the bare skin of my upper thigh, I gasped into his mouth, felt his tongue dig deeper while my heart split open and released all of the feelings I'd been keeping back for so long.
Butterflies had taken flight in my stomach, battering at my belly with nervous wings and tightening places low in my body, places that I hadn't even realized could ache like this. Oh God, I didn't think anything could ever ache so bad and feel so good at the same time. That is, until Flor's fingers found my panties, the black silky ones with the lace that I'd put on just because. A lick of flame raced up my spine as he touched me and I found I could barely breathe, let alone think. I knew my dad and stepmom were upstairs, that finding us like this would destroy them both, but I couldn't stop. I didn't want to stop.
Flor pulled back a fraction of an inch, just enough that he could whisper my own name against my lips.
“Abigail.”
As quick as it started, it stopped.
“Abi, is that you, honey?” I heard my dad's voice a split second before I snapped my eyes open and found the lights in the stairwell flickering on.
Florian released me, much the same way the guy at the party had, like I was hurting him, burning him too hot, scorching him too deep. Like I was dangerous.
His eyes mirrored back a look of hurt, of longing, that I knew was plastered across my own face. I dropped my arms, crossed them over my chest. Ice was seeping into me at that look, at this taboo breath that was passing between us. We both knew we couldn't have what we wanted, and that we never could. I reached out, just once, a single hand grasping for a love I knew could be, but Florian didn't reach back. Instead, he backed up, chest rising and falling with rapid breath, his lips still moist from the touch of my own. And then he turned toward the front door and left. Just like that.
“Yeah, Dad,” I called back, fighting to keep my voice strong and steady. I didn't want him to find me down here like this, panting and red cheeked and moist lipped and … hurting. I slid to the floor as tears stung my eyes again. “I'll be right up.” I put my forehead against my arm and waited for the emotions to pass.
But they never did.
And Flor never touched me again.
We never even spoke of it.
I set the box down on the counter and eyed Flor's ass as he bent over and set a second, much smaller box on the floor with little care or consideration as to what was inside. I didn't mind scoping him out anymore. I had long given up on anything happening between us. I mean, our parents were head over heels in loco love with one another and they even referred to us as “their kids”. It would kill them if they even knew I thought my stepbrother was hot.
“Um, hello,” I said, knowing the exact look Flor was going to toss over his shoulder. Ah ha! I was right; it's a scowl. “It says fragile on it. It also says bedroom.” I put one hand on my hip and smirked, knowing how frustrated I was making him, forcing him to carry the smallest boxes while I shouldered the largest ones. Call it a case of raging feminism or what have you, but I liked pissing him off. Big tough guy that he was, I let him carry in the pillows and the lamps while I hauled in the pots and pans, the kitchen stools, and the boxes of books – with great glee, mind you.
“How the hell was I supposed to know?” he said, letting his scowl relax into a smirk as he leaned back against the counter. “Maybe it said fra-gee-lay. I thought it was fucking Italian.” He stood up suddenly and snapped his fingers, breezing past me before I could get out another word, make fun of him for his infatuation with a A Christmas Story. I decided to follow after him and try anyway.
“Can't even come up with your own jokes?” I asked, following quickly behind Florian and down the steps to the street. I don't know what was putting the pep in my step – the fact that I got my first place or the fact that I could tell I was getting under Flor's skin. “Have to pull material from old movies? That's pretty sad there, Flor. How do the girls at the shop take that? Or are they even cultured enough to know what A Christmas Story is?” I hated mentioning the girls at my stepbrother's tattoo studio, even as a joke, but Flor's 'groupies' were a fact of life that I'd since learned to deal with. Each one like a thorn in my side, I thought as I continued to scope out his ass. It was watch from afar or do nothing at all. At this point, the absence of Florian in my life hurt more than his distanced presence.
Flor climbed into the back of the moving truck and grabbed a box before pausing and glancing over his shoulder at me. I noticed it was a heavy one and stepped up, putting my arms out like I thought he was trying to hand it to me. He scowled again and I smiled.
“What do you take me for?” he asked, raising his dark brows in a way that made my toes curl. “An idiot? That's my pre-sex question right there. Tell me about the leg lamp or I don't take you home tonight. Works like a charm.”
“Oh, I'm sure it does,” I replied, smothering the surge of jealousy that threatened to take over me and kill my mood. Flor and girls and … sex. This was yet another thing I'd learned to deal with. I wasn't his, and he wasn't mine. We could never belong to one another and much as I fantasized about him staying celibate for me, pining over me every waking day and night, it wasn't going to happen. I was a big girl; I knew that and I could handle it. Or at least I thought I could.
I took a deep breath and smoothed a hand over my curls, hoping they hadn't already dissolved to stray strands of fluff in the blustery afternoon air. Addison was going to be here any minute, dragging her longtime boyfriend and his brother along for the ride. She'd promised me this one was cute, tall enough to wear heels with, and had a brain at least three times the size of my brother's. “I bet they just can't wait to dive into bed with an underdeveloped boy who still watches his favorite Christmas movie every night before bed.”
“Not every night,” Flor said, pulling the box from the truck and purposely sidestepping around me. He leaned in and breathed hot breath against my ear, making me shiver. “Just on weekends. And who said I was underdeveloped?” I kicked him lightly with my bare foot and climbed into the truck, searching for a very specific box that had somehow gotten lost in the fray. Inside was my long ago dismantled shrine to my stepbrother: a series of pictures and notes and gifts that he'd given me over the years. I used to keep it all in one of the bottom drawers of my dresser, but after … the 'incident' as I liked to refer to it, I put it all away in a box, taped it up and hadn't looked at it since. Unfortunately, it had somehow ended up on the truck even though I'd meant to throw it away. For three years it had sat on the top shelf of my closet collecting dust. I was lucky the bastard never found it, nosy little asshole that he was. Once, I'd come home to find him sitting on the edge of my bed, an unlit cigarette between his lips, and a condom I'd gotten from my sex ed class clutched between two of his fingers. It had taken me an entire hour to convince him that I was actually still a virgin, not that it should've been any of his business anyway.
I felt a frown crease my lips as various Florian flavored anecdotes flashed through my memory, several of which involved Flor's bare ass as he screwed whoever happened to be the flavor of the week. Why could he never manage to close his damn door?! I wondered as a hot flush lit up my cheeks.
“Boo!”
I nearly jumped out of my skin, spinning to find Addi standing on the street with her hair in pigtails and her shirtsleeves rolled up, ready to move her stuff into our new place. Even dressed as practically as she was, she was still stylish in a way I could never be – partially thanks to her longterm friendship with a drag queen named Theo. That man was the epitome of glamour and, although I might not ever admit it, I was horribly jealous of his ass. It wasn't fair for a man to be so much prettier than me.
I clutched a hand to my chest to still my beating heart and felt a grin split my lips. Here I was, knocked out of my reverie by the best friend I hadn't seen in person more than a half dozen times in the last few years. With Instagram, Skype, and Facebook however, it didn't feel like it'd been more than fifteen minutes. Probably because it hadn't. Pretty sure I'd snapped a photo of Flor's ass and texted it to her when we'd first gotten here, not that she appreciated him the way I did. Honestly, I was actually a little suspicious that she wished him an untimely death at the jaws of rabid wolves.
“Addi!” I squealed as she climbed into the truck and we proceeded to squeeze the life out of one another. She always seemed to bring out the kid in me, something I desperately needed. It didn't take Flor's constant nagging to remind myself that I could be a little too serious sometimes.
I pulled back and grinned at my best friend who returned the smile, holding my hands in hers as we passed silent signals to one another. We're finally out. We have our own place. This is going to be fucking awesome. I think I also detected a slight twitch of her brow and a little, you better not still be on about that, bitch in regards to Florian, but I couldn't be sure. Maybe I was projecting? “I cannot even believe you're here.” The words came out in a rush as I tilted my head back and stared up at the rusted white ceiling of the moving truck. No more hanging out with people I can barely stand, who use me to hang out with my brother, just so I can have a social circle. The thought that some of those same said people were going to the community college instead of to the university with me didn't escape my notice. It wasn't that I was reveling in being better than them, only that I knew how lazy most of them had gotten the last few years of high school.
“You better believe it,” she said, pulling her hands from mine and poking me playfully in the shoulder. “Because I just drove halfway across the country to go to school with your ass – and be an Oregon Duck.” Addi shivered, not at all impressed by our university's stellar football team. The only kudos she would grant them was that they'd made a pretty awesome parody video of Psy's song, Gangnam Style. “Now. Show me our new place, Abigail Sharp, or more specifically, the bathroom. I have got to piss like a racehorse.”
“Classy, Addi,” I said as I swept past her, still surreptitiously looking for the missing box. If Flor found it before I did, I could be in for a world of trouble; I'd never hear the end of it from him. “Nice to know you've matured well beyond the foulmouthed fifteen year old you once were.” I gave her a wink while she simultaneously flipped me off, and jumped from the back of the truck, pausing to examine the two men waiting a respectful distance away from us. Addi climbed down next to me and elbowed me in the side with a Flor-worthy smirk plastered across her full mouth.
“What do you think?” she whispered, raising a dark brow and running her tongue along her lower lip as she gazed through lovestruck eyes at the man in the short sleeved white button-down. He had red curly hair and skin as milky white and pale as Addi's was rich and brown. I sat somewhere in between with skin the color of a really good caramel macchiato from Starbucks – with just a dash of extra cream. Or maybe that was my mind fantasizing about coffee again. Flor and I had yet to find the coffee maker his mother had bought for me and proudly loaded on the truck herself. She was as happy for me to start my life as she'd been for her own son. It made me feel almost guilty for checking out his beautiful butt no less than three times today.
“He's … ” I struggled for the right word to describe Patrick Browne and decided an overly analytical dissertation on the looks of Addi's boyfriend would not be appropriate. I need to get out more. Luckily, Addi's arrival would pretty much guarantee that. “Gorgeous, babe,” I told her, examining the splotch of freckles across her beloved's nose, and the way his skinny arms struggled with a box marked heavy as shit in scrawling black Sharpie. Okay, so maybe gorgeous wasn't exactly the right word, but what was I going to tell my best friend about the love of her life? I'd seen plenty of pictures of him and had always managed to avoid commenting on his looks. I'm such a shallow bitch, I thought as I smiled and wished I didn't have Florian around to compare every Tom, Dick, and Harry against. I decided to let my comment stand as is and moved on to checking out her boyfriend's brother when Flor stepped in front of me, arms crossed and smirking.
“Hey Addi,” he said, giving her a friendly hug, that stupid smirk still stuck to his lips. “Hope your trip didn't suck too much dick.” I cringed at Flor's crudeness, but at least I knew Addi was used to it. She looked Flor up and down and then smiled, not at all interested in him. It was one of the reasons we'd stayed so close all these years: she was one of the few girls I'd ever met who hadn't developed a crush on my stepbrother, and wasn't using me to get close to him. I knew for a fact that she didn't even find him attractive. For whatever reason, skinny Irish boys had always been Addi's thing. Maybe it was the accent? “Or should I say, hope you didn't suck too much dick during your trip.” He nodded his chin at Addi's boyfriend, Patrick, and his brother.
“Nice to see you, too, Flor,” she said evenly, “and nice to see you're still an annoying asshole.” The two of them stared at each other for several long moments, the bad blood between them sizzling in the gentle autumn sunshine. Addi let her eyes swing over to mine. She knew how I'd once felt about him, even knew about the shrine and the missing box. And she'd never judged me for it, not once. I loved her for that. “Let me get the guys over here, so we can get the introductions out of the way. They're both shy by nature, so it might be awkward.” She paused to give me another look, opening her brown eyes wide enough that I knew I was supposed to pay attention. The fact that they were rimmed in bright blue and silver eyeshadow didn't hurt either. “Just give 'em both a chance for me, okay?”
I nodded and Addi moved away to grab them. She knew how picky I was when it came to men. I tried not to pretend that growing up around someone like Florian hadn't gone and screwed it all up for me. He was tall and muscular, with full lips and hair as soft as silk that he barely styled but always managed to look good anyway. The scar on his chin was – for whatever reason – a big turn on for me and the myriad piercings and tattoos he'd collected over the years didn't hurt either. Plus, he worked at a tattoo shop and inked skin for a living. Somehow, football stars and science nerds and bankers and even CEOs … none of that did it for me. I think Flor, in our many years living together, had somehow infected me with this dangerous, funky streak that I didn't know how to express.
“She's setting you up?” he asked, face all a-scowl again. “On your moving day? What if this guy is a freak and he starts stalking you or something?” I ignored my brother's overprotective urges and tried to keep my mind from correcting me. Step. Stepbrother. Not brother. As if I needed to be reminded.
I reached back and scooped my hair into a messy ponytail, snapping a hair tie from around my wrist to hold it in place. Sweat was already beading on the back of my neck and my palms were moist with nervous energy. I closed my eyes for a brief second, pretending Flor's body heat wasn't warm and comforting against my right arm.
“This guy is Addi's boyfriend's brother. She's known him for three years, Flor. Back off.” I opened my eyes, plastered a welcoming smile on my face and moved forward to meet the guy. Flor's hand on my upper arm froze me in place. He'd been careful, ridiculously careful, not to touch me since the night we shared our single and only kiss. And I mean careful. He didn't push me playfully anymore after that, didn't grab my arm to stop me from leaving during a fight, didn't even let his leg brush mine when we sat in the back of a car together.
I looked over at him with a puzzled expression and found the same mirrored on his perfect face. He dropped his hand and stepped back.
“Abigail,” Addi said, drawing my attention back around. I was sure my pupils were huge and my lips parted, that I looked half-paralyzed with the emotions that were boiling up in my belly. Well, maybe not emotions. Maybe they were hormones and maybe, just maybe, they weren't from my belly, but my – “This is Patrick's brother, Dorian.” I reached out a hand, letting my eyes meet the new guy's. They were green, like Flor's, but not as intense, more like a new sprout than the thorn of a rose. I want to get punctured; I want to bleed.
I swallowed back the dark thoughts swirling in my brain.
“Nice to meet you,” we said in unison and then smiled shyly. Flor was suddenly there at my shoulder, ruining the moment like he'd done so many other times with other boys. I swear, after that night, that kiss, he took up the brother mantle and he ran the gauntlet with it. He intimidated new dates, threatened exes, and essentially made my dating life a living hell. I was even under the suspicion that he still thought I was a virgin.
Dorian glanced over at my stepbrother, his pale throat moving in a nervous swallow as he released my hand and reached out for Flor's. The two men stared at each other for a long moment before Flor put a wicked smile on his face and shook his hand.
“How's it going?” he asked, like he actually cared – which I knew for a fact that he didn't, not unless this guy's intentions had anything to do with getting me into bed. And then his only mission was to make sure that didn't happen. I appreciated the idea that he cared enough to take an interest, but it felt like too little, too late. His familial concern did nothing to replace that empty, icy ache he'd left me with. “I'm Abi's brother.”
“Stepbrother,” I corrected while Addi rolled her eyes to the frigid autumn sky.
“They've been living together since they were five,” she told Dorian, wrinkling her nose a bit at the nervous beads of sweat popping up on the man's pale forehead. He had bright red hair, like his brother, and thin pink lips. But, unlike his younger sibling, he had nicely muscled arms, a wide sexy chest and an obvious six pack.
“Since Abi was five; I was eight,” Flor corrected and then turned away, satisfied that he'd screwed up the meeting well enough that Dorian wouldn't even consider asking me out on a date. I narrowed my eyes as I watched him hop back into the truck and then turned back to Dorian, reaching out to loop my arm through his.
“Can I get you something to drink?” I asked, guiding him towards the steps to our apartment. “I ran to the grocery store this morning and stocked the fridge full of stuff. If you want it, I probably have it.”
Dorian cast yet another glance towards Flor and then smiled down at me, letting me guide him into my new house and my new life.
Whether Flor liked it or not.
“I can't believe he asked you to the Saturday Market,” Flor said with an exasperated look up towards the ceiling.
I was standing in his shop, flipping through his portfolio, my fingers sliding across the plastic of the pages as I gazed at photo after photo of brightly colored ink. No matter how big an asshole he was, Flor was at least a true artist. He blended ink and skin like an oil painter mixes his colors on a canvas, only he did it twice as fast and with little room for error. I paused on a particularly striking chest piece, the colors inhabiting that delicate space between the breasts and collarbone. I traced the vines to the center, to a vibrant purple rose, and wondered what it would feel like to have Flor touch me there, to press the stencil into my skin and slide his fingers across it, smooth it into place. My lashes fluttered against my cheek as I forced myself to turn the page. Luckily for me, he shattered the illusion by proceeding with his general assholery.
“You've lived here your whole life, been there a million times. What kind of date did he think that would turn out to be?” I stared at Flor, surprised that his client was still smiling at him while he blatantly ignored her and focused instead on belittling the news of my first date with Dorian. At least he was still easy on the eyes, his dark hair like liquid, soft but sharp, strands sliding across his forehead as he leaned over and focused on his client's upper arm with eyes like emeralds. The piercings on either side of his lip were black, like the ones in his left brow, and he had on about a million colored rubber bracelets, like the kind you get from fundraisers. They striped the tattoos on his left arm like a rainbow, drawing my attention to the lavender eyes of the wolf girl below his elbow. “What'd you even do? Pick out organic kombucha together? Sample some free-range goat cheese? Not like that was going to get him laid or anything.”
I pursed my lips and crossed my arms over my chest. He was fishing for information – as usual. Fat chance that he'd get any out of me. I knew better than to share sordid details with Flor, not that there were any from my latest date, but there was this one time I admitted to kissing Tyler Caprico by the gym building. The next day Tyler'd had a black eye and very little interest in talking to me. I'd railed at Flor, hit him in the chest, called him a stalker and a freak and an asshole. I'd later found out that Tyler was a 'cherry picker'. If you don't know what that means, you probably don't want to know. It has a little something to do with girls and their virginity and Tyler's infatuation with taking it.
I sighed as I watched Flor tattoo his client's flawlessly smooth skin with a bright orange and pink flower, so detailed it looked like it was popping off her shoulder, unfolding in a sea of perfect petals and tropical fragrance. The eye that dotted its center, blood leaking from the pupil and dripping down the stem, looked like it could, at any moment, up and blink at me. When I'd first walked in, she'd glared at me, but as usual, Flor was quick to label me as his stepsister and her possessive glower had immediately faded away. If she only knew.
“It was a nice date, Flor,” I told him, thinking of Dorian and his sweet smile and gentle hand. If I was honest with myself, it was the only date I'd been on in over a year that hadn't flopped completely. Or that Flor hadn't ruined. “He's a nice guy and I think you should get to know him.” Flor lifted his gloved hand, machine clutched between his fingers, and stared at me. His eyes ripped holes in my soul. Or at least it felt that way.
“You just used the word nice.” He paused and his lips twitched with another infuriating grin, one of those ones that's so loaded with self-satisfaction that it deserves to be ripped right off the face. “Twice.” I watched as Flor dipped his needle into one of the little ink cups on the table. He was now satisfied that Dorian wasn't going to be ripping off my panties in any scorching evening of passion. I felt my tongue rub subconsciously against my lower lip, my fingers curl in my hair. In one of my psych classes, we'd been taught that some signs are universal, that most – if not all – cultures participate in them without even knowing it. Lip licking and hair touching? Definitely both fell into that category. They were flirty moves.
I forced my hands down by my sides. How come whenever the word passion came into my mind, Flor's face followed after it?
“There's nothing wrong with nice guys,” the girl in Flor's chair said, turning to smile at me. She had pale pink skin, fluffy blonde hair and lipstick the color of bubblegum. Her long lashes and overdone makeup made me think drag queen, like she could work the club with Theo, but there was no doubt she was a woman. I found her campy look charming and tried to smile, even though she'd given me a glare when I'd first walked in. If I'd ever thought to write off female relationships because of looks like that, the only person I would've been able to hang out with was Addison.
“If nice is what you're looking for, you came to the wrong shop,” Flor growled and although I was pretty damn sure he was talking to his client, he was looking at me. I stared at him, my heartbeat thumping rapidly against my chest, my breath caught in the back of my throat. For a moment there, I could almost imagine that I'd just walked in the door and met him, that he hadn't stolen my Barbies and burned their hair off when I was six. I'd have moved confidently across the black and white tiled floor, past the purple couches and the wall of framed artwork, and I'd have smiled at him. He'd have smiled back, and maybe, just maybe that little cinder I'd tended to for so long wouldn't have gone cold. Maybe it would've burned us both to ash? But what a beautiful death it would've been.
I looked away, bit my lower lip and turned towards the door.
“You come all this way just to tell me about your shitty date?” Flor asked, sensing that I was about to make a run for it. He was good at that, sensing weakness and all. He loved calling me out on it. I paused and listened to the buzz of the needle, let my body soak in the smell of ink and Aquaphor and disinfectant. “I haven't been by your place since you moved in.”
I glanced over my shoulder, happy that at least today my hair was behaving. The brunette curls slid over my back and I think I caught a random wink from Flor's client. I let my lips curl into a smile.
“That was only a week ago, Flor,” I said, watching as he squinted at the printout taped to the mirror next to his station. He didn't bother to look up at me.
“Invite me over for a beer, Abigail,” he commanded, and I sighed. Even if I said no, he'd come over anyway. Flor was kind of a dick like that.
“Friday at eight,” I told him and then left the shop in a hurry.
I opened the door to my fridge and paused, listening to the sounds of downtown Eugene leak in through the cracked windows. I have my own place. God. It had felt like this day would never come. I shoved the six-pack of beer onto the glass shelf and shut the door, turning around and leaning against the stainless steel surface as I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Somehow I could sense that I was standing at a crossroads and that in front of me, a hundred doors sat waiting for me to pick a path – if only I wasn't blind enough to not notice what was standing in my way.
“Are you being contemplative again?” Addi asked me, stumbling into the kitchen with a different heel on each foot. She paused and held her arms out to either side, looking sexy and confident in a white cotton T-shirt dress with a graphic print splashed across the front. “Don't answer that. I know you were, so don't lie to me. Now, stop being so goddamn intellectual and be shallow with me for five seconds. Gray suede bootie or classic black pump?”
“I, uh,” I began, but Addison held out her hands, palms forward. Her nails were splashed with color, flickering like little orange fireflies as she gestured at me.
“No, no, no. You're right. You're so right. Just because I'm going to dinner with Patrick's parents doesn't mean I have to dress like a frump.” Addi kicked off her black pump while I chuckled and watched her limp back to her bedroom. “It's not like I haven't met them before, you know?” She reappeared a moment later and paused, her phone in her hand and a frown on her face. It took me a second to realize that she meant tonight. She was going out tonight.
“Wait,” I said, fear gripping my throat like a noose, choking the air out of me. Last thing I wanted was to end up here by myself with Flor. Needless to say, we didn't spend a lot of alone time together. I mean, moving day had been the exception, not the rule. I blinked to clear my irrational fear of my stepbrother and took a breath. “You didn't tell me you were going out tonight.” The words tumbled out as an accusation and I watched as Addi raised an eyebrow at me.
“It was last minute. Patrick's actually thinking of moving here, Abi. If he does, that could change my life. You know how I feel about long distance relationships, even one as strong as ours. I thought I might lose him when I moved here.” She smiled at me, and I smiled back. I knew why she'd moved here: for me. It's not often that you find friends who'll choose you over their boyfriends or girlfriends. As far as I knew, it was virtually unheard of. But Addison and I had grown up together, quite literally. My dad used to take me to 'Mommy and Me' playdates hosted by Addi's mom. The other moms thought he was a weirdo, but Addison's mom saw him for what he really was: a man whose wife had given birth and bailed. He was just trying to take care of me the way he thought she should've, be both a father and a mother. I think that was another reason Addison had moved all this way for me; I had this aura about me that drew out the maternal instincts in people, like I was this motherless vacuum that needed to be filled with nurturing and caring. I hated to admit it, but that was probably true in a lot of ways. I mean, it wasn't that I couldn't take care of myself, but rather that I was almost too good at it. Fun was usually only in my vocabulary when it was forced on me.
“Thank you, Addi,” I said, because I knew I needed to, because I wanted to, because I secretly thought she'd be a hell of a lot happier soaking up the sun in La Jolla. She'd originally wanted me to join her, to be a UC San Diego Triton, but I couldn't pry myself away from my hometown – or rather, from someone who lived in my hometown.
Addi got tears in her eyes – not unusual because really, she cried a whole hell of a lot – and then reached out her arms for a hug. I moved over to her and let her wrap me up, hoping she wouldn't really cry and mess up her makeup. It was fabulous, by the way, a gold and brown blend of perfection that curved up towards her brow and gave her a sharp, sexy look that I envied.
“His parents want to scope out the city. They're typical Californians, you know. Oregon is so raffish and uncultured, it's practically all wilderness up there! If I take them out tonight, show them a good time, maybe they'll change their minds? I mean, they flew up here last minute because of me.” Or rather, because of me, I thought, but decided not to say anything aloud.
“There's plenty of kale salad and green juice to go around. I don't think you'll have a problem.” I pulled away from my best friend and tried not to fidget. Normally, I wouldn't care if she went out. She didn't have to tell me every little thing she did, but … then again, she didn't know Flor was coming over. For some reason, I suddenly didn't want to tell her.
“Abigail Ingram Sharp,” she said, putting on her best maternal voice. Admittedly, it was kind of scary. I was already nervous for those future three kids she talked about having. “What's wrong? Come on, spill it.” I turned back towards the kitchen, grabbed a rag from a drawer and took the bottle of Windex in my other hand. Sometimes when I was nervous, I cleaned. It had worked for me before. If I scrubbed the crap out of some tile countertops, things would work out okay. Right?
“Nothing's wrong,” I lied, spraying the already clean surface in front of me and wiping it rhythmically with the rag. A knock at the door startled me enough that I dropped the Windex on the floor. The top came flying off and blue liquid went everywhere. One quick glance at the clock told me it was only six – way too early for Florian to be here. Both Addison and I paused as keys sounded in the lock and a few seconds later, my stepbrother was waltzing in dressed in a tight red T-shirt, dark jeans and boots. His hair was in that sexy stage between wet and dry, tousled up and left to fend for itself. I swallowed hard against the image.
“Where'd you get a key?” I demanded, standing in a puddle of Windex while Addison looked from me to Flor and back again. She'd already figured it out, I knew. Damn it. We'd had plenty of talks about my stepbrother, most of them consisting of her yelling at me for being so goddamn obsessive. Let it go or try it out, Abigail. You only have two choices. Stop agonizing over the decision and just make one. “Because I know I didn't give you one.” I glanced back at Addi, her lips parted slightly, her eyes taking in the scene with interest.
“Don't look at me.”
“I stole it off your key ring, you dope,” Flor said, tossing the mass of metal in his hand on the counter. He paused for a moment to glance down at the Windex and then looked up at me with a shake of his head. “What'd you do now? What the hell is this shit?” I pursed my lips and threw the rag in the sink, grabbing a roll of paper towels and bending down to clean up the mess. Flor followed after me and reached out to take the roll from me, brushing his fingers against mine. My breath caught and even through the sharp smell of Windex, I could practically taste his scent, that same citrusy shampoo he'd been using for years. A warm flush crept up from below and colored my cheeks with heat.
I drew back my hand and pretended not to notice.
“Why are you so dressed up, Addi?” he asked without bothering to look over his shoulder. Addison was staring at me strangely and I just knew she was about thirty seconds away from calling off her date with Patrick and his parents.
I stood up suddenly and gave her a look.
“What time are you supposed to meet them?” I asked as she continued to stare at me. Her caramel-brown eyes narrowed and her lips, slathered in bright red, twisted to the side in a suspicious gesture. I forced myself to smile because Flor was looking up at me, his dark hair falling over his brow, his eyes bright and intelligent and way, way, way too intuitive. “Patrick and his parents, I mean,” I added before he could ask.
Flor finished wiping up the Windex and stood, turning to glance at Addi.
“You bailing on us or something?” he asked and although his voice was light, I felt something there, beneath his words, trapping us both. Shit. I closed my eyes and did what I always did: I thought of our parents. Well, my dad and his mom. I thought of them, how in love they were, how long they'd been together and I made myself realize – for probably the millionth time – that there was no way in hell this taboo little crush I was nursing was going to pan out.
“I've got a date,” Addi said, shaking her head with a sigh. Flor narrowed his eyes on her and then reached into his pocket for a cigarette. He flipped it around in his fingers for a minute before pausing and glancing over at me. We exchanged a neutral look, one so shielded that it made me want to scream. Why couldn't we just be honest with each other? I was attracted to him; he was attracted to me. So what? Didn't have to be the end of the world. “I'll be back as soon as I can,” she said, kissing me on the cheek and giving Flor a look that I couldn't read.
“I'll walk you out,” he said, nodding with his chin at the door. I watched them descend the steps out of sight and then moved to the window, leaning on the seat and trying my best to listen to their conversation. I know, I know, eavesdropping isn't the most honest move to make, but I knew whatever they were going to say about me, I would never hear a word of it.
I was listening so hard and leaning so close to the open window that I didn't notice Flor standing beside me until he spoke.
“What the fuck are you doing?” he asked me and I jumped, clutching the sides of the window seat as I turned and found him with an unlit cigarette hanging from his lips. I reached up and brushed some hair back behind my ear, clearing my throat and shaking my head. The worst part about the whole situation was that I was pretty much eye level with his crotch. I was having a hard time meeting his eyes, too, so I ended up somewhere in between with my gaze focused on the tight muscles of his belly, just barely visible beneath the fabric of his T-shirt. Shit.
“What are … I thought you went down to smoke?” I asked, standing up and sliding past him, padding barefoot to the kitchen and yanking out a couple bottles of beer. I'd had Patrick buy them for me yesterday when he took Addi to the store for more groceries.
“Forgot to grab a lighter,” he said, and then, appearing as if by magic behind me, “Abi?” Too close. Way too close. I held my breath, afraid that if I sucked in a lungful of air, I'd touch him when my chest expanded. His own breath was tickling the fine hairs on the back of my neck and making my hands quiver with carefully repressed desire. There was no way Flor was oblivious to the way his presence, his nearness, affected me, but he sure acted like he was. “Gross,” he continued, shattering the mood that he'd just as quickly created, “you have weird tastes.” He flicked his fingers randomly at the glass bottles on the counter.
“You forget that I'm only eighteen and I can't legally buy alcohol,” I whispered, slipping past him and moving back towards the fridge, a bottle in my hand. Being underage wasn't going to keep me from drinking it, however. I was good, but I wasn't that good.
“Oh, trust me, kitten, I never forget your age.”
My entire body went white hot as I spun around, suddenly afraid that Flor was going to touch me, push me down … maybe even screw me over this countertop? But he hadn't moved from his spot, standing there with the beer in one hand and an inscrutable look scrunching up his features. I watched as his fingers crawled across the countertop and grabbed his key ring.
“I didn't think you'd even manage to come up with the drinks. I brought my own,” he said, setting his bottle on the counter and moving out of the kitchen and towards the stairs. I waited until I was certain I heard him hit the landing and then slumped back against the cabinets. Crap. Crap. Crap. I pursed my lips. Fuck. That was more like it. Fuck it.
I tore open a drawer, flicked the cap off my drink and downed half of it before Flor even crested the top of the stairs. I was so … aware of how alone we were. No worries about parents coming home and finding us, no Addi, no tattooed and pierced up girlfriends with weird names. Just me and Flor. Me and my stepbrother.
I sighed.
Other than that one kiss way back when, I had no idea if Flor really did feel the same way I did. I mean, what if he'd moved on? What if I was just his pathetic little sister with a crush on her big brother? Only he didn't feel like my brother. I guess I had nothing to compare him with, but how come, when asked about my family, I always failed to mention that I had a stepbrother? It wasn't like Florian was ever far from my mind. Somehow, it felt like my brain – and my heart – were tainted with him, drenched in his citrusy-sweet scent, the smell of cigarette smoke, and the intense scrutiny of eyes so sharp they could cut.
I nibbled on my lower lip and took another drink of my beer. Flor was right; it was disgusting. I almost gagged on the heavy taste of hops and something spicy, like jalapeños. Gross. Guess that's what I got for telling Patrick and Addi to just grab anything. Oregonians love beer brewing almost as much as they love the outdoors; everybody and their grandma has a home brew, not all of them worth the label their logo is printed on.
I took another swig and pretended not to notice. Like hell I'd let Flor get one up on me. His know-it-all attitude had to be culled by somebody and since most people fawned over him, that duty had fallen to me. Even though I also, in secret, fawned over him, probably worse than any of them.
I jumped when I heard his boots hit the stairs and had barely enough time to collect myself before his aura pushed itself into the room and surrounded me, choking back the careful walls I'd built around myself these past three years. Crap. How could I keep saying I was over him, that I'd accepted the idea that he could never be mine, when my body writhed in blissful agony from a single, well-placed look?
Like the one he was giving me now.
I met his eyes and held on for dear life, watching him walk across the room towards me. If looks could kill, I'd be dead, but I'd also be a happy corpse. Yikes.
“Now this,” he said, moving back into the kitchen and depositing a heavy paper bag onto the counter, “is the good stuff.” I watched Flor reach inside, the strong muscles in his arms sliding and swelling beneath the layer of tattoos on his right arm, starting with the crescent moon and clouds on his hand and trailing up through a starry sky and various portraits that disappeared beneath his sleeve. For someone so young, he sure had a lot, but then again, it was his passion and his career. His mom was always half-joking that he was going to run out of skin by the time he was thirty, but I had a feeling that Flor didn't like to think that far ahead.
He produced a case of Total Domination by Ninkasi Brewing Company and popped the top, giving it a quick sniff before he downed a good two-thirds of the bottle. Even though he was only twenty-one, Flor had been drinking long enough to be considered a connoisseur. He turned around then, almost suddenly, like he'd half-forgotten I was there and tried to hand me his nearly empty bottle.
“Try a sip, see if you like it.” I obliged him, ridiculously aware that my lips were about to graze the glass in an indirect kiss. I quickly stifled that thought, fully and completely aware of how stupid it sounded. I wasn't fifteen anymore, but sometimes Flor made me feel like I was. I tipped back the drink, getting a punch of deep, dark bitterness in the back of my throat before I swallowed. Flor might be a beer expert, but I was most definitely a novice. Fancy, colorful, girly cocktails anyone? Something that tastes like juice? I kept my face neutral and nodded.
“Yeah,” I said, passing it back. “It's good.” Lie. But like hell I was telling him that. He smirked like he knew I probably didn't like it, but didn't say anything, the look fading slowly away.
Silence descended between us and that scared me. We usually had plenty of material to bicker back and forth about. I straightened out the baggy navy blue T-shirt I was wearing and wished I'd dressed up or something. I'd been planning on it, but he'd been early – much earlier than usual even.
“Hey Abigail,” he said, and I closed my eyes. He only ever called me by my full name when there was something going on that he knew I wouldn't be happy to hear about. For example, when I was sixteen and my first real boyfriend had been fooling around with other girls behind my back, Flor had told me. He'd called me Abigail then, too. “Can I ask you something?”
“Sure,” I said, feigning nonchalance. In all reality, my heart was pounding so hard I could barely hear my own lips, betraying me with a single word. Sure. No, I wasn't sure. I wasn't sure about anything. I stayed silent and waited, staring at the label on my drink.
After a moment, I realized that whatever it was that Florian had been planning to say, he'd changed his mind. I could tell the moment I looked up and caught him staring at the bookcases that lined the walls between the windows, and not at my face.
“Flor,” I said and his gaze snapped back to me, his lips twisting into an evil grin.
“Let me take you out,” he said, sending a thrill of heat down my spine. My heartbeat picked up speed, something I hadn't even thought possible, making me dizzy for a split second before I realized I was overreacting.
“Out?” I asked, and was glad I actually managed to keep my voice in check. I sounded normal, or relatively normal for me anyway. My voice always sounded kind of husky, like I was trying too hard. “What do you mean out?” I looked at him looking at me and tried to figure out that enigmatic smile of his.
“You know, because your birthday was so goddamn fucking lame.” I raised an eyebrow at that, but he wasn't done, finishing his beer and taking a step towards me. “Your dad still hasn't gotten it through that thick skull of his that you're not a kid anymore. Cake and frigging ice cream is fine when you're six, but eighteen? Come on. Tell me that family dinner didn't suck some serious ass.”
I tried to smile, but what was I going to say? That my birthday was six months ago, that this was a little late, or that I'd snuck out of the house afterward and partied until dawn (at my friends' behest, of course)? None of that seemed appropriate, so I held my tongue and smiled instead.
“I guess so. What did you have in mind?” Flor raised his hand like he was going to touch my hair, but then he snatched it back, running his tongue over his lower lip and turning away from me. I may or may not have focused on his ass again.
“I don't know, nee-chan, let's figure this shit out.” He glanced over his shoulder at me and I died a little inside. Nee-chan. That's basically Japanese for 'little sister', made even worse by the fact that chan is an honorific usually reserved for little kids and people you're too close to to ever consider throwing over the couch and fucking until they scream. It also irritated me because I knew that Flor spoke little to no actual Japanese despite three years of high school classes. My dad pretty much forced me to take them, too, so I could tutor Flor and hopefully keep him from flunking out. Since he managed to graduate high school, I considered it a great feat on my part. “We live in the greatest city in the world; there's always something to do.” A slight exaggeration when it came to Eugene, Oregon, but I wasn't about to burst his bubble. I'd have much rather lived in San Francisco, in some tiny little apartment in the Mission, but there was something other than the beautiful scenery and the microbrews that kept me here, and I'll give you a hint – it wasn't the Ducks football team.
I nibbled on my lower lip again, realized I was doing it and promptly snapped my mouth shut. The sudden silence in the room seemed even louder than before.
Flor dug into the pocket of his jeans for a light and lit up, putting a boot on the window seat and leaning forward to push the window up and out of his way. He must've grabbed the lighter when he'd gone back down to his car. I didn't know what his mother would think of him smoking in here, considering this entire building actually belonged to her. And I could only imagine what she'd do if she realized I was crushing on her son. Kick me out? Banish me from family gatherings?
I lifted my gaze away from my stepbrother's ass and came to sit next to his foot on the cushioned seat. He maintained his vigil of the neighborhood and hooked up the left half of his mouth in a grin.
“Naked dude,” he said, and I smiled. Despite an ordinance banning nudity (don't ask about our sister city to the north and its infamous World Naked Bike Ride), it wasn't impossible to catch a glimpse of a brave soul every once in a while. “And he's got a pierced dick, would you look at that?” I scrambled to look out the window and catch a glimpse of this mystery dude while Flor roared with laughter. “Look at you, so desperate to see some guy's metallic junk. Do you know how bad that shit hurts?” I glanced back at him with a raised brow, my eyes dropping low … lower. Flor caught me looking and leaned down, whispering in my ear. “Wouldn't you like to know.” And then he stood up, took his foot off the window seat and flicked his cigarette in the sink. “Pick something to do or I'll pick it out for you,” he added, taking out another beer and chugging it.
My mind went immediately to all of the things we couldn't do together – like rip each other's clothes off – before it spiraled back down into the realm of the everyday and I was suddenly flooded with vapid indecision.
“Um.” This was the only word capable of escaping my suddenly parched lips. Go to dinner? No. No. That's either too lame or too much like a date. A movie? Definitely boring. A club? Did I really want to go to a club and watch a hundred other girls rub all over Flor? No. The answer was hell freaking no I did not.
I raised my head and found those eyes of his boring into me, cutting so deep I was pretty sure I was seconds away from bleeding out all over the wood floors. My breath remained trapped in my throat, choking back the words I really wanted to say, the questions I wanted to ask. Once, several months back, I'd braved the school therapist and I'd told her all about my problem, spilled my secrets to a stranger and sat back waiting for judgment. Instead, all I got was an understanding smile and more questions. Lots of questions. How does your attraction to your brother make you feel? Have you ever talked with him about it? Have you and your brother ever acted out on your feelings? I'd wanted to snap back at her, remind her that stepbrother and brother were two entirely different things. In some ways, though, she'd been right: I should tell him. Maybe, just maybe, if we talked about it together, if I was honest with Flor, I could get past this.
Instead I swallowed hard and blurted out the first thing that came to my mind.
“I want a tattoo.”
I don't think he'd have been anymore shocked if I really had confessed my undying love.
“You what?” he asked, scratching at the side of his head with those long, strong fingers I'd always admired. I knew how good those fingers could feel, how they could skitter across my skin like bits of coal, burning a trail of pleasure that stained the spirit and the soul.
I steepled my own hands together like a prayer and pressed them against my lips to hide my equally stunned expression.
“A tattoo, huh?” Flor asked again, sitting next to me on the window seat. I turned slowly to look at him and nearly exploded out of my skin when he bumped me playfully with his shoulder, just like he'd done when were kids – just like he hadn't done since we'd kissed each other that night three years ago. That simple touch, the slight brush of his skin against mine, was like an electric shock, waking me up inside, making me melt, paralyzing my heart for several beats.
“Yeah, a tattoo.”
I glanced over at my stepbrother, Florian, the boy who'd grown up practically alongside me but was still, somehow, a virtual stranger, like a long lost childhood friend that I'd once known but would never know again. I nibbled on my lower lip in thought and turned away, focusing on the kitchen instead of on his face. He seemed surprised still, but pleased. I mean, why wouldn't he be? Tattooing was his art, his passion, and his career.
“Only if you trust me,” he said, drawing my gaze back to him. Already I could see gears turning behind those green eyes of his. He blinked once and suddenly his entire focus was on me, on my face, my body. I could feel him looking not just at me, but into me. An involuntary shiver worked its way down my spine. “Let me decide what and where, Abi,” he continued, his voice dropping an octave, making me shift uncomfortably. I could feel things happening between my thighs that only Flor could do to me. Even my last boyfriend, the one I'd lost my virginity to, hadn't made me feel like this.
I kept my gaze locked on his and for a split second there, I saw indecision and secrets. They fluttered behind his eyes like shadows and then were gone, buried deep down God only knows where, somewhere inside of Florian that nobody was allowed to see.
I wished desperately that he'd let me in.
Instead, I smiled, nodded and stood up.
“Okay, Flor,” I told him, trying to keep my voice light. “Okay, I trust you.”
His smile then was positively wicked.
“Hey Abi,” he said as I raised my eyebrow and forced myself to appear nonchalant, taking another sip of my beer, “do you have any of those side-tie bikini bottoms in that conservative little closet of yours?”
“Why?” I asked, feeling a certain amount of heat suffuse my face. Sometimes it felt like Flor's opinion of me hadn't changed in three years, like he still thought of me as that innocent little fifteen year old, sneaking off to a party. I did, in fact, have the type of bikini bottom he was talking about, the kind with the ties on either hip.
“Because,” Flor said, standing up and getting way too close to me for comfort. I looked up at him and traced the scar on his chin with my eyes, wishing I could touch it with my fingers instead. “You're gonna need it.”
Florian drove us both to his tattoo shop in downtown Springfield, an up and coming neighborhood that I'd once never even considered visiting after dark. Now, the historic buildings on either side of Main Street had more than just for sale signs in the windows. Across the street from Flor's studio, there was an old brick building painted a cheerful yellow that housed a café, and on the opposite corner, two previously empty shop fronts had been turned into a busy restaurant/brewing company. With the city of Springfield (Eugene's neighbor across the I-5) onboard, decorative posts, light fixtures and crosswalk improvements were being added block by block along the seven mile corridor. Flor's shop, On Bent Wings, was smack dab in the middle, still open and filled with people even at this hour.
As he snagged a lucky parking space directly in front of the studio, I twisted my hands nervously in my lap and tried to hide the sheen of sweat building on my forehead. I knew my dad was not going to be happy when he found out Flor had tattooed me. He'd been terrified of it since the moment my stepbrother had gotten his first piece of ink and he'd seen how his eyes lit up. If it were up to my father neither Florian nor I would ever have a piercing anywhere other than our ears and tattoos would be out of the question. Already, I'd managed to piss him off by getting my nose pierced and Flor … well, my stepmom and my dad had always agreed to disagree on Florian. It had prevented a lot of fights between the two of them as they had drastically different parenting styles, but I could see the way my father looked at my stepbrother. He might love him like a son (might), but he wasn't exactly always ready with a smile and a hug either.
Flor parked the car and shut off the ignition, turning to look at me with one raised brow. I focused on the three piercings there and refused to look into his eyes. Enclosed spaces like this only seemed to trap the sexual tension between us, lock it inside a bubble that threatened to drown me with its intensity. Sometimes I wondered if I was crazy, if I was the only one that felt these things when we were together.
“You look like you're about to puke,” he said with a smirk, like he found the entire situation hilarious and was trying to hold back his laughter. I'd have been annoyed with him if the lights from the shop hadn't fallen across his brow just so, revealing the natural blue-black highlights in his hair. “If you've already changed your mind, we can go grab some dim sum or something. Besides, your dad's going to fucking kill me when he finds out about this.” Dim sum. Exciting. I'm sure all of Flor's other dates are this entertaining.
I dropped my gaze to his as I reached out and opened my door to release some of the pressure that was building inside the car.
“I can do this, Flor,” I told him, squaring my shoulders and straightening my spine. “I want to do this.” Flor shrugged like he didn't care either way and climbed out of the car. I followed after him, aware of all the eyes that swung our way when we entered into the shop. I knew some of these girls by sight. They hung out here a lot, flirting with Flor and some of the other tattoo artists that worked alongside him. What I really wanted to do was tell them all to get a life and stop clinging to my brother, stop touching him, stop going home with him.
Instead I smiled and tried to soak in the campy, eclectic atmosphere that felt even more like Flor than his own house did. With a black and white tiled floor, pale blue walls, and a black chandelier hanging over the counter, there was a surprising chicness to the place that seemed to draw people in. With the couches in the front, the beverage station stocked with tea and coffee, and a TV playing nonstop horror films, it felt less like a tattoo studio and more like somebody's living room. My dad said the whole place looked and felt unprofessional, but I liked it.
As curious (and overtly jealous) gazes started to swing my way, I refocused my attention on Flor's back as we moved around the counter and he greeted his friends by bending over their pieces and commenting on the designs.
“What the fuck are you doing back here today?” his best friend, Max, asked, coming out of the back and acting like seeing Flor here after-hours was the most shocking thing he'd ever witnessed in his life. When he spotted me, he raised his eyebrows and let a smile come across his full lips. Crap. I looked right back at him and pretended not to give a shit that he was here. Only I did. I really, really did. Max was the last guy I dated, and we dated behind Florian's back. I think we both were under the impression that if he found out, he'd kick Max's ass and at least verbally, he'd have kicked mine, too. Max was one of those guys that you just know is an asshole. Know it, and can't help yourself from going after him anyway.
“Hey Abi,” he said, and I didn't like the way his voice dropped, like he was really, really excited to see me. This was exactly why I avoided stopping by the shop when I knew he was working. Flor had gotten under my skin tonight, made me forget. Damn it. “What brings you here?”
Flor stood up, pulling his eyes away from a killer black and white rose that graced the elegant shoulder of a beautiful twenty-something. Her gaze found Florian right away and stayed there.
“Getting her first ink today,” Flor said and then, for whatever reason, decided to add, “and the motherfucker wielding the needle is gonna be me.” He winked at Max, moving past him and leaving me there in an awkward moment of hesitation. Max was still smiling, still looking beautiful in an outfit eerily similar to Flor's – tight T-shirt, jeans, boots. I opened my mouth to say something, horribly aware that Flor would hear it, too. Our breakup had been amicable, but that didn't mean things weren't awkward. Guess that's what I got for dating a guy I'd known almost as long as I'd known Flor. Maybe childhood friend stuff never really worked out in the end?
Max seemed to sense my hesitation, but before he could say anything to break the tension, one of the other artists called him over and I made my break. I followed Flor down a short hallway with doors on either side. I knew these rooms were reserved for people who wanted privacy and didn't want to be tattooed in the chairs that sat behind the front counter, in plain sight of all Florian's groupies.
I shook my head to clear the negativity away. I didn't need that today. Today had to be special, momentous.
“You ready for your first time?” Flor purred, knowing damn well the double entendre he was laying on me. I stuck my tongue out at him when he glanced over his shoulder and grinned, turning around and pressing his back to one of the blue doors. Or at least, I thought it was blue. In all reality, it was so covered in stickers that I wasn't exactly sure what color was underneath. “Seriously,” Flor said, his hand resting on the knob as I paused in front of him, once again far too aware of the narrow hallway and his nearness for my own comfort. “Are you really ready for this? I don't want you doing this just because you want to make me happy.”
“Please, Flor,” I said, reaching out for the knob and thinking he'd move his hand out of the way. “When have I ever done anything just for you?” I kept my voice playful, hoping he wouldn't call me on my bluff. When we were really little, I used to do anything and everything in my power to get Flor to pay attention to me; this was not one of those times.
My hand curled around his, fingers entwining together for the briefest of moments before he turned the knob and pulled away from my touch. If that brief bit of contact made my blood heat and turned my knees to jelly, I wondered what it was doing for him. From the looks of it, the answer was simply nothing. I guessed he'd touched enough girls in his day that it didn't really matter anymore.
“Take a seat on the table while I work this sketch out, okay?” I nodded and waited for Flor to flick on the lights, bathing the small sterile room in color. His paintings lined the walls, colorful renditions of women in armor, dressed as vampires, hiding behind hooded cloaks. He was amazingly talented for his age, reminiscent of painters like Luis Royo and Victoria Francés. I took in the art with a smile, sitting down on the edge of the black cushioned chair and leaning back, letting my hair fan out around me while I glanced up at the ceiling and the swirl of stars painted across its blue and purple depths. If the exam chair and the stainless steel countertop to my left reminded me of a doctor's office, the rest of the room was awash in color.
“This won't take long,” he promised, fishing a laptop out of a locked drawer and laying it on the table. “I've been working on something for awhile that I think you'll like.” He paused for a moment and I was certain he was going to add something, but instead he just sat down and started drawing. I let my eyes drift closed against the bright lights above me and tried to breathe. It wasn't the actual act of getting a tattoo that was freaking me out. Obviously, I was no stranger to the art. It was something else that was bothering me, but I couldn't quite put my finger on it. Of course, it probably had something to do with my stepbrother. Whenever I had a feeling I couldn't quite shake, butterflies in my stomach, or a perpetual shiver that clung to my spine, it always had to do with him. He's such an asshole.
I kept my eyes closed for a while, the smell of antiseptic burning my nostrils as I waited for Florian to work his magic. A few minutes later, he told me he was sending something to the printer and left. When he came back, he had a digital painting in his hand.
“I want you to take a look at this and let me know what you think,” he said, drawing my eyes open and focusing my attention on the art held out for my inspection. When I sat up and reached out to take it, a strange look passed over Flor's face, almost like he was unsure. I blinked and it was gone, replaced with that cocky self-assuredness that I was always so used to seeing.
My fingers curled around the page and pulled it towards me, an image of a white stag greeting me with dark eyes and an enigmatic expression that somehow, strangely, reminded me of Florian. Its majestic form was silhouetted against a dark sky and a gray-yellow moon obscured by clouds. It was both so like and unlike my stepbrother that I wasn't sure what to say.
“If you don't like it,” he told me, dragging a box of cigarettes out of his pocket and putting one between his lips, “you can tell me. I'm a big boy, I can take it.” He winked at me and sighed, slipping the fingers of his right hand into his pocket and leaning against the wall, centered between two of his paintings.
I blinked up at him.
“Oh, God, Flor. No, no, I love it. It's so … simple but so powerful.” He watched me as I spoke, eyes roving my face, like he was trying to discern if I was really telling the truth or not. For a second there, I actually felt like we might have a moment, but then Flor had to go and do one of his usual shrugs, standing up and moving towards the door.
“Think about it. Make sure it's what you want, what you really, really want.” I swallowed hard and pulled the page closer to my chest. Somehow, I wasn't sure he was talking only about the tattoo. “I'm gonna go have a smoke.”
I watched Flor walk out of the room and then dug my phone from my pocket. As I'd expected, there were already several texts from Addi. Rather than read them all, I simply called her back.
“Hey bitch,” I said, trying to sound casual. I felt anything but. The second he graduated high school, Flor moved out of the house and I barely saw him. Then, a few months back, he started making appearances at family dinners and get-togethers again. I was finally starting to feel like we were becoming friends again. It was just … weird. I couldn't quite get a feel on his emotions and in turn, I couldn't quite get a feel on mine either.
I knew Addison could tell the moment she heard my voice over the phone.
“You better not be doing anything stupid,” she told me and I gawped, leaning forward and curling over the printout protectively.
“I'm not,” I said, knowing I sounded defensive. I held the phone with my right hand and set the paper down in my lap. “I'm just maybe, sort of, kind of getting a tattoo?” It came out as a question. I'd always been a little bit of a wimp when it came to Addison. I swear, I could hear her pursing her lips at me.
“Without me? You slut. I want to see you get inked. Where are you? I'm coming over there.”
“You are not,” I said, glad that she hadn't quite put two and two together yet. The second she discovered that Flor was the one who was going to be tattooing me, she'd freak. “You are going to stay with your Irish soul mate and his parents and convince him to move his butt here and marry you, so I can have the apartment all to myself.”
“Hah! A week into this and you're already getting cold feet? Well, you don't need to worry. As soon as Patrick told his parents he was thinking of moving here, they freaked out and left the restaurant. He's in their hotel room with them now and I'm standing alone in the lobby. So, spill it. Where are you?”
I bit my lower lip hard enough that I winced.
My silence was worth a thousand words. Well, one word anyway.
Florian.
“Goddamn it, Abigail Ingram Sharp. Are you letting him tattoo you? Really?”
“He's talented, Addi.”
“I know he's talented, Abigail, but you want to fuck him. He's your brother. And an asshole. And a player.”
“Stepbrother,” I inserted, knowing she wasn't finished with me yet.
“Foulmouthed. Arrogant. Rude. He scared the shit out of Dorian. Pretty sure he doesn't like me either. Abigail, listen. It's not that I think there's anything morally wrong with your feelings or your attraction to Florian, but what do you think would happen if you did sleep together? Awkward family dinners? More hurt feelings? What would your dad do if he ever found out?”
I cringed and a cold chill crept into my blood, stealing some of that rabid heat that Florian always managed to instill in me.
“Florian … he's not exactly a relationship sort of a guy. I mean, even if you could figure out someway to work this whole fiasco into a livable sort of situation, he wouldn't go for it. He'd fuck you and leave you, just like he's done to dozens of other girls.”
“Okay, okay, okay.” I held up my hand, even though she wasn't there to see it. I took a deep breath and focused on the painting directly in front of me. There was a girl halfway through her transformation into a swan, only it wasn't a pleasant looking sort of a transformation. Her face was twisted into a grimace of pain and her arms were wrapped tightly around her midsection, fingers digging into her pale flesh. “I get it. Nothing's going to happen between us, Addi.” The snort she responded with told me she didn't believe me, not one bit. “I'm probably going to be here for a few hours. Come see me later; I'll text you the address.”
I hung up before she could respond and jumped when the door opened.
“You ready?” Flor asked me again, and I nodded, watching as he set a fresh printout on the drafting table to the right of the stainless steel counter. The smell of cigarette smoke hung around him, but managed to do absolutely nothing to obscure his usual scent. Florian was masculine without being vulgar, sharp and spicy and sweet all at the same time. Damn him. “You sure you wouldn't be more comfortable with a butterfly or a flower or some shit?” He glanced over at me and I noticed that his shirt was a little rumpled and on his neck, there was a perfect lip print in pastel pink. One of the groupies had gotten to him.
My stomach twisted up in knots and a rush of disappointment surged through me. My brain tried to promise me that there was no way he'd had enough time to go out there and sleep with someone yet my heart was utterly convinced he had. Either way, it shouldn't have mattered to me. He was my brother for fuck's sake.
I shook my head violently, brown curls sliding over my shoulders.
“No, of course not. You should know me better than that, Flor,” I said, even though I wasn't sure that he really did. For having known the guy for thirteen years, it always seemed he knew surprisingly little about me when I, pathetically, seemed to know everything about him. Well, everything he'd let me know, that is. I was working under the suspicion that there was a lot under the surface that Flor was hiding. “I don't want a fucking butterfly or a flower. I want that design right there. Let's do this.”
His eyebrows raised, but he didn't say a thing, straightening out his shirt and sitting down to flick on the switch for the light box. He put a piece of what looked like tracing paper over the table and proceeded to copy his art onto it. For a while he didn't speak and I started to wonder if I'd somehow done something to piss him off. Flor's tattooed hand moved across the page in a blur of color, his fingers strong and sure, guiding the pencil with an expertise that I could only envy. As far as I knew, I didn't have any passions or special talents. I mean, I was good at school, but what did that really mean if I couldn't decide on a major?
I bit back a sigh and leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees to watch him when suddenly, he paused, the tip of his pencil resting lightly on the page. When Flor turned slowly in his seat to look at me, jeans creaking against the leather of the chair, a shiver went down my spine. As his thoughtful expression morphed into a wicked grin, the shiver became a full body shake that I had to fight to quell.
“Well, what are you waiting for, Abi? Take your pants off.”
The words went straight through me, piercing my heart like an arrow. Between my legs, an insistent throbbing began that I didn't know how to control. Wow.
“All the way off?” I asked, knowing that was a stupid question. Florian laughed at me, hunching back over the table, pencil sliding across the page like it was nothing, like he could do this in his sleep.
“Unless you want to do it with your pants tangled around your ankles.” The corner of his mouth twitched. “Which I'm not opposed to.”
I huffed, knowing he was just teasing me and sat up, pulling off the gray leather boots I'd put on in an attempt to look somewhat stylish. Walking into this shop was like walking into a lion's den, one filled with gorgeous, perfectly put-together lionesses, dressed up like wafer thin models. I knew I'd never match up to them, no matter how hard I tried, but I couldn't seem to keep myself from trying. A pair of boots and some nice jeans weren't fooling anyone though; I had breasts and hips and a stubborn layer of extra padding that nobody wanted to see. I knew I wasn't fat (I wasn't that delusional yet), but I also knew I wasn't winning any beauty contests.
I stood up, my bare feet hitting the floor with a slap and then started to unbutton my jeans. I could practically feel Flor's eyes on my back, yet when I turned around, he wasn't looking at me. I swallowed and faced towards the wall, hooking my fingers in the denim and closing my eyes. This shouldn't be so hard and yet … I felt like I was drowning again, smothered in the ashes of an unrequited love. I breathed out and up, sending stray strands of hair fluttering around my face, and then I dropped my jeans. Or I tried to anyway. I'd squeezed myself into my tightest pair of dark wash skinny jeans, so I had to really struggle to push them down my hips and over my calves.
The bikini bottoms I'd slipped into at home felt suddenly inadequate.
“Alright,” Florian said, and maybe I was imagining it but his voice felt like it was deeper, darker, huskier. I turned around and found him intently focused on the drafting table and his artwork. Okay, okay, so I really was imagining it. “Come over here and just stand like you normally would, don't do anything special.”
I turned around and moved over to him, my feet cold on the bare wood floor as I paused next to my stepbrother and watched his expression as he looked up at me – or rather at my … crotch. He turned in his chair and reached out, taking hold of the strings on my right hip. I felt dizzy, this close to him, dressed in so little. It would take a split second for him to lift me up and set me on the table, undo his pants, and slide into me.
Holy crap.
Flor's fingers tugged roughly on the strings and the knot came undone, the top corner of the bikini falling forward as I gasped and dropped my hand to keep the rest of it from sliding away. I knew I was breathing hard. Hell, I could hear my own breaths echoing in the tiny room, could feel the sweat forming on my lower back, between my thighs. The hand that held my bikini bottoms in place was shaking, just a little but enough that I knew Flor could tell.
If he did, at least he had the decency to pretend not to. I looked up at the ceiling as he leaned back and grabbed some blue tape, taping the bikini in place so that a good majority of my hip was exposed. Feeling his fingers press the tape into place nearly undid me completely. I had to bite my lower lip and keep my gaze focused on the mural above his head. If I'd looked down at him in that moment, I might've grabbed his hair with my left hand and pulled his head back, kissed him and hoped to God that he kissed me back.
But I wasn't that brave, unfortunately.
“Okay, now don't get your panties in a bunch over this,” he said and then chuckled, the sound worming its way into my skull and taking hold there. “Not that it doesn't look like they're already in one.” I would've smacked him playfully, but that would've required touching him and I wasn't capable of doing that right now. “But I have to shave you. There are fine hairs all over the body, even one as smooth as yours.” As smooth as yours. Was that something a stepbrother should say to his stepsister? Since Flor was the only stepbrother I knew, I had no clue.
He sat back and I finally took a chance, glancing down at him as he snapped black latex gloves over his tattooed hands and pulled out a disposable razor from a nearby drawer. The scrape of the blade against my skin seemed loud and I prayed inside my head that Flor would turn on music when he got to work. I didn't think I could sit there in silence with him and not scream.
When he was done shaving me, Florian grabbed a small plastic tub and opened the lid, switching out his gloves for a new pair. For all his faults, Flor was a professional and he knew what he was doing. I waited with a thumping heart while he dug out some of the clear cream and then reached up to my hip, sliding his fingers along my skin as I crackled and burned inside. Tears pricked the corners of my eyes, not because I was sad, but because the sensations were almost too much to bear. Florian's hands were too much, the heat of his breath against my skin was too much, the smell of his hair, the hardness of his muscles, the color of his eyes … ugh. My stepbrother was a never ending set of stimuli for me.
When he finished, giving no indication that touching me was affecting him quite so much as it was me, he pressed the tracing paper to my hip and pushed it flush, running his hand over and over and over it.
Torture. Sheer torture. What was I thinking? I couldn't go through with this. We'd just started and already, I was swollen and desperate downstairs, panting like I'd just run a marathon and shaking like a leaf.
“Relax, Abi,” Florian told me, peeling the paper back and tossing it into the silver trashcan near his chair. “Hell, you're even making me nervous.” Flor pushed his chair back and stood up, tilting his head to the side and focusing on my hip. “Looks just about perfect to me. Why don't you take a peek and tell me what you think of the placement. Don't be afraid to adjust it. This is permanent, so make sure you're happy with it.” He took off his gloves again and stepped back, giving me room to move to the mirror on the back of the door.
I stared at myself, pupils dilated, lips parted and moist, the mocha color of my skin shining bronze under the lights from above. I didn't look half bad, I guessed. And the stag? It might seem weird to put a deer on your hip, but it was perfect. It was Flor. It was me. In a way, it was us.
This is symbolic, Abigail, I told myself, turning side to side as I examined the lines of my future tattoo and avoided meeting Flor's gaze in the reflection. You and him, together, forever, but in a way that's safe, in a way that nobody has to get hurt.
I took a deep breath and jumped in feet first.
“Let's do this.”
The first prick made my eyes water, but I kept my focus on Flor's hand as he moved the needle across my skin with an expert's touch, starting with the darkness of the sky behind the stag. For a few minutes there, I wondered how I was going to make it through several hours of this but slowly, the pain started to fade away, turning into a numb buzzing sensation, like someone was drawing on my skin with a vibrating ballpoint pen.
I watched him work, let himself get drawn into that artistic zone that I'd never understood but had always wanted so desperately to attain. I was too logical, too analytical, to get there and really create. I blamed it on my dad; sharp logic and undeniable reason were at the basis of his DNA.
“How are you feeling, Abs?” Flor asked me after a while, silence reigning down around us like king. I wanted to make conversation, carry on the friendship routine we'd been practicing for the last few months, but the closeness of the room, the nearness of his skin, the fact that he was literally marking me, none of that made it easy.
Last time, Abigail, I told myself, vowing to make a clean break after this. If I couldn't be around Florian without losing my mind, then maybe I shouldn't be around him at all. It was hard to even think about that with him sitting so close to me.
“Fine,” I said, which was only half true. The physical discomfort I could deal with no problem; it was the emotional discomfort that was getting to me. “You?” He looked up at me and raised his eyebrow, the one with all the piercings in it. Three silver balls sat above the dark curve of his brow and only one below. I had no idea how he got them in there like that; was it just one piercing or three? I'd never had the courage to ask.
“You're asking me when you're the one getting your first ink?” He snorted and I felt my lips turn down at the corners.
“I was only asking because when you came back from smoking, it seemed like you were having a really good time.” The words came out sharper than I intended them to and I cringed. Flor sat back and put a hand on my belly, like he was trying to hold me in place. If he hadn't been wearing gloves, I might've melted from the touch.
“Hold still,” he barked and then, narrowing his eyes at me asked, “and what the fuck do you mean by that?”
“I mean,” I said, hating that I'd even brought this up, trying to look away and failing. His eyes were just too damn perfect, too astute, too sharp. “If you're going to hook up with one of your groupies between breaks, at least hide the evidence.” I stared at his brightly colored hickey for emphasis and watched as he reached a black gloved hand up and wiped it away. Flor stared at the smudge of pastel pink on his fingers and then shrugged, sitting back and laying his machine on a silver tray next to his chair. He peeled off the gloves and stood up.
“I started dating that girl you met last week,” he mumbled, like it was no big deal. My heart turned to ice, just like it always did when Florian got a girlfriend. Actual girlfriends, not just fuck buddies were few and far between. He was only twenty-one, but the idea of him settling down and having kids with someone made me feel ill. I was not ready to be an aunt to the children of my biggest crush.
“The drag queen?” I asked and he snorted again, grabbing one of the blue medical wipes he used to clear away the ink and blood while he was tattooing. I watched as he stared at his reflection and methodically wiped his throat clean. “The one with the big hair and the orange and pink flower?”
“That's the one,” he said, like he didn't give a shit about how I felt. Maybe he had no clue? This is definitely it. Time to make a clean break. He's got a girlfriend and you've got Dorian. One date in and you can already tell he's a nice guy. Plus, Addi vouches for him. That has to count for something, right?
“She was cute, I guess,” I mumbled under my breath, leaning back and wondering what sort of nastiness my stepbrother might've gotten to in the past week with this girl. All these little touches he was giving me, inadvertently turning me from ice to liquid magma and back again, and I was sure she'd probably had dozens. In fact, I was certain of it. Florian didn't hold back, didn't save those beautiful eyes and that gorgeous body for any one person, at least not for extended periods of time.
I still hate you, I thought miserably while I waited for him to come back to the chair and start again. Yet again, he grabbed a new pair of gloves and started up the needle with a faint buzzing sound that I actually found relaxing. Better than talking to you, you asshole.
“What about you? Anymore dates with Mr. Nice Guy?” Flor leaned in and focused all of his attention on the needle burrowing into my skin, wiping my hip every couple of seconds or so to clear the ink away. “Planning on losing your virginity to him?”
I swallowed hard.
“I'm not a virgin, Flor.” The words came out in a whisper, like I was ashamed of that fact. I wasn't, but it didn't make it any easier to tell him about it. He seriously stopped tattooing, pulling the needle back and lifting his face up to mine. It was frustratingly unreadable and I found myself regretting the admission almost as soon as I'd uttered it. “What?” I asked, trying to play the offensive. “It's not like you are either.” And that I knew for a fact. I'd seen Florian having sex with girls. More than once, actually, and the memories were burned into my brain.
“Huh.”
That's it, all he said. He put the needle back to my skin and I yelped. I swear, it felt like he was pressing harder that time.
“Chin up, little sister,” he said, lifting his black gloved hand and tapping me under the chin. Even though his cocky, self-assured smile and the glint in those sharp as pine needles green eyes of his should've pissed me off, they didn't. I felt my body make another coup in an attempt to subvert my brain. He's such a slut, I could probably have him if I wanted, at least for one night. I blushed and looked away. “Just a few more hours to go,” he whispered, like he was already chomping at the bit to be finished with the whole fiasco.
More time passed though I'm not sure how much; Florian didn't turn on any music nor did he speak to me. I started to wonder if I'd made a terrible mistake in coming here.
“How long ago?” he asked suddenly, breaking the silence. It took me a while to piece together what he meant and then I found myself blushing again.
Six months ago, just after my eighteenth birthday.
“None of your business,” I blurted, not wanting to tell him I'd only been with one guy and only a handful of times. Oh, and that I'd slept with his best friend and business partner. “Why do you care anyway?”
“Because I want to find the guy that deflowered by baby sister and beat the ever living shit out of him.”
I groaned.
“Would you stop it with the big brother act? You are not my brother, Florian.”
“Our parents are in love and they've been together for over a decade. What the hell does that mean?” he snapped back at me, sounding almost like he was trying to convince himself more than he was me. I stared at his dark hair, tousled and beautiful and oh so sexy. He'd always used to dye the very tips, sport red or blue or purple hair; it drove my dad nuts. As soon as he'd graduated high school though, he'd let it go back to its natural black and it'd stayed that way.
“It means that I don't have to tell you anything about my sex life, just like I don't want to know anything about yours.”
“Whatever,” he snorted back at me. I tried to sneak my phone out of my pocket, so I could text Addi to come rescue me when he started talking again. “I'm going out of town next week. Can you take care of my cat?”
Not exactly the heart pumping, coma inducing string of lust riddled words I wanted so desperately for him to spout at me.
“Where are you going?” I asked and he snorted, yet again.
“I thought your business wasn't my business and vice versa? Can you take care of the cat or not?” I glared at the top of his head, hating how luxurious and thick his hair was, how good it smelled.
“Six months,” I admitted and then took a deep breath that almost perfectly synched up with one of his. “Where are you going?”
“I've got a tattoo invitational up in Portland,” he said and just as I was about to release the breath I was holding, he added, “I'm taking Rhonda.”
“Rhonda? The drag queen's name is Rhonda?”
“Oh, I can assure you, this is no dude in a dress.”
I squinched up my face and closed my eyes. Okay, yes, this was a mistake. A big one. Huge. Of gargantuan proportions. I hate you, I thought again.
“Fine, I'll take care of your stupid cat.”
Florian wrinkled up his brow but said nothing.
We suffered the rest of the evening in silence and small talk until he finally sat back, rubbed his arm across his sweaty forehead and announced, “I'm done.”
He helped me up and out of the chair and although I pretended not to care that his fingers on my arm burned like fire, I was trembling by the time I stood up. Or maybe that was because of the tattoo. I'd like to believe that instead.
I moved to the mirror and looked down at my skin, colored with a brilliant wash of rich purples and blues, a gray-yellow moon and a white stag standing proudly before it all.
“In some cultures, the white stag is portrayed as a symbol of transgressing the taboo.”
My spine curled as I glanced over at him, sticking a cigarette between his lips and acting like he hadn't just thrown out a non sequitur worthy of wracking my already fragile brain.
“I'm gonna go have a quick smoke and then I'll be back to talk about aftercare.” He raised his eyebrows at me, moved out the door and left me alone with my thoughts and a stamp on my hip that would forever remind me of the crush I was never supposed to have.
Two weeks later and I was finally feeling like I had somehow cracked my Flor obsession. Three more dates with Dorian, and I hadn't seen my stepbrother once except to listen to a ten minute lecture about his cat and all of her special needs. I'd seen him dump girls over that cat. If he had one, true love in his life, it was probably her.
“So,” Addi said, stepping into the kitchen and leaning against the fridge. “I have tickets for the Ducks game this weekend. You should invite Dorian and we should go.” I shrugged, stirring the pot of soup I'd thrown together, ridiculously proud of myself for having made a home cooked meal. Eighteen years old and my shit was much more together than most of my friends' ever would be.
“I'm not really into sports,” I said and listened as Addi sighed. I knew a pout was coming on.
“I agreed to go to your stuffy family dinner thing on Friday. The least you could do is go on a double date with me. I mean, Dorian and Patrick are only in town for a few more days and then it'll be a month again before we get to see them.” I listened to her whine with a smile curling my lips. She knew I wasn't particularly stubborn when it came to these sorts of thing. Some puppy dog eyes and a little pouty lip and my resistance was broken.
“Don't act like Dorian and I are on the same level as you and Patrick, Addison. He might be moving out here, but that's because his brother's chasing you. It has nothing to do with me.”
She slid up next to me and put her elbows on the counter, giving me a puh-freaking-lease look with her big, brown eyes.
“He talks about you like it was love at first sight.”
I snorted, and then somehow, that reminded me of Florian, and I was shaking my head. Love at first sight? I definitely didn't feel much when I met Dorian for the first time, but I was trying to see if it would grow as I got to know him. He was sweet, responsible, and good-looking. Oh, and I wasn't related to him. These days, that seemed like a pretty big bonus in my book.
“Come on, Abigail, live a little,” she groaned, turning around and leaning back far enough that her hair brushed against the tiles on the countertop. “I know you don't like football; I don't like it either. But you're the one that wanted to be a Duck, remember? Besides, much as I hate to admit it, the Ducks are just … I mean, it's amazing what these guys can do. Not to mention there are some real cuties on the team this year.” She elbowed me and I elbowed her back until we'd both devolved into twelve year olds, screeching and tossing various cleaning supplies at one another.
“Alright!” I shrieked as the toilet brush skidded across the floor near my feet. I held up my hands as Addison backed up and looked inside the box marked Cleaning Crap. “Alright, fine.”
“And you'll invite Dorian?” she said again, staring straight at me, like her eyes could punch right through my stoic expression and straight to my face. But only Flor could really do that to me, the jerk. “And stop thinking about your stepbrother.”
“I am not thinking about my stepbrother,” I said, reaching a hand down to touch my hip. While my tattoo was mostly healed, it was still dry and needed fairly regular attention with a bottle of lotion. Each time I touched it, my mind was whisked away to that day, to Florian's fingers untying my bikini bottoms. Grr. I shook my head to clear it, only further confirming what Addison already knew: I was obsessed.
But I was making a clean break. It would work eventually, like I was going through detox or something. Imagine that, detox to clear the brain of one's brother and his perfectly sculpted abs. Ugh.
I grabbed the spoon and stirred my soup, scooping up a small mouthful to test. It was hot, but good. All it needed was a little more pepper.
“Whatever,” Addison said with a sigh, straightening out her black and white striped dress shirt. She was always so fashionable and I was always so … all over the place. I had a nose ring, a tattoo on my hip and a red tank top that was too short, exposing the ring in my belly button. Addison said I looked hot, that I had a good body, but she was straighter than the I-5 and I didn't believe her. “So what time's this dinner thing?” she asked, scooting onto a stool at the breakfast bar and reaching out to grab a stalk of celery. She stuck it in her mouth, leaves and all, and chewed loudly, eyes focused on the ceiling in thought. “Is Satan's Spawn going to be attending?”
“Don't call him that,” I said as I opened the oven and bent down to check the French bread. It was one of those 'buy and bake' things, not homemade; if only I was as good as my stepmother. “River's really nice. It's not her fault her son is a complete asshole.” Okay, so maybe it was a little bit her fault, but she'd always been – if not exactly a mother to me – nice, like a favorite auntie or something. I didn't blame her for not stepping in and taking the mother role completely; my father wouldn't let her. While they did their best to raise Flor and me as their own children, their whole 'my kid, my problem' routine often extended to good times as well as bad. Some people might not have agreed with the way Florian and I had been raised, but it had worked for us, for our family. Our family. Ech. I really needed to get him out of my brain permanently. “If you're going to call him anything, it can just be Satan, okay?” I stood up and closed the oven, smiling at Addison over my right shoulder. She dropped her eyes to mine, fluffed her curly hair and shook her head.
“Sure thing, Abs. Just promise me, if he's there, don't play his games with him.”
“Games?” I asked, looking up and out the window. Across the street a guy was painting a mural in the alley between two large brick buildings. I hadn't had the time to examine it yet, but from here it looked like a bunch of naked women running through a field of organic vegetables – don't ask how I knew that they were organic, this was Eugene, Oregon; of course they were organic. “What are you talking about?”
Addison sighed and slapped the counter with her piece of celery, making me jump.
“You know exactly what I'm talking about,” she said, pointing aggressively at me with the offending vegetable. Her brown eyes were narrowed and glinting, so I knew I better pay careful attention. “He purposely picks at you, Abigail, and you rise to the occasion. He knows you have a thing for him, and he likes it.” Addi's words were meant to warn me, but instead they just sent a little thrill down my spine. I stirred the chicken noodle soup with extra force. “Ignore him, and if you can't ignore him, then answer with yes, no, or fuck off.”
I nodded. Addi might be half joking, but she was right, I couldn't play into Flor's hands. He did like to torment me, and I couldn't let him. I reached a hand down and touched the spot where my tattoo was, fingers resting against the soft cotton of my pj pants.
I'd turned over a new leaf, made a resolution, and I was sticking to it.
Florian brought Rhonda to our family dinner.
Yeah, that's right, the drag queen. He brought the freaking drag queen to our family dinner.
“Oh my, Florian,” his mom, River, said, kissing both his cheeks and leaning back to smile fondly over at Rhonda. River's dark hair was piled on her head in a messy bun and she looked ridiculously chic in her cream silk skirt and white blouse. I'd come straight here after my last class of the day and hadn't bothered to change, didn't know I'd needed to. We had family dinner every Friday evening and Flor only showed up about once a month, if that. “If I recall correctly, this is the first time you've ever brought a girl home to us.”
Crap.
I reached up to check my hair and found it a flyaway, tangled mess of brown curls and colored extensions. Addi had convinced me to wear them, clipping each purple, blue and green curl into my hair with a smile. She said I looked like a real Eugenian hipster badass punk bitch, whatever the hell that means. I felt so inadequate suddenly, standing there in torn jeans and a black tank top. I just knew my hot pink bra straps were sticking out. Today had been laundry day and it'd been the only clean one I had in my dresser. Normally I was on top of this kind of stuff, but it'd been a hectic week. My forensic chemistry class was killing me.
Flor glanced up and over his mother's head, smirking at me with his stupid lip rings decorating those perfectly full lips of his. He winked at me, and I curled my hands into fists by my sides. I'd been about two seconds from excusing myself to the bathroom to cry and now I wanted to kill him.
Addi reached down and gripped my wrist.
“Keep it cool, Abi. Satan lives on the negative emotions of others.”
“You're wrong,” I growled quietly back at her, my eyes never leaving my stepbrother's. “He's not Satan, he's an incubus. He probably feeds off of all the skanks he brings home.” I knew I was being a brat, and a little sexist, too. If the girls Flor brought home were 'skanks', then so was he. A scumbag. A whore. A … a … I sighed and tried to bite back my anger.
Rhonda was smiling, holding onto Flor's arm with her bubblegum pink nails. Her big blonde hair was fluffy and perfect, styled like some sort of beauty queen, and her mouth was full and slathered in red lipstick. I noticed that, despite her over the top makeup, her buxom body was swathed in a pale green dress the color of lichen, earthy but flattering. It was totally at odds with her face and earrings, her sharp brows and sultry smile. Trying to make a good impression on her boyfriend's parents? His parents. My parents. See, that was the problem. I could never go and meet Flor's parents because well, they were mine, too.
Everything felt so hopeless that I just wanted to scream.
River took Rhonda's arm, promising to give her a tour of the house and pulled her away, towards the dining room.
“How ya doin' dope?” Flor asked, moving up to stand in front of Addi and me. He tucked his fingers into his tight jeans, his bright eyes cutting me into a million pieces and his smell … Jesus. I wanted nothing more than to reach out, curl my fingers in the black fabric of his hoodie and pull him close, smell his sweet, spicy scent, have him kiss my hair.
“Don't call her that, asswipe,” Addi said, in full defensive mode. Flor raised his pierced brow at her, shrugged and nodded his chin at me.
“How's that tattoo? Mind if I take a look at it?” One hand slid out of his pockets and curled around the waistband of my jeans, pulling me close before I could protest. My breath slid from my mouth in a hiss and I could practically hear Addi scowling behind me. “I like the color in your hair, Abs,” he said, reaching down to unbutton my pants.
Holy crap.
My hormones spun into overdrive, heating me up, making me hurt. I wanted him so bad, could practically feel Flor filling me up, taking me right here, against the wall and not giving a shit who saw. Rhonda could go fuck herself.
“Do you have any sense of propriety?” Addi said, grabbing his arm and keeping him from his task of unzipping me. “We're standing in your parents' house with your freaking girlfriend. Hands off, you dick.”
Good thing I had Addison there because my mind just flat out refused to work right in Florian's presence. I pretended to be mad at him, fixing my jeans and stepping back, but my hands were shaking as I did it. I was so turned on, it wasn't right. And just before family dinner, too. Fun. I could sit across from my dad with a throbbing pulse cursing me from between my thighs.
“What's the matter, Addi? I can't check my little sister's tattoo? I don't see anything wrong with that.” His face was perfectly stoic as he said that, still and calm like he really meant the words that were coming out of his mouth. “It's not like there is or could ever be anything between us.” That sentence tore from his lips in a rush, completely at odds with how he'd just sounded.
Both Addi and I watched in stunned silence as he suddenly stormed off towards the dining room, leaving the two of us gaping at one another.
“What was that?” Addi asked, turning to look at me with both brows raised. I had no clue, no freaking clue. I shrugged at my friend and we followed after Flor, finding him standing in the recently redone kitchen that my stepmother was so proud of. Marble countertops, Shaker cabinets, built-in appliances like a fridge that I still could never find when I was going through the cabinets. I thought it was sterile and impersonal, but River loved it, so I pretended to love it, too.
“It's so nice to finally meet one of Florian's girlfriends,” my dad said while Rhonda smiled away and watched Florian from across the room with a glint in her eye, like she was fully aware that she'd managed to do the impossible by catching a guy like him. I slumped against the cabinets while my dad and River chattered and touched Rhonda's arms, encouraging her to eat one of the fifty freaking hors d'oeuvres that my stepmother always made. Trays and platters and bowls lay in perfect order on the white marble, filled with things I couldn't even pronounce.
Flor glanced over at me and I caught his eye, wondering what the hell was going through that thick skull of his tonight. He brought a girl home and yet he was acting like it was no big deal. He wasn't even talking to her. I watched as Addi made her way over to the counter and started picking at something that looked like a miniature croissant.
“What do you think?” Flor asked, slumping against the cabinets next to me. Close but not close enough to touch, just like he'd done after that fateful kiss. Before that, it had never been a big deal. He'd bump shoulders with me, grab my arm in the hall at school, smile at me. He never smiled anymore, not unless that smile was more of a smirk or a cocky grin.
“About what?” I asked, looking away and pretending I didn't hear my dad and stepmom chittering away like birds. Flor sighed.
“About Rhonda. Do you like her?”
“I've met her twice,” I said sulkily. “For like two seconds each. I mean, unless you count the day you did my tattoo for me and stepped out to fuck her. Then it's three times.”
“Don't be like that, Abigail,” Flor said, and I noticed that he sounded tired. Worn-out. Oh well, that was his problem, not mine. I watched out of the corner of my eye as he fished a pack of cigarettes out of his back pocket and slapped them against his palm. My dad's eyes wandered over and locked on, narrowing almost imperceptibly. My father was, almost ironically, a pulmonologist. In plain English, that's basically a lung doctor. Flor's smoking had always infuriated him, made worse by the fact that there was nothing he could do about it but lecture, pretty much incessantly.
“Take it outside, Florian,” my dad warned, eyes flicking over to me and then, as if he'd seen something terrifying like, oh I don't know, a bloody wound or a black widow spider crawling on my shoulder, his eyes widened. “Abigail.”
Uh oh.
I glanced down and found … that my tank top had ridden up, revealing a narrow strip of skin between the black cotton and the blue denim. My tattoo was showing.
“Oh, Art,” Flor said, sliding a cigarette between his smirking lips. He tucked his pack away and then snapped his fingers, reaching over and lifting up my tank top. His hot fingers grazed my bare flesh, drawing a moan to my lips that I had to struggle to bite back. “Abi didn't tell you that I inked her up a few weeks back?” Flor's index finger swiped around my tattoo, circling it, infusing me with more heat, more desire, more longing that I really didn't need.
I tried to smile, reaching down and taking hold of my own shirt, pulling it back into place.
“How was your first time, Abi?” Flor asked, wrinkling up his brow and looking down at me. The obvious innuendo in his words wasn't lost on anyone, not even my dad.
“When did this happen?” my father ground out, his fingers curling too hard around the stem of his wine glass. Even balding, even in a pair of thick rimmed glasses and a mauve tie, my father could be intimidating. “And how could you keep something like this from me, Abigail?”
I felt my cheeks growing hot, even though I knew I had nothing to be ashamed of. I was eighteen, going on nineteen really. I had my own place, a killer GPA, and … I relied on my father's generosity to keep going to school at the U of O. Shit.
“I, uh, it was sort of a … I wanted it to heal before I showed you, you know, so you could appreciate it.” I moved around the kitchen island, all eyes on me, and scooted past Rhonda and my stepmom, proudly lifting my shirt as my dad wrinkled his brow and lowered his wine glass.
“A deer?” he asked, obviously not pleased by the tattoo, the placement of it, or the design. “I didn't think you were big on hunting, Abigail. Don't you and your liberal friends picket against that sort of thing?” I groaned and Florian laughed, drawing my dad's ire back over to him. If my stepmom hadn't moved forward and placed a gentle hand on his wrist, I don't know what might have happened.
“If she was going to go forward with it, which is her choice,” she said, emphasizing the word, “then at least we know she was in good hands. If you're going to get a tattoo, who better than your older brother?”
My lips twitched at the words. Older brother. Yeah. Yeah. Great.
“It's a beautiful piece,” Addison chimed in, popping a green olive in her mouth and dropping the toothpick in glass bowl my stepmom had set out for that explicit purpose. “I've never seen anything like it.”
I dropped my shirt and tried to keep smiling, but my nerves felt pulled taut, stretched thin. I almost couldn't breathe.
“I'm just gonna step outside for a minute,” Florian said, flashing my dad another smile he didn't mean. I watched him walk to the French doors in the back of the kitchen and open them, letting in a rush of cool air and the sound of crickets. Once he was gone, the atmosphere in the room seemed to settle.
“Well, you know I don't like tattoos, honey, but I also know that you're an adult and I can't do anything to stop you. But I beg you, don't get any where any decent employer is going to see it.” My dad cast a look at Florian's mom and I just knew, if she hadn't been in the room, he would've added one of his signature anti-Flor barbs, something like you don't want to end up like your brother, do you?
I sighed and nodded, letting my dad think he'd won for the moment.
As he moved away, taking Rhonda and my stepmom with him, I paused and stared through the glass of the back doors, searching for Florian. He was sitting on some patio furniture, staring off into his mother's garden. His inked fingers clutched the cigarette and brought it to his lips, leaving me to wonder what it was he was so upset about. Obviously there was something going on with him.
I shook my head.
I didn't know why I was even thinking about it; Florian would never confide in me.
I turned around and found Addison watching me sadly. Was I that obvious, that pathetic?
“Come on,” I said to her, feigning a cheerfulness I didn't feel, “let's go eat.”
“It was the worst family dinner in the history of bad family dinners,” Addison was saying with a laugh as she shuffled a deck of cards and passed out a hand to me, Patrick, and Dorian. “I mean, after we sat down at the table, it was all about Rhonda,” Addi scoffed and then shook her head as she continued, “and her relationship with Florian. Not that he offered up much of anything but a grunt. Abi's dad and Flor's mom just grilled her for like an hour and then it was over. I've never been so relieved in my life.”
I frowned and picked up my hand, pretending I didn't care that she was right. It was a horrible dinner. I looked up and smiled at Dorian, glad that I'd let Addi convince me to invite him to the Ducks game. She'd also been right about that; it had been a blast. Dorian was so considerate and funny and sweet, everything that Flor wasn't. His only flaw – and I was trying really hard not to see it as a flaw – was that he hadn't tried to kiss me yet. Not once. Not even close.
Hmm.
It had been awhile since I'd had sex and even then, I'd only done it maybe six or seven times. I have to say, it was a hell of a lot easier to forget about sex when I'd never had it. Now that I had … I shook my head and tried to bring myself back into the conversation.
“Abi?” Addi asked, leaning over and peering into my face with a raised brow.
“Yeah, uh, what?” My best friend sighed at me.
“Whatever happened to Flor's dad?” The question took me by surprise. Flor's dad. To be honest, I actually knew little to nothing about him. Flor didn't talk about him and his mom had only ever mentioned him in passing.
“He was a client of hers,” I said, knowing how taboo that was. Flor's mom was a psychologist and her patients … well, I have no idea how she'd ever ended up with one of them. I explained that to the others and watched their expressions as they all thought about it, about a forbidden love, one that crossed boundaries and made people uncomfortable. Just like my attraction to Florian. “I guess a few days after Florian was born, he went off his meds and disappeared. I don't really know anything else about it.”
“Eight years later, she met your dad, fell in love, and then they became that couple,” Addi said, digging her fingers into a bag of Doritos and swiping a handful. “The lovey-dovey, way too perfect, together forever kind, so sweet they make you sick.”
“I mean, that's good, right?” Dorian asked, looking down at his cards and then up at me. His green eyes were pretty, but they didn't hold any heat. I made myself smile back at him. “You have stability, parents who actually give a damn about one another, that's pretty rare.”
“It would be a good thing,” Addi continued, slightly buzzed on a beer too many. “If Abigail wasn't in love with her stepbrother.”
“Addison!” I shrieked, kicking her under the table. “I am not in love with him.” The words sounded like a lie, even to me.
“Okay then, well you want to fuck him, at least.”
“Addison,” I moaned, doing my best not to make eye contact with either of the boys at the table. “You must be worse off than I thought. No more beer for you.”
“Abi, look, I'm just trying to get this out there, so Dorian knows what he's getting himself into.” I felt heat creeping into my cheeks and raised my gaze to find Dorian looking at me with curiosity, not judgment. Thank God. If I was honest with myself, that was the thing I feared most: being judged on my feelings for Florian. “All I'm saying is that you're not the innocent little lamb that you appear to be. Live a little, okay?”
An hour later, Addison and Patrick had disappeared into her bedroom, leaving me and Dorian on the couch in the half dark. The overhead lights were off, but the white Christmas lights that Addi liked to keep year round illuminated the large space, hanging in loops on the bricks across from us.
“Tell me more about yourself,” Dorian said, his right arm wrapped around my waist, his fingers brushing the bare bit of skin below my shirt, right over my tattoo. His touch was warm, but not scalding. I felt comfortable, not like my skin was about to split in half and leave me a bleeding, ruined mess on the floor. It was an interesting change of pace. “I mean, what do you want in life?”
I giggled a slightly alcohol induced giggle.
“Is this where you ask me what my major is?” Dorian laughed and pulled me closer, clearing his throat in an awkward sort of a way that made me think of my high school boyfriends.
“Well, uh, what is your major?” he asked and I laughed again, loving the way the booze was going straight to my brain. I refused to let my mind think about my mother, how she'd been an alcoholic. What she'd done didn't have to affect me, not one bit.
“I haven't exactly decided that yet,” I admitted. “I'm just focusing on my gen ed right now, and I'll figure out the rest later. What about you? A degree in computer science is – ” Dorian cut me off with a kiss, leaning over and pressing his lips to mine. I was a little surprised, but I kissed him back, my body desperate for the touch of another. Not just another, but Flor. I pulled Dorian closer, opened my mouth and encouraged him with my tongue.
When he groaned and pushed forward, laying me against the couch cushions, it wasn't him I was thinking about, but my stepbrother. Instead of pale green eyes, I saw sharp ones, and instead of red hair, I saw ebony, curled my fingers in that thick darkness and pulled. Dorian was putting his hand up my shirt, feeling my skin, touching my tattoo. He moved his mouth from mine and started kissing my neck as he settled himself between my legs. Already I could feel his erection pushing hard and insistent against me.
He wants me, I thought, dreaming of Flor, thinking of Flor, aching for him. I know he does.
“Oh, Flor,” I whispered, realizing when Dorian froze what I had just said. My eyes widened as Dorian pulled back, removing his hands from under my shirt as he stared down at me. There it was, in his dilated pupils and slack jaw, his parted lips and frustrated facial expression: judgment.
“Wow,” he said, climbing off the couch and straightening out his shirt. I followed after him, fixing my own clothes and running my tongue along my swollen lips.
“Dorian,” I said, but when I reached out to touch him, he pulled away. “Dorian, wait.” He turned away from me and moved towards the front door, grabbing his boots off the floor and his coat from the rack. “I'm sorry. Look, can we start over? Can we just talk.”
He just shook his head at me, grabbed the door handle and glanced over his shoulder.
“Look, Abi, you're a nice girl, but you need some serious help.”
And then he was moving outside and I was standing there with my mouth hanging open and sweat beading on my lower back. What have I done?
“Abi,” Addison said, stumbling into the kitchen in her shirt and underwear. She was smiling only as long as it took her to realize that Dorian was gone. “Where'd he go?” she asked, looking around and blinking like she was confused.
“He left,” I whispered and left it at that. Come tomorrow, both Addi and Patrick would know what I'd done.
No matter what I tried to do, how I tried to get away, Florian had me trapped in some kind of web that I couldn't escape.
Not even if I wanted to.
I sat on the living room couch after convincing Addi to go back to bed. My heart was pounding and my body was … furious. I wrapped my arms around myself and tried to still that aching pulse inside of myself. When it refused to dissipate, I tried retreating to my bedroom and touching myself before I realized this wasn't just about sex. I mean, it was but it wasn't. I wanted to be held, touched, kissed.
“Shit.”
I sat up in bed and then, in a sudden, desperate ploy, reached out for my phone and called Max. He answered after one ring.
“Hey Abi,” he said, sounding wide awake and full of energy despite the late hour. In the background, I heard voices and music, a dull distant throb that made me wonder where he was at. “What's up?”
“I, uh,” I felt suddenly stupid calling up my brother's best friend. For all I knew, they were out at some club together. Still … “I wanted to know what you were up to. You know, if you were free?”
Max laughed as I bit my lip and wondered what I'd said that was so funny.
“Are you booty calling me, Abigail Ingram Sharp?”
Oh my God. I so totally was.
“No!” I said indignantly, crossing my left arm over my abdomen. “I just … I wanted to ask you if you knew where Flor was?” Nice. Tie everything in your life back to your stepbrother. I stared into the darkness of my room, trying to let my eyes adjust to the murky gloom.
“Yeah, he's right here. Want to talk to him?”
Before I even knew what was happening, the phone was being passed over and Flor's sharp voice was cutting through the line.
“Who the hell is this?” he asked, in usual Florian fashion. I swallowed hard and tried to come up with a good lie on the spot, fidgeting with the sheets and biting at my lower lip.
“It's me,” I said and then clarified, “Abigail.”
Florian snorted at me.
“I know your voice, Abi,” he said and my blood thrilled. Why did the simplest things from him get me so excited? “What is it? It's late. Don't you have school tomorrow?” I pursed my lips tight and felt that familiar anger at him bubble up. “And why are you calling Max's phone?”
“I tried yours, but you didn't answer,” I lied, hoping to God that he either didn't have it with him or it was dead. After a moment, he responded and I felt my stomach drop to my feet.
“Uh, I don't see any missed calls from you. What's wrong? Are you in trouble or something?” I sat there for another ten seconds or so in silence, listening to the clamor coming from the other end of the line. Of course he'd think there was something wrong. It was three in the morning and I was dialing him out of the blue. “Is it Mom and Dad?” he asked again, alarm lacing his words. My stomach plummeted to my feet like it was encased in ice, shattering around my toes.
“No, it's not Mom and Dad,” I said quickly, not bothering to correct him. Stepmom. “I, uh, I … ” This is so stupid. Why am I sitting here and lying like this? I'm an adult for God's sake. “Actually, all I really wanted was to talk to Max.”
I could practically feel Flor's frown through the phone.
“Why?” he demanded, and I could tell he already knew.
“Because I want to see him. We broke up a few months ago, and I … I miss him. Can you please give him the phone back?”
“No.”
And then Flor hung up on me.
I sat there for several seconds in silence before dialing Max's phone again. No answer. I sent a quick text telling him to call me and then tried Flor's phone. Not surprisingly, he didn't answer either. I sent him a text, too, this one warning him not to freak out about this. Knowing Flor, he'd take the whole situation and just let it blow up in all our faces.
Relaxing back into my pillows, I closed my eyes and waited, only to fall asleep and reawaken to the sound of someone knocking on the door. Immediately, I assumed it was Florian and had a small freak-out. I wasn't in the right state of mind to deal with his shit.
I took a deep breath, marched to the front door and flung it wide only to find … Max.
“Oh,” I said, a little shocked to see him alive and well. “It's you.”
“Of course it's me,” he said, coming into the apartment and grinning at me. “Who did you expect? I mean, you did booty call me?” I blushed as Max grinned and stepped up close to me, too close. I looked down at the tattoos on his arms, a good portion of them Florian's work, and tried to keep my breathing steady. “I would've called, but your asshole of a brother threw my phone in the garbage.”
My head snapped up and I met Max's brown eyes. He was smiling and leaning close to me, making my pulse race. I would never admit this to anyone, but I knew, just knew that one of the reasons I'd gone out with him was because he reminded me of Flor. No matter how hard I tried to deny that, my heart knew better.
“He threw your phone away?” I asked as Max laughed and glanced around the apartment, taking in the furniture, the empty beer bottles from earlier, the rumpled couch.
“Yeah, uh,” Max began, leaning back and shaking his head. I watched as he ran his fingers through his hair and grimaced a little. “Whatever you said to him, he was pissed. I didn't want to get into it at the club, so as soon as I realized he was mad, I left and came over here.”
“I didn't ruin any hot dates for you?” I blurted, wondering if Rhonda had been at that club with Florian. I don't know why I cared anyway. If not her, then it would be someone else, someone that he picked seemingly at random, just to torture me. Or at least it felt that way.
“You're the only hot date I need,” Max said, reaching out and taking me by the hips. My body thrilled at the touch and even though I knew he was full of shit, that I was falling back into the trap I'd gotten out of just a few months back, I couldn't help myself.
I hooked my arms around Max's neck, kissed him hard and fierce, and then led him into my bedroom.
I was sitting in my forensics chemistry class trying to ignore the girl sitting next to me. She kept whispering things under her breath that made me want to stab my pencil into her leg to get her to stop.
“Hah,” she growled, pushing her blue ballpoint pen into her notebook, “this class is a joke. If the professor can't even get his units of measurement right, how can he expect to teach us anything? A mole is actually six point zero two two – not six point zero two – times ten to the twenty-third power.”
I curled my fingers around my pencil and did my best to ignore her. A mole is actually six point zero two two one four one seven nine, but this is called rounding, you annoying bitch. The worst part of it all was that I didn't think she was actually trying to talk to me anyway, just babbling to herself. In fact, even though we'd had to do several labs together this term, she had yet to actually speak directly to me. Oh, and last week, she'd nearly spilled a beaker full of hydrochloric acid on my bare arm. I almost sort of, kind of wanted her … dead. Okay, so maybe not dead, but at least I wished she'd drop out. If I hadn't had calculus right before this class, I'd have come early just to make sure I didn't have to sit next to her. As things stood, I always ended up cutting it close and grabbing the last seat. Next to the camouflage wearing weirdo in the corner. Being a nerd was okay; acting like a know-it-all when you didn't really know much of anything was hard to stomach.
I sighed and reached into my purse, pretending to get another pencil but checking my phone instead. Max had been great to me for our first few days back together, but already he was back to his old shit. Not calling, not coming over, making me wonder how I'd ever let this happen again. I sighed when, as was now the usual, there wasn't a single message on my phone. Addison, even though she wouldn't admit it, was still kind of pissed at me for what happened with Dorian. Flor hadn't spoken to me since that night … I felt weirdly alone in that classroom, surrounded by strangers, full of shame.
I didn't want to feel that way anymore; it was killing me inside.
I squeezed my pencil so hard that it snapped in two, drawing several sets of curious eyes over to me. I shoved the broken pieces into my purse and held my breath until the professor started up his lecture again.
I was a smart, modern, powerful woman and I didn't need this, didn't need to obsess over any boy, much less my stepbrother. I had a brain and I had dreams and I knew how ridiculous this all seemed, but Flor had somehow managed to get under my skin and, like a drug, he'd gotten me addicted. Love is a drug, in a way, isn't it? I thought as I stared down at the empty notebook page and tried to come up with something, anything, to make myself feel better about this whole situation.
The only thing I could reasonably come up with was the truth.
Maybe, just maybe, if I told Flor how I felt, this would all go away. I didn't want to admit it, but deep down, where my darkest desires lived and breathed, I hoped that something else might happen, that maybe this wouldn't go away but actually become something. I told myself that was the addiction talking, slammed my notebook closed and, even though everyone in the class was once again staring at me, I marched out of there with my head held high.
I could do this. I would do this, and something would change. No matter what it was, it was better than living with shame.
My confidence only lasted so long as it took me to get to Flor's studio.
I found a lucky parking space across the street and leaned on the wheel, watching men and women dressed in ink go in and out the doors. I waited for a good long while, but I didn't see either Florian or Max. Not surprising since a single tattoo could take all day and I knew that they took their smoke breaks out back, but I was starting to lose my gusto. Going into the shop and getting Flor – especially if Max or Rhonda was there – would be a hell of a lot harder. I had banked on him coming out at some point, to grab food or get something from his car, but after about an hour I realized that wasn't going to happen and sat up, putting the key into the ignition.
A knock on the passenger side door made me jump and I glanced over to find Florian leaning down and staring at me with a frown on his face and a loose tank that gaped at the neck, revealing way, way more of his skin than I needed to see.
Shit.
“What the hell are you doing in there, stalker?” he asked me, reaching down and testing the door handle. I had the strongest urge to hit the lock button, like Flor was some sort of raptor from Jurassic Park, intent on destroying me both body and soul. I swallowed as the door swung open and he scooted inside, leaning back and giving me a look that I didn't know how to interpret.
“Is it Mom and Dad?” he asked, causing me to roll my eyes.
“Why do you always ask that?” I snapped, wishing he'd do something other than refer to my dad and his mom as our parents. “If something was wrong with them, you'd know it.” The words came out more sharply than I'd intended and I flushed, curling my fingers around the steering wheel.
“How's Max?” Flor drawled, like he didn't give a shit. I knew he did, knew it bothered him more than he'd ever admit.
“How's Rhonda?” I snapped back.
More silence, but I didn't dare look over at him. I can't believe I left class early for this. What the hell am I doing here? I kept my hands on the wheel, my eyes forward. I knew my breath was coming in quick, staccato bursts, but I couldn't seem to stop; my nerves were on fire.
“How are you?” Flor asked suddenly, his jeans squeaking on the leather seat of my Taurus. The car your dad bought for you. I felt another surge of guilt and anxiety, enough that it was almost crippling. This is what I'd come here to avoid, to surpass. Dad never had to know what I said to Flor. I could ask Flor to keep a secret and, considering he'd probably freak when I told him, he'd keep his word, if only to avoid the embarrassment of talking about it.
“I'm … ” Just say fine and go, I thought to myself. Just say you were thinking of getting another tattoo or something. Make up an excuse like you've always done! I bit my lower lip, worried it between my teeth so hard that I tasted blood.
Flor's fingers found my chin and brushed across my jumping pulse.
“You're hurting yourself, Abigail,” he said, and his voice was unusually soft. I turned my head slowly, so very slowly, to look at him and found those ridiculously green eyes staring back at me, like two perfect emeralds. He adjusted himself, crossing his arms over his chest. I watched the swell of his muscles, drank in the set of his strong shoulders, the tattoos that danced in a colorful collage from the edge of his tank top all the way down to his hands, ending in fingers fit for the God of Ink himself. They were long and strong and I felt if I could just feel them on my skin once, just once, that my body would know the ultimate reaches of pleasure.
“The truth is, Flor,” I began, sucking in a massive breath, “I'm not okay.”
He frowned and my resolve faltered just a little.
“Drive,” Flor said suddenly, and I blinked at him. When I didn't immediately start the car, he nodded his chin at the windshield and repeated himself, voice low and rough, like there was something stuck in his throat. “Drive. Go.” When I hesitated again, his eyes locked onto mine and cut straight through me.
I turned the damn key.
I pulled the car out of the space and took off through three green lights and a red before I remembered that I had no idea where I was going. I decided to keep heading straight and go back to my apartment. If this went the way I wanted, the way I was hoping, then we'd be having a long talk, best kept out of the curious reaches of other ears. Addi would be in class right now, so we'd have the apartment to ourselves. I could've gone to Flor's place since it was much closer, but I didn't know if Rhonda would be there. What if she'd moved in already or something? I shivered.
Silence descended, digging its deadly claws into my shoulders, making me even more tense than I already was. For ten long, agonizing minutes, neither of us spoke. It wasn't until we'd left Springfield and entered downtown Eugene that I finally got the courage to keep talking.
Flor beat me to it.
“Is it Max?” Flor asked, and the anger in his voice made me acutely aware that I better fess up and quick or Flor's best friend was likely to suffer for my sudden indecision. “Did he hurt you?”
“No,” I said quickly and then, just because I felt like this was the time for honesty, “not anything other than my feelings.” I lifted my right hand to stop Flor before he could speak, keeping my eyes on the street and the shops that lined either side. The downtown Eugene area was going through a serious revitalization, too, getting proper street lamps for the first time in a long time. Most of the shop fronts were full and the crowd looked vibrant. I was happy to see the area coming to life; it was the only place in the world I'd want to live anyway. Well, at least for now. Maybe if this tactic of mine worked, I could pry myself away from the one landmark I couldn't seem to live without: my stepbrother. “He and I … we dated for a while after I turned eighteen.”
I hazarded a quick glance at Flor and noticed that his lips were pursed.
“I know,” he said, and his voice had dropped to a gruff whisper. “I practically beat the truth out of him after you called.” He gave me another look and shook his head, dark hair falling onto his forehead. I wanted to reach out and brush it back, run my fingers across his skin and see if, maybe, just maybe, his pulse would jump in response to my touch. “So it was him, wasn't it?”
“What do you mean?”
“That took your virginity. It was Max.” That part wasn't a question, so I didn't bother to answer. “He's bad news,” Flor said, getting out a cigarette and putting it between his lips. He rolled the window down and leaned his arm on the door, but he didn't light up. “I mean, he's my best friend and I love the bastard and all, but he's a whore, Abi.”
“Flor,” I began, but he wasn't done.
“He's no good for you. He won't admit it, and he keeps it pretty well hidden, but I know he cheats on you.” My heart skipped a beat. I'd thought about that, of course, but I could never prove it, so I didn't even bother to bring it up. “Max isn't the right guy for you, Abigail.”
Then who is? Certainly not you.
I kept the words to myself.
“Flor,” I said, feeling a small shiver work its way up my spine. This was going to hurt, bad. I could already tell. I circled around the block and pulled up in front of my apartment, grabbing the last space on the street. “I didn't come to the shop today to talk to, or even about, Max.”
“Then what did you come to talk about?” he asked, and I felt my breath hitch. Do it, Abigail. Do it before you think better of it.
I spun in my seat and I knew I looked desperate, that I'd lost all of my earlier confidence.
“Flor.” His name fell from my lips like a promise.
The second that syllable slid over my tongue, I saw his eyes widen. His unlit cigarette fell from his mouth and hit the seat, bouncing off to land on the floor.
“Flor,” I said again, forcing myself to clear my throat. If I was going to do this, to say this, I had to sound strong.
“No,” he said suddenly, his voice little more than a whisper.
I paused and my hesitation cost me everything.
“No,” he said again, opening up his door.
“Flor, wait!” I said, confused, hurt, not understanding what was going on.
“No, Abigail, no,” he said suddenly, spinning back to me and reaching out with those beautiful fingers, taking hold of my chin. “Don't say it. Don't.”
“You don't even know what I'm going to say,” I whispered back, tears stinging the corners of my eyes. Shock took over, temporarily replacing my pain, when Florian leaned over and kissed the drops from the corners of my eyelids.
“I know what you're going to say, but the answer is no, and I can't, and I have to go.” He pulled his hand back and stepped out onto the sidewalk, pausing again to lean down and look me straight in the face. His expression was unreadable. “Don't ever say it, Abigail, because if you do … if you do … ”
“Hey, you!”
It was Addison, a cloth shopping bag in one hand and a smile on her face. She raised her other hand to wave at us from across the street. I should've known she'd rather play hooky and go shopping than go to class. Glancing over at her gave Flor enough time to shut the door and take a step back before I spun towards him again, ripping off my seatbelt and scooting over towards the passenger seat, curling my fingers around the open window.
“Flor,” I called out, but he was already moving away, down the street and towards the bus station. “Flor!” He didn't stop, didn't turn around and look at me. I watched him walk away, watched him slump down on the bench and stay there. I could've gone after him, physically anyway, but emotionally? I felt liquid on my cheeks and reached up to touch my tears.
I couldn't even tell him how I felt, couldn't get this off my chest; he wouldn't let me. This pain, this shame I had inside of me, it was starting to look like I'd be stuck with it forever.
My heart felt like it was in the middle of an emotional apocalypse, like I was looking at a world suddenly stripped of color. If I'd thought harboring these feelings for so long had been difficult, knowing that Flor had purposely denied me the chance to admit to them was even worse. But why, Flor? Why? Why look at me so tenderly, touch me so sweetly, and then run off like that? Nobody's ever kissed my eyelids before. It was that gentle touch that had really undone me.
Don't ever say it, Abigail, because if you do …
If I did, then what could possibly happen? And did he even know what I was going to say? Was that it? Or was there some sort of cosmic misunderstanding here that was shooting us both in the foot?
I rolled over and grabbed my Pepsi off the nightstand, twisting off the cap and bringing it to my lips. This is what my heart feels like, like a bottle of soda. It was a stupid analogy, not very poetic or Shakespearean, but it was true. You could shake the bottle as much as you wanted and as long as you didn't open the top, all the fizz would stay inside. Well, too late. I'd been shaken and stirred and dipped and dropped all my life, tossed around by my emotions for Flor like debris in a tornado, and now, I'd popped the top. And Flor, that know-it-all asshole, had tried to shove the cap back on.
Too late.
I was already bubbling over with hurt and confusion and regret. I should've kept my big mouth shut.
“Are you being contemplative again?” Addi asked, pausing in the doorway to my bedroom. She was all dolled up, eyes traced with gold and black and lips lined in red, making me feel even less like a human and more like a mop. A saggy, dirty, droopy, wet mop. “Because we don't have time for that. I haven't even done your makeup yet. Here, I brought you some goodies to make you feel better.”
I eyed these supposed presents suspiciously. Sometimes, I thought Addison just bought me clothes because she liked to dress me up, like I was her own personal doll or something. Or maybe it had to do with the whole 'motherless vacuum' thing. Granted, River and I had never had that sort of relationship, the kind where you go shopping together and hang out. Maybe I needed this? “Come on, get up, get dressed, and forget about Satan's Spawn for a little while. Stop playing these games with him.”
Addi moved over to stand next to me, giving the homework spread across my bed a dirty look. Draped over her right arm was a sultry little party dress in burnished bronze. It had a high neckline, but was scandalously short; it was also way too fancy for a night at the movies. Which I should never have agreed to in the first place. I felt tired just thinking about it, especially considering there was a shoe box in the crook of her other arm. The shoes inside were probably fabulous, but also potentially deadly; I wasn't used to walking on stilts. Addison was a notorious shopaholic, but she'd already modeled the new outfit she'd bought for the evening. This could only mean one thing.
“Just Satan, remember? Not Satan's Spawn. And the dress better be the only goody you have for me tonight,” I said, closing my chemistry textbook and sitting up on my bed. I'd also agreed – reluctantly – to a double date with Addi and Patrick. One, because I was sick and tired of sulking around the apartment and two, because Max had suddenly upped his game. He'd brought me flowers, stayed in and pigged out on ice cream during girls' night with Addi, even taken me on a romantic dinner date. I still wasn't much in the mood for going out, but I was making an effort. “There is no way I'm going to squeeze into that thing.” The fabric shimmered as Addi thrust it out at me, her skintight zebra patterned dress only emphasizing how skinny she really was. Yesterday, she'd locked herself in the bathroom and dyed her ecstatic curls a white-blonde color. At first I wasn't sure about it, but it was growing on me. Or maybe she was just too hip for me. I fingered my brunette curls and sighed.
“Oh, stop that,” Addi said, dropping her arms by her sides and tilting her head to glare at me. “So Flor freaked out and acted like the weirdo we always knew he was. It's been a week, bitch. Get up and let's go.” She marched over to me and dropped the dress and shoes on the white bedspread. “I spent good money on that stuff, so don't say a word. You are wearing it.”
I sighed and groaned, leaning back into the pillows and pressing the heels of my hands against my eyes. Addi's favorite perfume, some sort of cinnamon-vanilla mixture, wafted around me as she leaned over and whispered into my ear.
“Oh, and we're not seeing a movie tonight. There's a concert at the WOW Hall. We're going.”
I pulled my hands away from my eyes.
“The WOW Hall?” I asked, pushing myself up onto my elbows. The WOW Hall was a little concert venue a few blocks from our apartment. I'd frequented it with my friends in high school, getting drunk on whatever we could find before we even hit the front door, and then watching bands whose names I'd already forgotten.
I wrinkled my nose.
Those were not my fondest memories, foggy and forgettable evenings drinking Everclear and trying to show Flor that I was just as boss and badass as he was (which was actually so not true). Only, at that point he'd already moved out, so he wasn't even around to see me make a fool of myself. To me, a concert at the WOW Hall meant a tightly packed venue, sweaty bodies, ear splitting bass beats, and probably a mosh pit or two or three. I already had a pulsing headache from trying to deal with the follow-up questions to my spectroscopy lab in forensic chemistry; those were the last things I needed, and I told Addison so.
“Get up, get dressed,” she repeated, fluffing her hair and checking her makeup briefly in my vanity mirror, yet another gift from my stepmom, another random, insignificant reminder that Flor and me equaled impossible. “I invited Theo and his new boyfriend, Yuu, to go with us. Actually, it was kind of his idea in the first place.” She paused and had the decency to look at least a little guilty when she added, “I may or may not have told him everything. By the way, he says Flor throws more shade than a beach umbrella, whatever that means.” Addi smoothed her hands over the sequins on her dress in a nervous gesture. “You're not upset, are you? I know the wound's still raw.”
“You mean, did I know you guys shared everything? Because that's kind of a no-brainer. My only question would be if you and Theo shared gossip about me via old fashioned post or through a series of cryptic tweets? And by the way, does Patrick know the full extent of your platonic love affair with Miss Theo MacFabulous?” I asked with a slight smile, referring to Addison's sinfully beautiful drag queen friend by his stage name. Unlike Rhonda, Addi's elementary school pen pal really was a dude in a dress. We'd all sat together at the same table in second grade, but by the end of the year, Theo's parents were already making plans to move to Portland. I hadn't seen him since, but he and Addi had this weird, pseudo romantic relationship with one another where they actually scribbled out handwritten letters and mailed them back and forth. Of course, they also used FaceTime, Instagram, and Twitter, but I think the handwritten stuff was their favorite form of communication. “He's in town?”
“Possibly for the weekend, possibly for forever,” Addi confirmed, still looming over my bed looking serious. “He and Yuu are thinking of moving back here. Not sure what it is about this town that gets everybody's panties in a wad,” she whispered under her breath and then paused, caramel-brown eyes narrowing on me. At least she knew what got my panties in a wad.
I looked down at my bedspread and waited while Addi took a deep breath. Whatever she said next was going to hurt, I could tell. There was a certain set to her lips, a tightness in the muscles of her face, that forewarned me of the impending disaster. It was the same face she'd had the day she'd told me her parents had decided to move to San Diego.
“They're going to meet us here, so we can all walk together … ” Her voice trailed off. Bad sign. Addison sat down heavy on the edge of my bed and started fingering the black fringe that hung from the dress she'd given me. “I'm worried about you, you know?”
“I know,” I said, looking at the dress and not at her.
Addi reached out and lifted my chin with her fingers.
“I want you to be happy.”
“I know.” I felt tears sting my eyes again. I just could not for the life of me understand why Flor had stopped our conversation short, why he couldn't just let me get out what I needed to get out. I'd told Addi the story at least three times, per her own request, but neither of us had been able to figure it out. Maybe Theo and his unique knowledge of men could help? He both was one and dated them. That had to count for something, right? Though I had the sneaking suspicion that there were very few – if any – people alive on the planet that could decode Florian Harper Riley and his secrets. “I wanted to get these feelings off my chest.” I touched my fingers to the skin at the base of my throat. “They're suffocating me, Addi.”
She dropped her hands to her lap and nodded.
“I know, and that's why I'm here, to be your oxygen tank and to fill your head with smart ideas and logical thoughts. Florian is a fucking dick, always has been, and always will be. You don't owe him shit and you don't need him. Forget about his skanky ass and let's go to a freaking rock concert. It might be a shitty local band that nobody's ever heard of, but you can't set foot outside in downtown Eugene and not see something worth seeing.”
“Or unseeing,” I added and she grinned, patting the dress enthusiastically.
“That's the spirit!” Addi stood up and started backing towards the door, holding her phone up for emphasis as she added, “and hurry up. They'll be here any minute.”
I saluted Addi and she winked at me, disappearing out the door and down the hallway. I looked at the dress and examined the way-too-tall-for-me stiletto heels in the box before deciding to go with something of my own. Addi could take back the stuff and get herself some new shoes. Besides, Addison might be confident enough to dress up for the every day – even something as small as a trip to the grocery store – but I'd rather blend in with the crowd, at least for tonight.
I dressed in a plain purple tank, a pair of skinny jeans, and some black boots. I even took the time to put matching silver rings in my nose and bellybutton and make sure my tank rode up enough to show off my tattoo. It might be Flor's work, but it was still beautiful.
I glanced briefly over at my phone and wondered what he was up to right now, if he'd thought about me even once since that day, and then decided I didn't care. I couldn't keep caring or it would kill me. I'd given it a go, and I'd gotten my answer. Besides, if I kept brooding like this, not only would Addison be able to tell, but so would Theo, and if my memories served me right, he had a sharp tongue and a no-nonsense attitude. So, I put on my big girl panties and took a deep breath.
As Theo MacFabulous might say, it's time to party, baby.
The WOW Hall (Woodmen of the World Hall would be the official name, but I was probably one of a handful of people that actually knew or cared) was located in downtown Eugene on West 8th Avenue. It was a squat, little white building that looked a lot like a church (and had, in fact, actually once been one as well). The line tonight was out the door, quite literally, and stretched down the sidewalk in a flurry of activity, the breath of the concert goers puffing in the air like clouds, mixing with the cigarette smoke and the slightest whiff of pot. A handful of drunks milled around as well, asking for change, as much a part of the local scenery as the building itself. Some people told them to fuck off; I usually gave in and handed out a few dollar bills. Hey, most of them had dogs and that crap worked on me.
I shuffled my feet and leaned into Max's warmth, trying to enjoy myself even though this wasn't my usual scene. Theo and his boyfriend, Yuu Harada, a skinny Japanese boy in red pants and a loose black tank top, were watching me from behind Addi and Patrick (who were currently in the middle of a very intense discussion about feral cats – don't ask), and I was ashamed to admit that it felt like they both could see right through me. Or maybe I really was just that transparent? Trying not to think about Flor only made me think about him more often. I had tried to make sense of my feelings once and for all, lay it all out on the table and let the shame and the secrets dissipate, but he hadn't let me. Somehow, someway, he'd known what I was going to say and he'd shut me down. That was the only explanation.
I shook my head and shuffled my feet again, looking up at Max and his dark brown hair, the tattooed zombie hands that encircled his neck, and his semi-permanent smile. He never really seemed to get upset or angry, almost like the polar opposite of Flor. Max was good looking, available, and currently, he was mine. I should be happy about that.
“You okay there, Miss Abigail?” Theo asked me, tilting his head to the side and smiling like he knew something I didn't (which, who am I kidding, he probably did). He was wearing a black band T-shirt, combat boots, and a skirt. Although he wasn't technically dressed in drag, he still had on a dash of eyeliner and a smidge of lip gloss which, of course, reminded me of Flor. Not that Flor wore lip gloss, but in high school he used to wear eyeliner. He didn't anymore, but I guess I just had a one track mind.
“Fine,” I lied as Max glanced down at me, wrinkling his brow a bit like he hadn't even realized something was wrong. Good. And let's keep it that way. Yuu mumbled something under his breath in Japanese and Theo chuckled. Even three years of straight A's in that class didn't help me translate. I figured it was something dirty and tried to steer the conversation towards the concert, before it got related back to Florian. Theo (and most likely Yuu) might know about what happened with Flor, but I didn't want Max to find out. Wouldn't that be fun? “So are these guys worth the ticket price?” I asked, trying to make a joke. For twelve bucks, there really wasn't much room to complain about anything.
Theo and Yuu exchanged a look, obviously in regards to me and my blatant change of subject, but at least they took the bait.
“Addi didn't play you any of their songs? They're all screechy and full of angst. I think in your current state, you'd absolutely lap it up,” Theo said with a naughty smirk. From what I could recall of our time in elementary school together, that look hadn't changed much over the years. Back then, of course, it had more to do with putting glue in Tyler Caprico's sandwich than it did with teasing me. Still, at least he winked at me when he said it, batting his lids with a false set of lashes. It made it almost worth it.
I shook my head at Theo.
“Nope. I don't think I've even heard a single one of their songs.” I smiled. “I came here on faith.” Max snorted and fumbled around for a cigarette in his pocket, racketing up his friendly smile into a grin. God, he was so oblivious, but I kind of loved him for it. Just not in the same way I loved Flor. Bleh.
“Oh man, Abi. You're going to hate this. This isn't the light jazz/Billie Holiday type stuff you like to listen to. This is like, demon squalling, or something like that. Tons of screaming, some guitars, a drum, and bass. That's pretty much it.”
“Oh stop it, this is art,” Yuu said, giving Max a look with a raised brow. “It's going to blow your mind and break your spirit, and then it's going to put you back together again.” He and his boyfriend exchanged a look and a kiss that made me flush and turn away. It was so … passionate (and I couldn't deal with passionate right now), but it'd be awfully nice if Yuu's words actually came true, if music really was or could be that powerful. I felt like my mind and my spirit – but most especially my heart – were fractured but still intact. If something could break them into pieces, let me start all over again, I'd face hell or high water to get my hands on that clean slate.
But a little concert at the WOW Hall? Not likely to sufficiently power a spiritual makeover.
I resumed my contemplative torture while the line moved forward and, after what seemed like forever, emptied us into the building. The way to the stage was a bit roundabout and, as usual, the fact that the show was all ages was already starting to reveal its colors. High schoolers abounded, screaming and bobbing up and down despite the fact that the performance hadn't even started yet. At least it was better than the homeless guys outside. Ah, downtown Eugene in all its glory.
“Hey, babe, I'm going down to the bar real quick,” Max said, nodding his chin at the steep steps leading down into a room filled with white Christmas lights and bowls of stale pretzels, if Florian's accounts were to be at all believed. My heart dropped, but I smiled anyway, nodding and letting him press a quick kiss on my lips before he disappeared. When I most wanted Max by my side, he had to slip away for a beer. Figures.
I let my gaze travel around the room briefly, searching for familiar faces. Or more specifically, one familiar face. It wasn't entirely impossible that I'd see Flor here. Granted, I was pretty sure he'd moved onto greener pastures, but this had used to be one of his stomping grounds. I'd once caught him sneaking in the living room window with a girl from a band he'd come to see. I didn't stick around to find out their agenda, but I can only assume he slept with her.
Crap.
Not the train of thought I needed to ride right now. I glanced over and caught Theo and Yuu disappearing into the crowd while Addi eyed me suspiciously. Patrick, at least, looked almost as uncomfortable as I was, face pale and sweaty. We made eye contact briefly and I smiled. He might be dorky and quiet and covered in freckles, but I liked this guy. Why couldn't I have fallen in love with a dude who wore anime T-shirts and read young adult novels about aliens?
“Hey there,” Addi said, bumping me with her shoulder and raising an eyebrow at the kids who, not all that long ago, had been us. Or me, actually, since Addi had just moved back. I'd come here with my high school friends, most of whom I hadn't seen or heard from since graduation. Instead of feeling immersed in the crowd, I became suddenly lonely. “Told ya it'd be fun.” Addi's voice was strained, and I watched as she switched her worried gaze from me to Patrick. As Florian's grandma might say, we were just a couple of 'wet blankets'. Whatever that really means.
“I know,” I said, forcing a smile onto my face again. “I'm hopeless.” I leaned in and kissed Addi on the cheek. “But I'm fine, really. I'm having a great time.” She gave me another skeptical look and then, fortunately, decided to let the subject drop. I heaved a sigh of relief and crossed my arms over my chest, wishing I'd done something with my hair. It was damp, fresh from a wash, and curling down my back, teasing the bare skin above my tank top. All around me, the crowd rippled with color – pink hair teased into Mohawks, black and blonde striped braids, and the occasional chignon or French twist. Even though there seemed to be a divisive line between the under eighteen and the over, I felt like the only one out of place, stuck between here and there. I reached a hand up and twirled a finger in my curls. Obviously, I was overanalyzing my hairdo, but that didn't mean the feelings that went with it weren't genuine.
I followed along behind Patrick and Addi, weaving through the crowd towards the bleachers that lined either side of the room, like something from a high school gym. They were filled to bursting with laughing, cheering, screaming patrons, but whatever energy was infecting them, it hadn't found me yet. I cursed Max silently inside my head for going to the bar, leaving me up here as the fifth wheel. He was a nice guy, but sometimes he made the most inconsiderate decisions, like this one time he invited me to a romantic dinner and then bailed halfway through because he'd forgotten a late night appointment with a client.
I sighed.
“Wait for this,” Theo was telling Addi, Yuu hanging on his arm and giving me an appraising once-over that ended with him squinting at my tattoo. I pulled my shirt down to cover it and Yuu grinned, making me wonder exactly how much Addi had told the two of them. Just the overview of the Flor and me fiasco? Probably the whole kit and caboodle, that bitch. “Trust me, it's going to fuck you up hard.”
Theo gestured over Addi's shoulder at me, beckoning my forward. I sidled up beside the group and crossed my arms over my chest, wondering exactly how long Max was going to be – if he came back at all.
“You, Abigail, look like you could really use being fucked.”
I blushed and Theo laughed, patting me on the shoulder and giving my arm a squeeze.
“Don't look so scared, sweetie. I meant that metaphorically speaking. Just, like, open your heart or whatever new age shit you want to believe in. Let the music become you.” He laughed and tossed me another wink. “Enjoy the show and forget about your brother. Sounds like a royal dick to me.”
“Stepbrother,” I corrected automatically and both Theo and Yuu laughed at me again. Patrick, at least, had the decency to look mortified for me. “And yes, he is a royal dick. But I'm not thinking about him.” Lie.
“No worries,” Yuu said as the lights dimmed and the crowd began to quiet. “If I had a stepbrother that looked like that, I'd probably be obsessed, too.”
I rolled my eyes and decided to let the comment go. After all, there was some truth to that. But I'd have loved Flor no matter what he looked like. The fact that he's attractive is only part of the problem – a very vexing part, but still only a fraction.
I shook my head to clear it, but my mind felt slippery, like staying on one subject for too long was impossible. I nibbled at my lower lip and tried to concentrate on the stage, but my feelings and thoughts were still all over the place. And where the hell is Max? I found myself looking around for him in his red T-shirt and tight jeans, but he was nowhere to be seen. A quick glance at my phone showed no messages, and when I texted him to tell him the show was starting, he replied that he was still in the bar and would be up soon. Of course he was. I stuffed the phone back in my pocket and scooted around Addi and Patrick for a better view.
I could see shadows moving across the small stage, getting into place for the show.
“Ladies and gentleman of Eugene, Oregon,” the voice whispered, skittering across the back of my neck like a heated breath. The crowd went completely silent, but I wouldn't say the room was quiet. Oh, no, it was like the silence itself was a sound, one so loud that it was drowning out even my erratic thoughts. I felt my own breath hitch and uncrossed my arms, leaning up on tiptoe to get a better look. Fingers strummed across a guitar and the lights flickered back into place, revealing a grinning face onstage, lips poised against the microphone. “I want to hear you make some NOISE!” the man growled, clutching the mic with his fingers and pulling it from the stand.
The crowd responded like a living creature, flowing around me like water, pushing me forward with the current and crushing me between sweaty, gyrating bodies while screams and shouts punctuated the silence and bled it across all our shoulders, coating us with this … energy that finally, finally managed to find some sort of hold in me.
I tried to take some of Theo's advice and found myself starting to move with the crowd, cheering and jumping even though I had no idea what the song was about, what the growling screams coming from the stage meant. The bass shook the building, crawling through the wood floor and into my toes, making its way into my bloodstream until I was sweating and screaming almost as much as the man onstage. My breath was crushed from my lungs by the press of people behind me and the resistance of those in front as slowly, oh so slowly, we melded even closer together, pushing towards the stage like flowers reaching towards the sun.
“A taste of forbidden love, like honey on the back of my tongue,” the lead singer oozed, his voice bright and sharp, like the gleam of light off the end of a blade, right before it imbeds itself into your back. From the sultry tones of his singing to the wild rhythm of his growls, I could tell this guy was bad news, but in the best possible way. Like Flor. I ignored that thought, let more screaming vocals wash over me, tasted the bite of the guitars, the clamoring frenzy of the drums.
Theo was right: the songs really were angry. But he was also right in that I needed that right now. I jumped and screamed and kicked and spun, letting my frustration with my stepbrother leak out into the crowd. If Flor wouldn't let me confess to get the feelings off my chest, then I'd just have to find another outlet.
I got so caught up, in fact, that by the time the set was over, my head was spinning and my heart was pounding a mile a minute. Addi, Patrick, Theo, and Yuu had all disappeared in the frenzy and Max was still nowhere to be seen, so I moved towards the steps to the bar, hoping to catch a glimpse of him coming up. I couldn't get down as the bouncer was carding people on their way by and I'd long since ditched my fake IDs (not that they'd often worked anyway).
I pursed my lips for a second, but then shook the feelings of irritation away. The next set was starting and I was too pumped up too care. If Max would rather be down there than up here with me, so be it.
I moved away, towards the exit, thinking of grabbing a breath of fresh air before I rejoined the crowd. Theo was so, so, so right. I felt better, much better, and all I'd done was bounce around to a dozen songs I didn't know. Maybe I was too uptight? Maybe I really was thinking too hard about everything?
I moved down the steps after collecting a stamp from the bouncer and crossed my arms over my chest, sucking in some of the smoky air outside the WOW Hall.
It took me about three seconds to find Max, leaning over a smiling girl to the right of the entrance. He wasn't doing anything with her per se, but his posture, the expression on his face, the nearness of their bodies, those things told me all I needed to know.
What. The. Hell.
I stared in openmouthed shock as he brushed a strand of hair behind her ear and grinned that stupid, sexy grin of his. This was so not what I needed right now. I squeezed my upper arms with my fingers to ward off the sudden chill, the excitement from the show fading as fast as it had come on. And just when I was starting to see a speck of light at the end of the tunnel.
I watched Max for a few moments, wondering when or if he'd even notice me. I could only stand the sight so long as it took the girl to press her palms against his chest and whisper something in his ear, lips brushing his skin while his eyes went dark and half-lidded.
I scoffed and turned away without saying a word, throwing out a quick text to Addi to let her know that I was walking home. We lived – quite literally – around the corner, so it was no big deal. I kept my head down and stayed hunched over until I turned left onto Lincoln Street, feeling ten times worse than I had when I'd first left my apartment. While I'd been inside jumping around and flailing my arms like an idiot, Max was outside scamming on girls.
That … cocksucker, I thought to myself, thinking of Flor's words about Max. He's no good for you. He won't admit it, and he keeps it pretty well hidden, but I know he cheats on you. Of course Flor was right, but it was like knowing something and seeing it firsthand were completely different things. I shook my head and kept moving, around to Broadway and my apartment, situated above a shoe store with clever sayings painted onto the glass of the windows.
Leaning against that very same window, the words be and truth on either side of his head like horns, was Flor. I paused on the sidewalk and tried to make out the saying behind his dark hair. Be the truth you want to see, it read.
I felt bold, so I moved up to him before he could spot me first and turn the tables like he always did.
“What are you doing here?” I asked him, moving up to the front door and sticking my key in the lock before he'd even really registered what was happening. I watched out of the corner of my eye as Flor startled and stood up, running his right hand through his dark hair and watching me out of those eyes, the ones that were just too rich, too deep, for a guy that refused to reveal any of the depth that they must be hiding.
“Where have you been?” he asked me as I pushed the door open and started up the stairs. It occurred to me that if I went up, he'd come too and that maybe having him in my apartment wasn't such a good idea, but I did it anyway. The music had infected me. That, or I was using it as an excuse to say and do things that I wouldn't under normal circumstances.
“Out,” I said, continuing into the darkened apartment and leaving the lights off. Somehow, after the intimacy of the show, the crush of bodies, the darkness of the singer's voice, recessed lighting didn't seem appropriate. I let Addi's white Christmas lights guide my way. “But that doesn't answer your question, does it?” I threw my keys on the counter and realized that my hands were shaking. Fucking Max, that asshole. I was taking some of my frustration out on Flor and it wasn't fair, even if he had essentially denied me my confession. “What are you doing here?”
“Do you even know what today is?” he asked me, frowning. I noticed he kept his left hand in the pocket of his jeans, like he was clutching onto something. I refused to look at the way the lights bathed his face, turned his cheeks to shadow, gave his lips color. I set my purse down and stared at the small scar on his chin to avoid looking at his eyes. “I tried texting and calling, but you didn't answer, so I decided to stop by.” Flor shrugged like that was no big deal, but I felt my lips pursing in irritation. I hadn't answered because I'd blocked his number, not forever, just for now. Just until I could get a hold of myself.
“Did it ever occur to you that maybe I didn't want to talk to you?” I asked, turning away and moving towards the fridge. I pulled the door open and rummaged around for a beer, curling my fingers around a bottle of Total Domination. I found my right hand suddenly at my hip, pressing against that pesky bit of space between my top and my jeans.
I heard Florian sigh, but he didn't say anything as I popped the top and kept my attention pointedly focused on everything but him. A moment later my phone buzzed, giving me a good excuse to pay even less attention to my stepbrother.
What's going on now? Better not be Flor again.
I frowned and texted Addison back.
No. Max.
I stuffed my phone back in my pocket and turned around to find Flor way too close for comfort. I stumbled back as he watched me, bumping into the counter and coming up short.
“What's wrong with Max?” he asked, his voice low and dangerous. I swallowed and took another sip of my beer, hating the way the darkness seemed to enhance the pigment in his irises. They seemed even greener than usual, although I knew that was probably just my mind playing tricks on me.
“Nothing,” I said, not wanting to have this conversation, not wanting to have any conversation really. “Can you just go home, Flor? I can't do this with you.”
“Can't do what, Abi?” he asked, moving closer, too close. His fingers found mine, still, somehow, splayed open over my tattoo and as he peeled them away, I felt my breath hitch. His hand was too warm, his body close enough to touch. If I leaned forward, I could meld my form against his, sink into him, let him hold me the way I'd always wanted to, the way I'd experienced for the briefest of seconds that one, fateful night. “I've never tried to be anything but good to you. I've … tried to be a brother to you.” My breath caught again and I found my eyes squeezing shut as he curled his fingers through mine, taking my right hand and pulling it close to his mouth. I thought for a second that he might kiss me, press his lips to my knuckles and breathe hot breath against my skin; my knees went weak and I slumped even harder against the countertop. “I've tried, but I'm no good at it,” he told me, his voice husky and rough, not at all the smooth, practiced perfection that usually characterized Florian. He leaned in even closer, leaving me with nowhere to go and put his forehead up against mine.
I kept my eyes closed, the fingers of my left hand curling around the countertop as I tried to stay standing. No good. This is no good. Shit. I tried to turn my head away, but Florian brought his hand up and ran his fingers through my hair.
“Stop it,” I whispered as my heart hammered against my ribcage and my breathing came in fits and gasps. Tears tried desperately to squeeze out from under my eyelids, but I held them back. “Flor, stop.”
“The smell of your skin, your hair, your breath,” he whispered, “it undoes me.”
And then he kissed me.
The heat of his lips seared against mine as his right hand found my face and cupped my chin, drawing me forward and into his arms. And oh, it felt good. So good. We unhooked the fingers of our right and left hands, his finding the top of my jeans, curving beneath the denim and drawing me forward while his knuckles teased my tattoo. Mine found the strong muscles of his back and dug into the fabric of his tight T-shirt, latching onto the cotton fabric like it was a lifeline and I was drowning. It really felt like I was there for a moment, like Flor was my only source of life and breath, like if I let go of him, I would lose myself.
When he pulled back abruptly, running his hand through his hair and leaving me a panting, melting, stuttering mess, he seemed almost angry.
“Goddamn it, Abigail,” he snarled, marching across the kitchen floor and pausing with his gaze focused on the windows, on the faint sounds of shouting that echoed around outside. I wondered how long it might be before Addi or Max got it in their heads to come back and check on me. “I can't do this!”
“Can't do what, Flor?” I asked, half of me broken and shattered, the other half almost … ecstatic. Because if Flor's actions, if his words, were anything to go on, then he might, just might, feel the same way about me as I felt about him. “Flor, I – ”
“Don't say it, Abi,” he whispered, reaching back into his pocket. He withdrew something I couldn't see in the dark half-light and placed it on the countertop.
“Why?” I asked, standing up straight, feeling those sobs I'd fought so hard against rise to the surface. “Why won't you let me say what I want to say, Florian? Why not let me get it out there, so we can talk about it.”
“I don't want to hear it, Abi,” he said, and I found my sudden sadness turning into anger. I clenched my fists tight and moved forward, grabbing at the back of his shirt and trying to get him to turn towards me. He refused to budge.
“You don't even know what I'm going to say,” I growled at him, proud of myself for keeping my voice strong and even. “If you'd just let me speak – ”
Flor interrupted me again, moving away and waving his hand dismissively.
When he glanced over his shoulder at me, his eyes were cloaked in shadow and his expression unreadable. He reached up and patted the small box on the counter.
“Enjoy your present,” he said, pulling out a pack of cigarettes and slipping one between his lips. “Call me when you remember mine, okay, nee-chan?”
Flor turned away from me and descended the stairs, leaving me alone in the darkness of the apartment.
I'd thrown all of my clothes onto the floor, emptied out the closet, flipped up the mattress and box spring and still, I hadn't found it.
“Fuck,” I said, sweeping some stray strands of hair back from my face. Today, Friday, yet another family dinner looming on the horizon, and I couldn't find the damn box. That box. The one that held all of the items that used to grace my Florian shrine.
“You're up early,” Addi said, blinking in the brightness from my open window. As I turned to look at her, I saw Patrick slide by in the hallway and disappear into the bathroom. My friend draped herself in the doorway to my bedroom and yawned. She and Patrick hadn't come home until dawn and all I had from Max was a text telling me that he was sorry I wasn't feeling well and that he'd try to bring over some flowers. Addi's lie to him about my not feeling well was far better than the truth. I caught you red-handed, you dick, I thought, pushing at a pile of clothes with my foot. I thought about asking Addi about the box, but I knew it was useless. She didn't have it; Flor did – as evidenced by the gift he'd left me last night.
A locket. With a picture of us as kids inside. A picture that I knew had come from that box.
“It's a little early for a clean sweep, isn't it?” Addi said, yawning again. I smiled at her and shrugged as she stood up and padded down the hallway on bare feet. My cheeks heated and I closed my eyes, biting at my thumb nail and trying to figure out what I was going to do about this. I mean, based on what happened last night, it didn't seem like my feelings for Flor were a secret, not really. And he'd basically … I stopped chewing on my nail and pressed my fingers to my lips. I could still feel his mouth there, hot and insistent and desperate. But for what? For me?
I sighed and took a few steps back, plopping down on the window seat opposite my bedroom door.
“This is a disaster,” I whispered, dropping my fingers down to the silver locket and letting it flutter between them as I leaned down and took a deep breath. Do you even know what today is? I hadn't known what Flor was talking about when he'd first asked that, but I did now. Yesterday was the anniversary of the day we'd first met. It hadn't meant anything to either of us for the longest time, but once, when I was thirteen, I remembered looking at the calendar and being overwhelmed with a memory. There was Flor, dark haired and brooding, even at age eight, standing hand in hand with his mother on my front door step. I remember hiding behind my dad, shy and confused at what was happening. The memory itself is blurry: what Flor was wearing, what River said to me while she stood there with her son, what we even did that day, but there's one thing that remains perfectly clear. Flor's eyes.
I closed mine now and let the color flood back into my head.
I'd looked at the calendar that day and brought it up casually, already embroiled in full-blown Flor obsession by that point. He'd sat at the counter in the kitchen musing on it for a while and then he'd said we should celebrate. We'd walked down to the burger joint that was a few blocks from our place at the time and splurged with Flor's allowance. Ever since then we'd been getting together and having lunch or exchanging stupid meaningless little gifts. Even in the dry years between the kiss and the day I'd graduated high school, we'd made time for that day.
And here I'd gone and ruined it.
I sighed again and stood up, pulling my phone from my pocket and removing the block on Flor's number. It took a few tries, but I finally forced myself to dial him up.
“Abi?” he asked, sounding sleepy and confused.
“Lunch,” I told him, and then after I listed the place and time, I added, “and bring the box.”
Flor looked a little wary when he stepped inside Plank Town Brewing Company, the box under one arm, and a beanie crushed over the dark hair on his head. He glanced around for a brief moment before spotting me and, my heart thumping in my chest, I waved him over.
When he set it down on the pale wood of the tabletop, I clenched my jaw and spit it out.
Instead of a hello, or a damn you for taking what wasn't yours to take, he ended up with this:
“I love you, Flor.”
A visible shiver shook his body as he took a step back and tore the beanie from his head, crushing it up in his fist and slamming it down on the table. Our waitress, approaching with a carafe of water, paused and set it down on the table two places to our right, pretending to tidy the menus stuffed between glasses filled with napkin wrapped cutlery.
“Don't do this, Abigail,” he said, his voice rough again. I traced his face, the slight stubble on his jaw, his scar, the piercings in his eyebrow and those in his lips. I kept my hands locked together in my lap and said it again.
“I love you, Flor. I always have, and I always will.”
“I love you, too, Abi. You're my … little sister,” he growled out at me, slumping onto the bench opposite me. I noticed that Flor didn't bother to look my way, focusing on the waitress who finally decided it was safe to approach, picking up the water carafe and bringing it over to our table.
“Can I get you anything else to drink?” she asked us, and I shook my head. The tension between me and Flor was thick enough to cut with a knife. As if she could sense that, she added, “I'll give you a moment to decide,” before disappearing.
“Stop telling me you love me like I'm your sister, Flor.” I glanced down at the wood floor and tried to remember to breathe. “It's more than that. It has to be more than that.”
“God, Abi, shut up,” he said as my eyes snapped back to him and found him bowing over the table like he was in pain. “I don't want to hear it. I don't want to hear any of this.” He flicked his gaze suddenly up to mine, glaring at me through narrowed eyes, cutting so deep into me that I was certain if I looked down, I'd be bleeding. “Why the fuck do you think I cut you off before? I don't want to hear it, so please stop. You think I don't know? That you've been keeping this secret from me for all these years? I know, Abi. I'm fucking well aware.”
Flor stood up suddenly and reached out, cupping my chin much harder than he had the night before, much less gentle. He gripped me with rough fingers and forced my gaze to remain on his, leaning over and getting close again, close enough that I could smell the slight whiff of peppermint and cigarettes on his breath.
“You're hot, Abi,” he told me, his pupils dilating and his tongue running over his lower lip. “You have a good body, curvy with legs for days. Of course I want to fuck you. What guy wouldn't? But I've resisted for years because, obviously, there's a little something standing between us. We're family and you don't fuck your family, Abi. How would you feel if I took you home for a night and let you go? Would you still be able to look at me over the dinner table at home without cringing? Is that what you want?” Flor released me only when he realized other patrons were staring. Tears stung my eyes, but I bit them back with a choking breath.
“You don't mean that,” I told him, but he was staring down at me with nothing in his eyes, just a blank expression that belayed little. The smell of your skin, your hair, your breath … it undoes me. Who says that to someone they just want to sleep with, that they care nothing about?
“So in one breath, you're telling me that you love me like a sister and the next, you're saying you want to fuck me like one of your groupies and let me go. Is that it?”
Flor said nothing.
He continued to stare at me, curling his fists so tight that the tattoos on his knuckles were stretched and distorted with the motion. I followed them up his arm, to the girl with the wolf skin thrown over her head and, for the first time in forever, realized that if I looked at her just right, she sort of reminded me of … well, me. I swallowed hard and dragged my gaze back to the table, focusing on the menu instead of my stepbrother.
“I'm not saying anything has to come of this, Flor. I just want to be honest, for once in my life, about my feelings for you. I love you, Flor.” The words hurt, almost physically, forcing themselves from my suddenly tight throat as I struggled to catch a breath. Why did this have to hurt so much? Because it didn't matter how I felt, how he felt? Our love was doomed from the start.
I stared at the menus until my eyes went blurry and I had to blink back tears. I found my hands reaching for the box and nearly tumbled out of my chair when Flor's fingers wrapped around my wrist, branding his fingerprints into my flesh like hot irons. I could feel each ridge, each swirl, like it was engraved on my skin.
And I loved it.
Florian's touch was like a drug, one that I'd had but a brief taste of but had stuck to the back of my tongue, always reminding me of how good it felt to have that one, single hit, stolen in the dark that fateful night.
Grr.
I clenched my fingers around the cardboard and tried to drag the box to me, but Flor wasn't letting go.
“If I let you have me, Abi, if I gave you what you're asking for, I think you'd change your mind. Do you even really know what it is that you're saying?”
“I'm not a kid, Flor. I haven't been a kid for a long time. Maybe you still see me as that fifteen year old girl you dragged out of a party she wasn't ready for, but I'm long past that.” I lifted my eyes to his and found him frowning down at me, green eyes dark and unreadable, full of shadows and ghosts that I couldn't figure out. What are you hiding, Florian? Whatever it is, you can tell me. I want to know everything about you.
The air around us felt moist, like we'd somehow managed to infuse the molecules with our desperation, drenching our surroundings in desire. I imagined a cloud enveloping the two of us, obscuring us from the world for just a brief moment. I wanted to lean over that table and kiss him, hard and fast and furious, but I didn't. Because I was coward. I'd always been a coward, and my true colors were starting to show.
I dragged the box into my lap as Flor yanked his gaze from mine and flopped onto the bench, grabbing a menu and slamming his elbows onto the tabletop with a sigh. He stared down at the text like he was reading it, but his eyes never moved out of their fixed position.
“I found some kittens,” he said instead, randomly, his tone of voice smooth and expressionless.
Great.
We were letting it go, again, and I just didn't have the energy to keep pressing the matter. I'd said what I needed to say and that was that. Soon, I'd start to feel better. Soon, I'd get the release I'd been waiting so long for.
“Flor,” I began, but apparently he was done listening to me.
“Three of them, actually. They were in the dumpster behind the shop.”
I cringed as Flor glanced up at me with a frown on his face.
“I watched the security cameras and found the guy who dumped them. He lives across the street from the shop in an apartment. I waited until it got dark and I saw him coming home from work.”
“Flor,” I warned, squeezing my fingers around the cardboard edges. My stepbrother had this sort of twisted justice that I both loved and feared. It was nice to know he cared so much about certain things; it was scary to see what he'd do when faced directly with them. “Please tell me you didn't do anything stupid.”
“I jumped him in the stairwell of his place and beat the shit out of him.”
I stared back at him, at the guy I'd seen with more girls than I could count, who was covered from shoulder to wrist in tattoos, who inked bodies for a living, and I thought about him beating some guy up for dumping kittens in the garbage.
It made me want to kiss him again, even harder than before. I wanted to shove the water glasses and the menus onto the floor and crawl across the table, straddle him and find out exactly what it was that kept all those women interested.
I swallowed hard and kept my grip on the box. I still had to ask him about this, about where he found it and why he'd taken it.
“The kittens are okay; the guy isn't.” Flor sat up and took a sip of his water, apparently satisfied that we weren't going to address the issue of my passionately intense and long-term love for him. “They're at my house now. I wanted you to know in case I get arrested. I was pretty careful to keep my face hidden and I didn't see any cameras, but if I do, I need you to check on the cats for me. They're little and you've got to feed 'em, like, every four hours or something.” He raised his hand and placed it on the table, the crescent moon etched into his skin staring back at me like a pale blue smile.
“Flor,” I began again, and he visibly cringed. I decided to lead into my questions about the box by leaning down and digging something from my purse. I tossed it across the table and watched him catch it single-handedly. He stared down at his palm with a frown.
“The fuck is this?” he asked me, and I couldn't hold back a smile.
“It's a toothbrush,” I said, “for your cat.” I felt my smile turn into a grin and my left hand unconsciously rise to finger the locket. After he'd gotten such a thoughtful gift for me, something that represented him and me, and all I could do was fall back into our old routines with a gag gift. Well, after the intensity of our conversation, I was kind of glad for it. “I got it at the pet shop. You can buy tuna flavored toothpaste, you know.”
“Screw you,” he said, but at least he said it with a smile. “This probably takes the cake for the worst anniversary gift ever.” I thought about mentioning the vibrator he'd gotten me one year and then decided it didn't seem so funny anymore, not with the moist droplets of desire coating my forehead and lower back. If Flor were to touch me now, lay his fingers against the nape of my neck, press his lips to my forehead, I'd melt. The heat between my thighs would consume my body and leave me nothing but ashes.
“What about yours?” I said, trying to deflect my feelings with humor. I raised the chain of the locket and let its silver surface dangle between my fingers. “Where did you get this box?” Heat suffused my cheeks as I leaned back and pretended not to give a shit. But I did. I really, really did.
Flor spun the toothbrush between his fingers, focusing on it and not on me.
“It was on the truck. I dropped it and the top opened. I didn't mean to snoop through your shit, Abi, but when I found like, a fucking shrine to myself, curiosity sort of took over.” I pursed my lips, about to blurt that it wasn't a shrine, but that was only partially true. It just wasn't a shrine anymore. “There's a lock of my hair in there, Abi. That's creepy as hell.”
I clutched the box even tighter and leaned forward, desperate not to let anyone else in the restaurant hear this portion of our conversation. I'm sure they'd heard enough already. I eyed Florian with my best take-no-prisoners look and tried to be stern. The hair thing was a little weird, but I'd found it on the floor after he'd cut his own hair with a razor; it wasn't like I'd snipped it myself. Yes, still stalkerish, but on a slightly lesser level. That didn't stop a slight flush from coloring my cheeks.
“It's just … stuff of yours that I had or that I found.” I let my eyes slide from his for a moment to regain my composure before letting them move back over. Flor didn't look like he believed me, but I didn't care. What did it matter anyway? He'd literally just told me to shut up rather than reveal my feelings for him.
Those green eyes though … oh God, those eyes … why did he have to look at me like that? Why did his dark brows have to frame that green gaze so perfectly? I refocused my attention back on the menu and waited for him to say something. The silence between us stretched thin and brittle, broken only by the tentative steps of the waitress as she approached and took our order. We both got burgers, medium-well, ketchup and lettuce only; he ordered himself a pint and the only reason I wasn't jumping in right alongside him was because legally, I couldn't.
Bleh.
“When?” Flor asked, toying with his water glass. When I hazarded a glance at his face, he wasn't looking at me. Good. That gave me some time to study his expression. Unfortunately, it was as unreadable as a rock face. I sighed.
“When, what?” I asked, my voice weighty and weary, like my throat had realized far before my heart what had just happened: we'd lost. We'd really … lost. Tears pricked the corners of my eyelids, and I curled my fists in my lap, cutting into my palm with my fingernails as I tried not to cry.
“Don't do that,” Flor said, his smooth voice rough and husky, a trait he seemed to reserve only for me. But why? If he felt the way he said he did, why bother? It seemed that as much as I'd promised a relationship between us was possible to myself, that I hadn't been honest. I'd wanted it. Oh yeah, in the back of my mind, I'd been betting on it. But now, I had my answer. No. “Don't cry, Abigail,” he pleaded as I stood up suddenly, pushing my chair back across the wood floor.
I made myself smile. It hurt to twist my lips like that, but I managed it.
“Be right back, 'kay?” I said and then hurried away before Flor could stop me. Once I was in the bathroom, I found myself hunched over and choking back sobs. Wow. It felt like my heart was coming undone, like it was unraveling inside my chest and leaving me empty. All of the anxiety and the hope and desperation I'd felt over the years slammed into me all at once, leaving me gasping for breath.
“Abi, I'm coming in.”
Shit.
I spun around just in time to see Flor burst through the door, running his hands through his dark hair as he paused in front of me, face falling at the scene before him. A quick glance to my right and my reflection told me all I needed to know: I was a wreck. Makeup ran down my cheeks in two rivulets and my skin was flushed a ruddy color, turning my naturally bronze skin into a muddy mess.
“This is the ladies room, Flor. It's for ladies, as in people that are not you. Get out.” I tried to turn away towards the stalls, but he caught my wrist, holding me in place. I refused to look back at him. “Why can't you just leave me alone for a minute?” I asked.
“Do you remember when I stole a bottle of champagne from my aunt's wedding reception? When we climbed out onto the roof, barefoot, and drank it together?” I snorted, but refused to answer him. Of course I remembered that. I could still see the sky painted with fingers of pink and orange, still hear my stepmother's laughter ringing across the open space, still taste the bubbles against my tongue. Flor was sixteen at the time, and I was only thirteen, but I'd wanted to be cool like him so, even though I was scared of being caught, I'd gone along with it. After the contents of the bottle had disappeared, I'd leaned against my stepbrother, breathed in his scent and fell asleep with my head against his shoulder.
“That's … I knew that I loved you then. I think I always had, but … it took me until that moment to realize it.”
Jesus.
My heart did a somersault in my chest, the sensation made all the worse by the fact that it was still coming undone. How, why, would he do this to me now, after so clearly rejecting me?
“So, when?” he asked again, tugging me a step closer. “When did it happen for you?”
I shook my head and felt tears fall from my eyes. I could not do this anymore. When, he wanted to know, had I fallen in love with him? If I had to hazard a guess, it would've been that first day, when I'd first made contact with those green eyes of his. Obviously I'd been a child at the time, but I'd loved him anyway. I'd always loved Flor.
When I didn't answer, he pulled me back and spun me so that I was facing him, one hand sliding under my chin to lift my face to his, the other releasing my wrist and curling around my waist. Flor pressed us into the wall and growled low under his breath, letting go of my chin and burying his face in my hair.
“Abi … ”
“Stop it, Flor,” I cried, letting go of my emotions. Why hide them anymore? What was the point? “I can't do it anymore.” My voice was hardly audible, choked with sobs, blurred by tears. “When you touch me, I fall apart. You're all I think about. And I … you make me so crazy, my stomach is always twisted up in knots. When I see you with other girls, I want to die. No, I … I want them to die, and I hate myself for it, so stop. Just stop and let me go.”
“But I can't,” he snarled angrily, his breath hot against the back of my neck. I squirmed in his grip, but he didn't let go, instead moving his hand down, sliding it up under my skirt and feeling his way along my bare thigh, just like he'd done all those years ago. Just as it had back then, his touch burned now, brought a whimper to my lips that Flor kissed away, sealing my emotions with a simple press of his mouth against mine.
Tears poured down my cheeks, salty wetness blurring between kisses as his tongue found mine and my arms, slowly, treacherously, found their way around his neck. Flor pulled back so I could catch my breath, kissing his way across my moist cheeks, brushing my curls back, finding my throat. Meanwhile, his hand roved further up, cupping my ass, squeezing my flesh with desperate fingers. I could feel him hard and desperate against me and adjusted my body to get a better angle. A better angle for what? my brain asked me as I leaned back and felt the metal of the locket slide against the skin of my chest.
My head cleared suddenly, like storm clouds moving over the sun, and I gasped.
My hands found Flor's chest and pushed. Surprised, he stumbled back and I moved around him just in time to bump into the door as it opened.
“Sorry,” I mumbled to the startled woman, and then I was gone, running through the restaurant and past the table. I didn't look back to see if Flor was following me, and I didn't bother to pay for my burger.
My stepbrother had just broken my heart – again – so the least he could do was foot the bill.
Family freaking dinner.
I sat across the table from Flor, my hands shaking as I gripped the fork and listened to my stepmom talk about some construction that was happening near her office. I hadn't expected Florian to come, not after what had happened between us earlier, but here he was, arrogant and unapologetic. His eyes followed me around the room, and I had this itchy feeling between my shoulder blades, like he was just waiting to get me alone.
“Anyway,” River said, straightening out the cloth napkin on her lap and shaking her head, “enough about that. Florian, how's Rhonda?” I kept my attention focused on my plate. After a moment of silence, I glanced up and found those sharp emerald irises locked onto my face and swallowed. How could he frown like that? Wear his hair all mussy and beautiful? Come here with rumpled clothes and a bad attitude, like this was all my fault? “Florian,” River snapped and he blinked like he was coming back to life, dragging his gaze from me.
My dad's blue eyes traveled between the two of us and I had to swallow hard and struggle not to be alarmed by the intense look in them. He sensed something. Oh my God. What would he do if he found out? I couldn't even imagine. He'd think I was a freak, a pervert, call me an incestuous whore and kick me out of his life.
My nerves had never been stretched so taut.
“What?” Flor snapped back at his mom. River narrowed her eyes on her son and then glanced over at me with pursed lips. So she felt it, too. Great.
“How's Rhonda?” she asked again, trying her very best to keep calm. I could see her irritation in the set of her slender shoulders. “You haven't mentioned her once tonight.”
“Oh, uh,” Flor began, looking back at me. I kept my face neutral, or at least I tried. My dad had already commented on my puffy eyes and swollen face; I'd been crying all day. I'd lied and told him I'd gotten an F on my chem test, and he'd actually hugged me. And then he'd lectured me on the importance of keeping up my grades, warning me against future failures. I squeezed my hands into fists. “Rhonda is fine, but she wants to move too fast. I think I'm going to break up with her.”
“Really?” River asked skeptically, reaching out and squeezing her son's hand. “Florian, this is the only girl you've ever brought home. She must be special. What exactly does she want?”
“She wants to get engaged,” Florian said, stuffing his mouth full of mashed potatoes, so he didn't need to elaborate. I stared at his face, trying to keep the shock off of mine.
“Hmm,” River mused, looking over at me. “What did you think of her, Abi?” I quickly copied Flor and stuffed food into my mouth, so I didn't have to answer right away.
“Nee-chan doesn't like her, do you, Abigail?” Flor asked, putting down his fork and reaching into his pocket for a pack of cigarettes.
“Outside, Florian,” my dad warned as my stepbrother pushed his chair back and watched me carefully. I looked down at the carpet and shrugged.
“She was okay, I guess,” I whispered. In all reality, I wasn't that worried about Rhonda. Flor had brought her home, but … I'd seen him look at other girls a hell of a lot more seriously. Rhonda wasn't going to make it much longer than any of the others.
“You know,” River said, grabbing Flor's arm and extracting the cigarettes from him. She placed them on the tablecloth and patted his chair. River and my father were pretty old fashioned when it came to dinner. You ate together until everyone was done. Flor frowned at her, but sat back down. Sometimes, I forgot that he was only twenty-one; his eyes seemed so much older. “That reminds me. Whatever happened to that sweet boy you were dating, Abi? Addison's friend?”
Crap.
I called out my brother's name in bed.
“He … didn't work out,” I answered, trying to avoid the subject of Max.
“Didn't Abi tell you?” Flor said in his best know-it-all asshole tone. “She's dating Max now.”
My father seriously started choking on his green beans.
My stepmom patted his back until he calmed down and then they both stared across the table at me.
“Abigail,” my father began and I felt my cheeks heating. Shit. “Does Max have anything to do with the bad grade on your exam?” Underneath his words were all the things he couldn't say with Flor and my stepmom around. Max is no good. He's a loser, just like your brother. He's exactly the sort of man that will ruin your life and smile in the rearview mirror as he drives away. I knew that my dad was desperate not to see me screw up my life for a guy, or make a mistake choosing a partner like he had with my mom, but the look in his eyes still stung.
“Yeah, Abi,” Flor said, leaning back and weaving his fingers together behind his head, “does he?” I wanted to pick my fork up and throw it at him, but instead, I just folded my hands in my lap and shook my head. I won't think about that kiss today or the one last night. I won't think about Flor's words either. Why should I, if he didn't really mean them?
I knew that I loved you then. I think I always had, but … it took me until that moment to realize it.
I looked straight back at Flor, met his eyes across the dinner table like I'd done a thousand times when we were kids. When we were really little, before Flor had discovered girls and started breaking my heart, we'd passed notes to each other under the table. In fact … I reached up and traced my fingers along the wood, searching for something that I knew couldn't possibly be there but was anyway.
My notebook.
Flor and I had taped miniature notebooks and pencils at each of our seats, so we could communicate quietly while our parents droned on. Like I said, family dinners had always been long, dictated by good manners and polite waiting. This was made even worse when my stepmom or dad had clients or colleagues over to eat. The notes had made it all worth it and now, years after we'd written our last notes, mine was still stuck to the table.
“Max and I … we're breaking up, too. Looks like Flor and I are both single again.” I adjusted my fork and let it clink against my plate, using the noise to disguise the sound of the ancient tape peeling away from the table. I yanked it into my lap and flicked open the front cover while my father and stepmother exchanged yet another look.
I miss you when you're gone.
My own handwriting stared right back at me as I struggled to fight back tears. Here was a note I never sent, that got forgotten as Flor and I had gotten older, as he'd started leaving the house more, skipping dinner more.
I traced my fingers over the pale yellow paper, the daisies printed across the top of the page.
“Oh, come on, Abi, Max is my best friend. We've been friends for, God, almost as long as I've known you.” I looked up at Flor, at his cruel smile and wondered what the hell he was doing. I decided to ask him, crossing out the I miss you and scribbling what the hell are you trying to do? in its place. “If he's done something to hurt you, you should tell me. I'll give him a talking to, clear up this little misunderstanding.”
“Maybe it's for the best,” my dad grumbled, wiping his mouth with a napkin and taking a sip of his wine. “I never really liked that boy anyway.”
“Art,” River warned, giving Flor a look. I watched as my stepbrother narrowed his eyes on his stepfather. The two of them had always had an odd relationship. Even if, somehow, Flor would stop being an asshole and we could figure out some way to make things work between us, my dad would never accept it. He hardly accepted Flor as the distant stepson he barely saw anymore. As my lover? A future husband? Father to my kids? Kids who would only have one set of grandparents between us. Eww. I swallowed hard and, even though Flor and I weren't at all related to one another, felt a flutter of disgust in my belly. Too bad it did little to stifle the desire I felt for him.
As was our signal so long ago, I kicked Flor under the table and held my hand underneath, stretched out as far as I could without rousing suspicion. If he didn't remember the notes or the signal, I was going to look like even more of an idiot than I already felt like.
But there, his fingers, warm and comforting and oh so familiar, curling around mine, fingertips sliding along my palm as he extracted the note from my hand.
A flush crept up the back of my neck and my heart sang inside my chest. Stupid. I couldn't even believe that I was still feeling this way after what had happened today.
Of course I want to fuck you. What guy wouldn't? But I've resisted for years because, obviously, there's a little something standing between us. We're family and you don't fuck your family, Abi.
Flor hunched over, pretending to check out and stare down at his lap, something he'd often done anyway, just to show how little he really wanted to be here anymore. I watched him read the note and then glance up at me. Our eyes met again and my heart sped up, galloping along at an unnatural speed that threatened to make me feel faint. Why did he have to be so beautiful? That tight T-shirt, those muscles, those freaking eyes. But I had a feeling that no matter what Flor looked like, I'd have found him beautiful anyway. Love is weird like that, and I loved him, I did.
Just not as a brother, more like a childhood friend. Like a boy. Like a man.
I turned away and reached out to finger my water glass.
“Boys can be quite the distraction, can't they, Abi?” River said with a sympathetic smile. Her mouth was so like Flor's, her eyes green like his, only not as piercing. “But just remember that there's nothing more important than a good education.”
I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Obviously I was aware of how important school was, and I'd been taking care of myself in that department for a long time. I never brought home anything less than an A as my final grade, barely skipped class, even tutored Flor who was three years my senior.
I wanted to say something like Flor might. Sure thing, River. I'll be sure to remember that. But I didn't, just smiled and shoveled some food into my mouth, nearly choking on the bite when a foot bumped into my shin. I reached down and took Flor's note.
Why'd you run away? We need to talk. Fuck this dinner.
I stared at the page just long enough to read it, but River caught me looking anyway.
“Texting at the table?” she asked, like she was slightly irritated with me, but could do nothing about it. I raised my head and caught Flor smirking at me, like this was funny, like anything could be funny ever again.
“I, uh, sorry.” I tucked the page into my back pocket and kept smiling. “Addi is … homesick right now, so I'm sort of helping her through that.”
“Addi, the Battle-axe? Please,” Flor said, not at all helping the situation. He drummed his colorful fingers on the tabletop and spun his right lip ring with his tongue.
“Homesickness is a completely normal and natural feeling,” River began, switching right into psychologist mode. Uh oh. I'd been on the receiving end of these lectures many, many times before. Too bad she couldn't help me with the problem I needed to solve the most: her own son. “If she's feeling that way, there's usually some specific reasons. Is she having trouble with Patrick?” In fact, Patrick was due to leave back to San Diego for a few weeks, so my lie wasn't entirely made up. I'm sure that once Patrick really did leave, Addi would need my help. “What she needs to do is make sure she has an established routine in place.”
I felt another kick and reached out my fingers, this time finding my hand wrapped in Flor's. No note, just the dry warmth of his palm, the delicate strength that allowed him to be such an established artist. I licked my lower lip and tried to drag my hand away, but he wouldn't let me. After a moment, he released me and then nudged me again with his foot, passing over a blue sheet from his own notebook. Wow, talk about nostalgia. And confusion. One minute he was telling me to shut up and the next he was confessing his own love for me. I didn't even know how to feel anymore.
I pulled the note onto my lap and unfolded it carefully, pretending to adjust my napkin, so I could read it while River talked at me.
I know I'm not making much sense. I'm confused, too. Come over after.
Come over? To his place. I did everything in my power to stay away from that den of sin, not the least of which was because I wanted to be the one sinning in it with him. Every time I went over there, I found myself looking at his couch, wondering how many girls he'd brought there. I could hardly even bear looking in his room or at his bed. Did I mention that Max was Flor's roommate? Yeah, not exactly a place I wanted to be.
No.
I sent the note back to him, both hating and loving the constant brush of his fingers.
“Bring Addi over to dinner again,” River was saying as I nodded, getting back a response from Flor at the same time.
Kittens? I can teach you to feed them. No Max tonight. Please?
I shook my head and saw River raise an eyebrow. My dad was looking funny at me again.
“Yeah, yeah, sorry. My head's in the clouds.” I tried to smile but nobody was buying it.
“Looks like we're all finished then?” River said, standing up and sliding her son's cigarettes over to him. She started clearing away dishes while my dad gave me yet another look, this one rife with disappointment. I'd managed to upset my stepmother, again.
“Are you two staying for dessert?” she asked from the kitchen. I opened my mouth to answer, but Flor answered for me.
“Abigail and I have plans,” he said suddenly, standing up and putting a cigarette between his lips. He nodded at my dad and moved around the table to give his mother a kiss on the cheek when she reentered the dining room.
“Plans?” my dad asked, his voice low. If he was this suspicious of Flor now, how would he feel knowing everything that had happened between us? I turned to Flor, as curious to hear about these supposed plans as my dad was. Whatever lie he managed to come up with, I wasn't going along with it. As soon as I walked out these doors, I was getting in my car and going home.
“Remember those kittens I told you about? Well, she wants to pick one out. Come on, Abs.”
Flor reached down and grabbed my arm. I was so shocked to feel him touching me yet again that I almost dropped my yellow notebook on the floor, barely managing to grab hold of it before my stepmom saw.
“Ah, that reminds me, Florian,” she said, following us towards the front door. Flor's hand on my arm was such an intense sensation that I forgot to protest. “Your father,” I saw my stepbrother visibly cringe at that, “and I are going out of town next weekend. Could one or both of you stop by and check on the cat? Oh, and don't forget to water my houseplants.”
Flor let go of me and opened the door, lighting his cigarette before he even stepped outside.
“Sure thing, kaa-chan,” he said, giving her another kiss on her other cheek. I rolled my eyes. Kaa-chan, another random Japanese word that Flor liked to toss around because it annoyed my father. He thought it was just another sign of Flor's disrespect. Kaa-chan was a pretty casual way to address one's mother, and my dad already thought Flor acted too much like his mom was just a friend and not a parent.
I moved outside first and over to my car, the smell of cigarette smoke wafting around me as I paused to unlock the doors.
“Meet me there?” Flor asked as I glanced over my shoulder at him. Really? He looked way too beautiful standing there with a lit cherry highlighting the strong bones of his face, the soft hardness of his mouth, the scar on his chin. I smoothed my hands down my skirt, unconsciously remembering the feel of his Flor's hands on my bare thigh.
“I'm not going over to your house, Florian,” I said quietly, glancing up to make sure nobody was watching us through the curtains. I didn't see any curious faces, so I rounded on him and crossed my arms over my chest. “What part of that sounds like a good idea to you?”
“We need to finish talking, Abigail.”
“Is that what we were doing in the bathroom at the restaurant?” I asked, feeling my cheeks heat yet again. I just couldn't seem to stop blushing around Florian as of late. “I can't stand here knowing how I feel about you, utterly confused about how you feel about me, and having to look in your eyes and see hopelessness. This will never work. You know that, and I finally think I'm starting to get it, really get it.”
Flor reached a hand over my shoulder, splaying his palm against the driver's side window and leaning close to me. It was a far too intimate position to be taking outside our parents' house, but I couldn't seem to find it in me to stop him.
His face was pained and his eyes wouldn't quite meet mine, drifting away to stare at the house.
“Abigail, I want to explain myself.”
“Didn't seem so eager to do that before when you took off the first time, told me to shut up the second.”
“I didn't want you to say it aloud, Abigail, because if you did, that made it real.”
“What about fucking me and letting me go? What guy wouldn't want a chance at this piece of ass, right? Isn't that what you said?”
“I never called you a piece of ass,” Flor growled, letting his cigarette tumble to the ground between our bodies. He crushed it out with his boot. “I … life isn't a fairytale, Abs. When you say you're in love with someone, it also usually means you want to sleep with them.”
“Who said I didn't want to sleep with you?” I blurted and his eyes widened, lashes fluttering as he blinked at me in shock a few times. Finally, Flor leaned back and laughed at me. His laughter was so rare nowadays that it took me aback, made me remember strange things, like sitting shoulder to shoulder around a campfire, telling ghost stories with our foreheads pressed together and a flashlight stuck between us.
I blinked back at him, wondering if he was trying to read my blue eyes the same way I read his green ones.
“Can we please just talk? I'll even stop by Sweet Life and get you a lemon bar and a cup of bitter black coffee on the way.” Flor leaned in close to me again, brushing a stray curl over my shoulder with his fingers. The stars across his knuckles shimmered in the porch light that was bathing us both in orange-yellow. If I closed my eyes just a little, squinted just enough, those stars glimmered almost as brightly as the ones in the sky above our heads. Could've been a trick of the light, might've been because Flor not only remembered my favorite dessert but also remembered that I liked to have a cup of dark roast coffee, no cream and no sugar, to go with the sweet tartness of it.
“If you're going to drive five miles out of the way just for that, why not meet up there? It'd be safer that way.” I hated that the last sentence came out in a whisper. “Besides, my apartment's like seven blocks from there. It'd just be easier for me.”
“Is Addi home tonight?” Flor asked, and I nodded.
“Exactly. Max is booked solid tonight, so we'll have the place to ourselves. Do you really want to talk about this at a table in a busy bakery?” He was right, of course. Sweet Life was open until eleven, an oddity for any café or bakery, so it was always packed at this time of night. “I'll drive us and then bring you back here to pick up your car.”
“I don't know, Flor,” I began, but he was already reaching out, wrapping his fingers around my wrist and pulling me towards his car. My heart was skipping beats, leaving me two lungfuls short of enough breath to protest. When he opened the passenger side door, against my better judgment, I climbed in.
I clutched my coffee cup to my chest and watched my stepbrother bottle-feed a baby kitten.
It was … well, God. Let's just say the sight did nothing to extinguish my desire for him. He sat there in an overstuffed armchair, his tattooed hand cradling the bottle gently, the kitten's tiny orange paws resting against his fingers. The piercings, the tattoos, the strong set of his shoulders, all of that juxtaposed against the tiny sweetness of the kitten? I felt my eyes swell with tears and had to look away. Damn you, Florian.
“Never bottle-feed a baby kitten on its back,” he told me as the cat released the bottle and he checked the level of the formula. “They can aspirate the milk. Best to feed 'em like mom would've.” A dark look crossed over his face as he replaced the baby in the padded laundry basket by his feet. He curled his fingers gently around a black kitten, putting it on his knees and starting the process all over again.
“Flor,” I said, but the only words that wanted to come out of my mouth were I love you. I stopped talking and sat back for a moment before changing the direction of my thoughts. “I think I've got it. Use the canned formula, mix it fresh with warm water, feed them on their tummies, not their backs.” I swallowed hard and glanced away, at the paintings hanging on the dining room wall – all of them Flor's. Max was a talented artist, too, but he rarely painted anything other than skin. “I don't want you to go to jail though.” I sounded like a little kid and that made me frown. Crap. I took a sip of my coffee and kept staring at the paintings on the wall. Each focused on a different woman in a different setting, all of them fantastical, each of them with a similarity I couldn't quite put my finger on.
Florian snorted at me.
“I didn't kill the guy, Abi.” He paused and his voice grew dark. “Though I wanted to.” I swallowed hard and took another bite of my lemon bar. “All I did was beat the crap out of him. He deserved it, too. Who the fuck dumps kittens into a garbage can like they're trash?” I didn't argue with him. In my opinion, he was right. But I still worried. “Anyway, I don't think anyone'll be able to trace it back to me, but I wanted you to know how to take care of these guys just in case.” Flor finished with the last of the three kittens and then leaned back in his chair, his eyes now entirely focused on me. I made myself look back at him, if only because it felt cowardly to look away and I'd been showing far too much cowardice lately.
“So,” I began as Flor rested his left elbow on the chair arm and curled his fingers under his chin. “Now what?”
“Why now?” he asked me as a horrible anxiety driven stomachache overtook me. I put my drink and my dessert onto the coffee table, suddenly uninterested in it.
“Why now what?” I asked, my voice hoarse and husky. It was always husky though, like I was some sort of sex phone operator. I couldn't help that, but I cringed at the roughness in it.
“Why wait until now to tell me that you love me?” I bit my lip, wishing I'd sat a little further away from him. Our knees were only an inch or so apart. “And when, when did you know?”
“I … ” This is exactly what you wanted when you started all of this. Try honesty and see what happens. Secrets and lies are what got you here in the first place. “I … ” My voice failed me, cracking on that single syllable. Something shifted on Flor's face, something that looked an awful lot like sympathy. That's what got me angry. I didn't need his sympathy, didn't want it either. Even if this love was unrequited, or doomed, it was still mine and I cherished it. “I've always loved you, Flor. I can't think of a single moment when it started, maybe when I … first saw your eyes. I've been under your spell since I was five.” I choked up a little when I said that, memories assaulting me from every angle. Why him? Why did Flor have to be my stepbrother? Why not Max? If Flor had been a childhood friend or a classmate, we would've been free to act on our feelings. When he said nothing, I continued, letting it all fall out. “I decided to tell you now because I'm tired of living with the shame and the secrecy. I'm tired of getting stomachaches when I see you with other girls, tired of dreading family dinners because I just know that one day, you're going to meet a girl and get married. I'll have to watch you have kids with her, love her, hold her, and there I'll be, standing in the background like I've always been.”
I clenched my fists by my sides.
“You never saw me, Flor, even when that's all I wanted. I wanted you to treasure me the same way I treasured you. But the second you matured? You ran off and started collecting girls like trophies. Why couldn't you see the hurt in my eyes? Why didn't you care?” He opened his mouth to say something, but I cut him off. Whatever he was going to say, it wouldn't matter. “I've been waiting since … since I was thirteen for you to really notice me, to treat me like a girl. And then, that day, when I was fifteen?” Flor cringed and it was his turn to look away. “Why did you kiss me if it didn't mean anything to you? You broke my heart.”
“Who ever said it didn't mean anything?” he snapped, spinning back to face me, his fingers curling in the black fabric of the armchair. “Abigail, you're my sister.” He sat back suddenly and groaned low in his throat, dragging his hands down his face. “What was I supposed to do? Listen to yourself. You were young, you looked up to me, you followed me around like I was your superhero. And you wanted me to what? Wait around for you to grow up, like some kind of freak predator? Sneak into your room on your sixteenth birthday and ravage you? For fuck's sake.”
He looked away again and I reached up suddenly to find liquid on my cheeks. Tears. More tears. Ouch. Why did what he have to say make so much sense? And why did it have to hurt so much?
“Please don't cry,” he said, this time more softly than before. I swiped an arm across my eyes, but the tears wouldn't stop. As if the floodgates had officially been opened, my emotions streamed down my cheeks in two salty trails. It didn't help when Flor got up and came to sit next to me, pressing the length of his thigh against mine.
“What exactly are you saying then?” I asked, sniffling, turning to look at him with my stomach in my throat and my vision blurring with tears. “That you don't like me? Or you do? You're not making any sense, Flor.”
His hand reached down and curled around mine, mixing the plainness of my fingers with the color of his.
“Like I said, I've known about my feelings for you since I was sixteen.” Flor took a deep breath. “I've loved you for far longer than that.”
“Then why?” I asked, trembling against him, feeling so small I thought I might shrivel up and die. “Why wouldn't you let me tell you?”
“If you told me, then I knew it was real. It meant I had to admit to myself how I felt, admit that you felt the same way.”
“So you don't just want to fuck me?” I snapped, remembering his cruel comments in the restaurant. Florian squeezed my hand harder but didn't respond at first.
“You're only eighteen, Abigail,” he said and I almost howled in frustration. It was like that day all over again – this time, it was twenty-one year old Flor that knew everything and I was still the baby. I tore my fingers away from his, certain that I wouldn't survive another minute of his touch. “I'm not going to take advantage of you like … like … ”
“Like Max?” I asked and I felt Flor cringe beside me. “I know Max is no good, Flor. I caught him cheating on me last night. But I'm not with him because I love him. I'm with him because he sees me as a woman, because I want someone to hold me at night, but mostly … ” I trailed off for a moment, but then decided fuck it. “Mostly, I'm with him because he reminds me of you.”
Flor growled low in his throat and leaned forward, putting his elbows on his thighs, resting his head in his hands.
“But this will never work, right? Even if I love you and you love me and we both want to … sleep with each other. I think I get it, Flor. I get it. You have other girls and other priorities and it's just not worth it.”
“I can't, Abigail. Why can't you understand that? I can't. I just can't. I've tried to forget about you.” He lifted his head just enough to look at me. “I'm trying to move on, but when you look at me like that … ” Flor sat up and looked straight at me. “When you smell this good, when you feel this soft … ” He ran his fingers along my cheek and I cringed away, not because his touch bothered me but because it felt so good. Too good. Perfect. “All I want is to be with you.” My heart sputtered, stilled, stopped. “But I can't. When our parents got married, I swore that I would take on the role of big brother and I have, damn it. I am your brother, whether you like it or not.”
I threw myself off that couch, practically falling over the coffee table in my haste to get away from Flor. He stood up, too, and I spun to face him, but before we could take the conversation any further, a knock sounded at the door. Before either of us could be bothered to open it, it swung inward and there was Rhonda, the drag queen. Only … today she didn't look so much like a drag queen. Her fluffy, frothy blonde hair was slightly damp, hanging straight past her shoulders like she'd recently showered. The over the top makeup was gone; all she had on was a dash of eyeliner, a splotch of shadow, and some lip color. In her tight skinny jeans and purple corset top, she was pretty. No, not pretty, gorgeous. Sexy. Put together. All the things I wasn't and would never be.
We stood there staring at each other for several silent seconds before she smiled at me, lighting up her face in a way that made my blood chill.
How many times had she and Flor slept together? How many times had he kissed her, whispered sweet nothings in her ear? Had he ever told her he loved her?
“Abi, nice to see you again. What are you two up to?”
“I was just leaving,” I said, noticing the bag of takeout in her right hand. Either she didn't know tonight was family dinner night or she didn't care. I moved around Rhonda and down Flor's front steps before I remembered that I didn't have my car with me. Downtown Springfield in the middle of the night, still not a savory place to be by myself. I noticed Rhonda's car in the driveway next to Flor's and held out my hand when he came out to see what I was doing. “Keys,” I whispered in a voice so rough it was like gravel.
Flor hesitated before depositing them in my hand. When he did, he tried to grab hold of me, but I pulled away. Noticing that Rhonda's eyes were on me, I forced myself to hold back another burst of tears. When I climbed in the car and started down the street, I looked in the rearview mirror and saw that Flor was still watching me with those green eyes, eyes I'd fallen in love with. Eyes that would never look at me the way I wanted them to.
I went home to a dark apartment, lit only by Addi's Christmas lights, and found a note taped to my bedroom door.
Out with Pat till late. TURN YOUR PHONE ON AND CALL ME!
I smiled sadly through the tears that just wouldn't seem to stop and went into my room, sliding open the closet doors and pulling out my cello. I hadn't played it since graduating high school, but I felt like I needed it now.
I sat down in the living room, closed my eyes and played the prelude to the first of Bach's infamous cello suites, letting my heart guide my hands. It might be broken, but maybe that was the point? Yuu's words from the WOW Hall came back to me. It's going to blow your mind and break your spirit, and then it's going to put you back together again. Well, I'd been right to doubt that a simple concert could do that to me, but Flor's words? The first half of the equation had been accomplished oh so well.
I was shattered. I felt broken. Never in my life had I felt so alone.
Flor had always been by my side and although I'd had to keep a secret all these years, I'd been wrong about one thing. Pretending that there was some hope for us, not knowing if we could ever be, that was so much better than knowing we never would be. I shouldn't have told him anything, should have left things as they were. At this rate, our friendship would decay just as quickly as the relationship we could never have.
Flor left me in pieces.
Now it was up to me to put myself back together.
When Addi came home early that next morning and found me sleeping on the living room floor with my cello, she practically tore the story from my throat, glaring at me with those caramel-brown eyes of hers until I fessed up about everything.
“That pig,” Addi growled, her righteous indignation making me smile. “God, I knew I hated him, but this … ” She made a noise in her throat and ran her tongue over her lower lip like a predator getting ready to hunt down some particularly troublesome prey. She looked it, too, in her high-high heels that she didn't bother to take off, stomping around the kitchen like it was a runway. Patrick was one lucky guy, taking out Addi in that off the shoulder top that I could never pull off, those designer jeans, makeup that was still perfect after a long night out. He hadn't come home with her, so that must've meant he'd left for San Diego again. “How dare he stomp all over your feelings like that. You want me to kill him for you?” She held up a knife in jest, but I just smiled sadly and shook my head.
“It's not that he really did anything wrong per se,” I began, but a look from Addi stopped me short.
“Practically fucking you in a restaurant bathroom was the right way to say no? Was that him letting you down easy? Was that him acting like an adult or a 'big brother'?” Addi made quotes with her fingers. I bit my lip but had no idea what to say. In fact, I had no idea what to even do. So much of my life had revolved around Flor. Sad as that might sound, I felt like I'd just lost a hobby. Well, okay, so it felt way worse than that, but it was as if there was this big gap in my life that I didn't know how to fill. We'd been together since I was five years old. Not being around him would really take some getting used to. Of course, this was just me thinking that we were done. Maybe he just assumed things would go on as they always had?
“Coffee delivery,” a voice said from behind me, making me jump. Theo appeared in the doorway with a set of house keys and several Starbucks drinks in a carrier, placing them on the counter, giving me a look that I did not want to return.
“I texted him as soon as I saw you. I thought you could use a shallow, useless day out, something that has nothing to do with Flor. Just us girls.”
“Amen,” Theo said, passing me a cup and smiling. He, too, looked aggravatingly perfect in the early morning sunshine. I knew what I looked like: a wreck. My heart was on my sleeve and bleeding all over the damn place. “No tea, no shade, girl, but you don't look so good. What'd this brother of yours do this time?”
I gave him a look and raised an eyebrow. Now, I wasn't one to gossip, but Addi had told me stories about Theo's dating life that made me falling in love with my stepbrother look like a party game.
“I'll tell you later,” Addi said pointedly, gesturing at the coffee with her long fingers. “Just feed her some macchiato and then let's see what we can do with those black circles under her eyes.”
“Do you remember that time in second grade when I made you a Mohawk with some Elmer's glue?” Theo asked, leaning on the counter and ignoring Addi. I smiled and then, just as suddenly, frowned. Of course I remembered that. I also remembered Flor's relentless teasing until he brought me to tears. And then he'd gone and stolen some cookies from River's supposedly secret stash, putting his arm around me and setting the goodies in my lap.
You know what? he'd said, leaning down to look me in the eyes. I'd glanced up, my gaze blurry with tears and saw him smiling. Maybe it's not as silly as I thought? Rock stars have hair like that and everybody loves rock stars. Later that evening, when my father had come home and ordered me to wash the glue from my hair, I'd thrown a massive tantrum. Everybody loves rock stars. Crap.
“No, no, no,” Addi said, shaking her shock of bright blonde curls. The look reminded me a little of Beyonce, circa 2011. “When you think about Florian, you get this faraway sort of a look on your face. You know, kind of like the one you have on right now.”
“Huh?” I asked, waking as if from a dream.
Theo and Addi exchanged a glance.
I knew then that I was in trouble. I looked between the two of them, all dressed up from whatever escapades they'd gotten up to last night, and I tried to smile. The expression felt stiff, like my lips were dry and cracking as they spread. I reached up and brushed my fingertips across my lower lip, but it was moist. Guess it really was all in my head then.
“Theo, it's time for an intervention,” Addi said, leaning down on the counter and crossing her arms. “The only two things Abi thinks about are school and Flor, but she's also incredibly shallow.” My friend winked at me, her silver eyeshadow flashing in the morning sunshine.
“OhmyGod,” Theo gushed, leaning in close to me, pushing his shoulder into mine. “That's perfect. If you're going to be shallow, you might as well take advantage of that. Forget about your brother and that cheating whore of a best friend of his, and let's go find some hot piece of ass for you to work on. Trust me, I know exactly where to find a whole gaggle of guys.”
“Straight ones, please,” Addi said and Theo made a pouty face at her. “I actually like Yuu, so don't screw this up. You promised I could be your maid of honor when you got married.”
“Married?” Theo said in a high pitched voice, putting a hand on his chest. “I thought I asked you never to utter that word in my presence. If anyone's headed to the altar, sweetheart, it's you.”
I smiled at their banter, feeling a short lived moment of reprieve. If I sat still, if I barely moved, if I listened to my friends talk about their relationships, I could almost forget that I was bleeding from the worst wound there is: heartbreak.
All I want is to be with you. But I can't. When our parents got married, I swore that I would take on the role of big brother and I have, damn it. I am your brother, whether you like it or not.
Like an echo of a memory, I heard Flor's voice clear and sharp behind me.
“Knock, knock.”
Addi and Theo stopped talking as I spun, finding my stepbrother in the doorway with his keys in one hand and a slight frown on his face. He was staring right at me, looking too perfect in a clean shirt and jeans, a pair of black boots I'd never seen before gleaming on his feet. And those fucking eyes.
I felt my own widen in response, knowing exactly what I looked like: smeared makeup, puffy eyes, dark circles, yesterday's rumpled clothes. Flor's gaze shifted to the abandoned cello lying on the living room floor and then back to me. Once upon a time, he'd sit and listen to my “concerts”, always attentive, never playing with his phone or horsing around. Then, of course, he hit puberty and he didn't have time anymore. I missed those days more than I could express in words.
I looked away.
“What the hell are you doing here?” Addi snapped, coming to my rescue. She moved out of the kitchen to stand in front of me, acting like a shield between me and my heartbreak. My pulse sped up as anxiety curled in my stomach, making my body ache with tension. Crap. Addi and Flor had never really gotten along, but they'd made it work. Now? I wasn't sure she was going to pull any punches this time. “That you even have the audacity to show your face here – ”
“Oh come off it, Addi,” he snapped back at her, “Abigail borrowed my car, remember? I brought hers back, but I need my keys.” I heard footsteps and suddenly Flor was right there behind me. I sensed him before I even saw him, glancing over my shoulder and finding Addi with her arms crossed over her chest and a scowl on her face. Flor was ignoring her, looking straight at me. His fingers came out and brushed some hair behind my ear, making me want to whimper. Luckily, I held the sound in. “You look terrible, nee-chan. What's wrong?”
“Don't freaking touch her, Florian. What do you think is wrong? For years we've been dancing around this subject like it didn't matter. Well, it matters now. You hurt her, you insensitive asshole. If you really wanted to be a brother to her, you wouldn't have acted the way you've acted. She's been in love with you for years and you had the fucking gall to act like you didn't notice. You want to know why I've never liked you?” Addi pointed right at me as my stomach turned to ice, plummeting to my belly and shattering in a sea of shards that cut me to pieces. “This. This is why. She hasn't slept; she's been crying all night, Flor. This is not how you let someone down easy.”
Shit.
I appreciated Addi jumping in to save me, but … why did she have to say all of those things? Like I wasn't already embarrassed enough? Like I wasn't already humiliated beyond redemption?
“I … ” For once in his life, Florian seemed to be at a loss for words. I found my hand straying unconsciously back to my tattoo, resting my fingertips on my hip as my vision swam and dizziness threatened to overtake me. Too much emotion, not enough sleep. I groaned and turned around, finding three sets of eyes fully focused on me.
“Your keys are on the hook by the door,” I said, proud of myself for keeping my voice steady. I pointed and tried to smile again, but my mouth felt more than just dry this time. It was practically frozen in place. “You can leave mine in their spot.”
I stayed that way for a long moment, holding my breath and hoping this confrontation would end sooner rather than later.
Flor stayed very still, and then, like lightning, his hand was coming out to grip my arm, his tattooed fingers curling around my wrist.
“Come with me,” he said as I resisted, dug my heels in quite literally. My stockinged feet slid across the floor as he tugged me from my spot on the stool.
“I'm not really in the mood,” I said as Addi's defenses went up and she stepped forward to intervene. I gave her a look that said I can handle this and she paused.
“Flor,” I said firmly, but he wasn't listening. He pulled me as far as the doorway before letting go and leaning down to pick up a pair of my ankle boots. He tried to hand them to me, but I wrapped my arms around myself and refused to take them.
“I want to take you to lunch. That's it. Just lunch. Please, Abi. I don't want this … this thing to fucking ruin what we have.”
Anger surged inside of me, hot and bright, like sunlight through a magnifying glass, its lens focused right between Flor's perfect green eyes.
“This thing?” I choked before he had a chance to retract his statement. I could see him getting angry right back at me. Why, I'm not sure, but that only served to piss me off further. “This thing means everything to me!” I screamed at him, embarrassed that Theo and Addi were here to witness yet another epic confrontation between the two of us. If I'm going to move on, put myself together, I have to make sure I have no regrets. Right now, I still had dozens – at least. “Don't diminish my feelings, Flor. Don't you dare.”
I hated the way his eyes slid to the side while the muscles in his jaw clenched angrily.
After several seconds of standing there, wrapped in tension and hurting, Flor moved forward suddenly and grabbed me. One hand went around my waist, the other behind my knees, and he picked me up in his arms, my boots dangling from his fingers.
“Lunch,” he said as he started down the stairs. “That's all I'm asking.”
“I'm going to freaking end you,” Addi said, following after us.
When we hit the bottom of the stairs, I finally woke up enough from my momentary daze to remember to be angry. Flor's hard chest pressing against me, his hands on my skin … Goddamn it.
Passersby gave us some funny looks as people streamed in and out of the shoe store beneath my apartment, but nobody said anything, giving our little group a wide berth as they streamed by. I think – but I'm not sure – that Theo was filming the whole scene with his iPhone.
“You want me to call the police?” Addi asked me as Flor set me down and I stood there in my socks on the pavement, my skirt rumpled, my head swimming.
Flor looked straight back at me as I steeled myself and took a deep breath.
I held out my hand for my boots.
“Lunch,” I told him firmly, glancing sideways at Addi as if to say I've got this. “Just lunch. This is your last chance for redemption, Florian Harper Riley.”
Flor and I decided to walk the mile to Toshi's Ramen. The air was cool, but the sun was out and its golden fingers felt warm against my spine. I kept my arms crossed over my chest and second-guessed my decision for nearly the entire walk.
Being with Flor now was … odd. A good portion of my life had been spent by his side, but my feelings had always been a secret. Well, if not entirely a secret at least unspoken, unconfirmed. Now that he knew how I felt, it was just weird. I was standing next to the guy I loved, who said he loved me back, but yet we couldn't be together. I wondered absently if I were given the chance, if Flor said yes to this but our parents balked, would I choose a romantic relationship with him over my own father? Over the man who was gruff and frustrating at times, but who'd taken care of a baby in the wake of his own heartbreak, who'd done a pretty damn good job at it, too? Besides, even if it really did come down to a Flor or Father sort of a thing, I knew I wouldn't just be ruining my relationship with my dad. This could ruin Flor and his mom, his mom and my dad. There were any number of reasons that Florian was right about this.
But why then did it feel so wrong?
“I'm sorry you cried,” he told me, lighting up a cigarette as we walked. I kept my gaze straight ahead and didn't bother to look over at him. “If I'd known you were going to come home and be upset all night, I never would've let you leave.”
“What? And give up a night of passion with Rhonda? What a sacrifice that would've been.” I was being a snarky brat, I knew, but I couldn't stop the words from coming out of my mouth. My emotions were in too much of a turmoil to allow for any form of self-control. Florian squeezed his fists at his sides, but he didn't deny the accusation. After I'd left, after I'd poured my heart out for him, had he taken Rhonda into his room and filled her the way I only wanted him to fill me?
Jesus.
My imagination spun with unwanted images of Florian and Rhonda having sex, any details I needed filled in and supplied by the many memories I had of catching my brother in the act. I could distinctly remember the first time I came home and heard strange sounds coming from upstairs. At only thirteen, and a fairly innocent thirteen at that, it had never occurred to me what those sounds might've entailed. I'd raced up the stairs, my heart thumping as it usually did whenever I was presented with a chance to see my stepbrother, and found Flor's door cracked. Sneaking quietly along the hallway, I'd peeped inside and found a girl with dark hair on her back, Flor on top of her, their bodies moving in ways that haunted me for months to come. It's not that I hadn't known what sex was, but I'd never seen the actual act before.
The feeling of heartache I'd had that day returned a hundred times over as I reached a hand up and clutched at my chest. I'd been in love with him and, according to him, that was just after he'd realized he was in love with me, just after that barefoot hangout session on the roof, a bottle of champagne sitting between us on the shingles. Instead of waiting for me, he'd followed his dick to greener pastures. Anger washed over me, doused only by yesterday's memory of Flor's words. And you wanted me to what? Wait around for you to grow up, like some kind of freak predator? Why did he have to make so much damn sense?
“All I'm saying is, I don't want you to waste your life pining after me, Abi.”
Wow. Now if that didn't sound pathetic, I don't know what did.
“I'm not wasting my life,” I assured him as we neared the ramen shop. “I have friends and a life outside of you, Flor. I've had boyfriends, when you haven't bothered to step in and screw things up that is.”
“Don't forget the ones you've dated behind my back. You know, like my best friend from elementary school.”
I ignored the comment and continued as if he hadn't spoken, anger lacing his words and heightening the growing tension between us.
“Just because I've always … ” I couldn't say the word love, not in the bright sunshine like this. I felt too exposed. I rephrased my words. “Just because I care about you, because I wanted to see what a relationship between us would be like, that doesn't mean I'm just wasting away pining after you. Yeah, last night was rough for me. You basically told me it's never going to happen. I left knowing you and Rhonda were going to spend the night together. Not to mention the fact that you said she wanted to get engaged.”
“She does,” Flor said, his voice freakishly calm. I kept my gaze away from him, on the green hills in the distance, covered in trees, on the people riding bikes, on the students walking quickly with backpacks over their shoulders. I needed to look at anything and everything but those eyes. “I was serious when I said that. Rhonda spent most of her life in foster care, and all she wants is a family. She wants to have children soon.”
“You're only twenty-one,” I said, wondering if I sounded as terrified as I felt. No. I didn't want Flor to be a dad, didn't want to see another woman swollen with a baby that I desperately wished would be mine (not anytime soon, obviously, but eventually). “Isn't it a little early to start a family?”
Flor shrugged. I could see his muscular shoulders moving from the corner of my eye. He was actually considering this? Commitment phobic Flor, the guy who had a new girl every week and then some, he was actually thinking about settling down with a woman he'd known for a few months? I wanted to crawl into a hole and die. I hadn't been worried about Rhonda. Maybe I should've been?
“Max was asking after you, too.”
I felt my lips purse. Max. The boy I used to substitute for Flor. It was sad, but true.
“Tell Max that … ” I almost told Flor that he could tell his friend to shove it, but then I changed my mind. I hadn't actually seen Max doing anything with that girl. For all I knew, he was just flirting. Besides, the thought of being alone right now was more than I could bear. I immediately regretted what'd happened between me and Dorian. Of course, even when he wasn't actually involved, Flor could still find a way to mess up my relationships for me. “That I'll call him. In fact, I'll send him a text as soon as we're done here.”
“After he cheated on you?” Flor asked, voice low and dark, nothing at all like the warm sunshine-y day around us. He opened the door to Toshi's and ushered me in, brooding behind me in line while I examined the simple menu hanging behind the counter. I didn't bother to say anything in response to Flor's words. It might've been a little childish of me, but I knew that by dating Max again, Flor would suffer. If I had to see him have kids with Rhonda, I wanted him to know that I was sleeping with his best friend.
“How are you folks doing today?” the guy behind the counter asked as we moved up in line.
“My sister's dating a guy who cheats on her,” Flor said blandly and I felt my cheeks flush.
“Dude, that's a bummer,” the guy said, still smiling. I glanced around, hoping nobody else had heard. Only Flor would ever dare blurt something like that to a random stranger. I finally looked over at him and found his know-it-all asshole face firmly locked in place.
“My brother's dating a drag queen,” I blurted and then in a conspiratorial whisper, I leaned forward and whispered, “and he doesn't believe that makes him gay. He's a little homophobic unfortunately, afraid to admit his true feelings.” Flor gave me a look that could kill, his sharp green eyes stabbing me straight through my innocent, wide-eyed blue ones.
The man behind the counter took it all in stride.
“Righteous, man. To each his own, you know what I mean? Well, maybe some good food'll put you both in a better mood. Can I start you with some gyoza?”
“Two orders,” Flor said as I resisted the urge to punch him in that muscular arm of his. “Two sodas, two bowls of the original shoyu ramen.” I almost hated him for knowing exactly what I wanted. Why did he have to do that? To remember my favorite dessert, how I liked my coffee, to give me a locket with a picture of us holding sparklers on the Fourth of July. Why, why, why?
I moved away and let Flor pay, finding us an empty table outside. It'd be easier to talk if nobody was around to bother us, and I had a feeling we'd need the privacy.
When he joined me, Flor said nothing about our bitchy exchange at the counter and sat across from me in one of the black metal chairs, leaning back and hooking his chin on his hand. He was looking right at me again, his pupils narrowing in the ray of sunshine that fell across his face, like a cat or something.
I curled my fingers around the metal arms of my chair and squeezed.
“I hate that we're sitting here like this,” he told me, staying in that same position, his muscles stiff and his expression unyielding. It was like sitting in a spotlight for me, like I could feel his gaze diving beneath my clothes, caressing my bare flesh, examining the erratic beat of my heart. Every nerve in me was raw, like my emotions had finally worn away some of that protective covering I'd so carefully placed around myself.
“You mean fighting with each other?” I asked and forced a smile. I made my hands squeeze tighter in an effort to keep my expression stoic. “Isn't that what we've always done? Bicker? Exchange witty repartee?”
“Things are different now,” Flor said, gritting his teeth. The muscles in his jaw tightened and finally, blissfully, he looked away from me. “Before, we always fought about nothing and this … ”
“You sneaking into my room to read my diary wasn't nothing, Flor.” I tried to keep my tone light. It was like the sunshine around us demanded it. “Scaring away each and every guy I've ever had a crush on wasn't nothing. Dragging me out of that party when I was fifteen … That was something.”
He kept his gaze averted long enough that I was starting to wonder whether he was actually listening or if he'd let his mind spin away into some alternate universe where he didn't have to deal with a taboo attraction to his stepsister, where he and Rhonda could get married at age twenty-one and have beautiful babies together.
When he looked back at me, I could tell that wasn't true. Whatever was going through his mind right now wasn't about Rhonda – it was about me. I stared into his eyes, noting the rings of color in his irises, darker at the center and fanning out to a lighter shade on the edges. It wasn't normal to have eyes that beautiful, or for someone to notice them so much. In fact, when I thought about it, really thought about it, I realized I could scarcely remember the colors of my friends' eyes. It just wasn't something that stood out as much as you'd think.
“Why bring me here?” I asked him, sagging back in my chair, my hands still keeping their death grip on the arms of the chair. “I feel like we've already said everything we need to say to each other. Where else is there to go from here?”
“I can't see you like this, Abi,” he said, his voice taking on that husky tone that he seemed to reserve specially for me. “Dating Max even though he's a piece of shit, crying all night because of something I said, waiting and wishing and hoping.”
I pursed my lips.
“I already told you, Flor, that my life won't end because you turned me down.” I wanted to look away, but I knew I couldn't. If I did, I'd probably cry again and where would that get me? Pitied? I didn't want my stepbrother to pity me; I wanted him to love me. “I gave it my best, saw it through, and now here we are. I'm allowed time to grieve and frankly, it shouldn't be any of your business how I go about doing that.”
“It's fucking about me,” Flor said, leaning forward. Underneath the table, I felt his foot bump mine and memories assaulted me, memories of sitting side by side at the dinner table passing notes. “I think that gives me a whole hell of a lot of rights.”
I sighed. The same old stubborn, know-it-all jerk was sitting across me and still, my heart thumped painfully, the broken shattered pieces grating against one another as I looked back, willing this to be the end, knowing I'd promised myself that very same thing hundreds of times before. Why can't I get over you?
“How did you think this would work anyway?” he asked me, his eyes taking in my disheveled appearance with a much more discerning eye than I'd like. Asshole. Even rumpled and wrinkled and broken in two, I still felt his gaze hot and scorching. It made me wish I had some style like Addi, something that I could hide behind and feel confident about. Instead, here I sat with a tattoo my brother had picked out for me, a nose ring I'd gotten because half the girls he'd gone out with in high school had had them, and a belly button ring so I could show him my stomach every time I changed out the jewelry, noticing even then that his eyes lingered. It was like I was made up of bits and pieces of Flor, and I hated that. “That we'd go on dates? That nobody would think anything when they saw us together?”
I raised one eyebrow.
“Flor, what do you think a date is? It's going out and doing something with someone because, at first, you're trying to get to know them and later, because you simply like being with them. We've been to the movies, to the park, we've been camping together, we go out to eat all the time … nothing would've changed between us.”
“Not in public,” Flor said, leaning forward, the table suddenly shrinking in my view, disappearing and bringing us closer together as if by magic. I knew it was all an illusion, just my heated brain and my hormones and my emotions closing in on me. I resisted the urge to scoot back, but felt his hot breath on my cheek. “That's why I asked you before, do you know what you're saying? Things would get even weirder between us because, in the bedroom, you'd be mine.”
I sucked in a deep breath, felt his lips feather across mine.
“You'd be naked in front of me, beneath me. Us being together wouldn't just mean more walks in the park and restaurant nights on weekends, but it would mean my lips on yours, my body inside yours, my hands on your skin.”
I jerked back then, suddenly, like he'd burned me. The same way he'd done all those years ago when he'd backed away from our first kiss like I was on fire, like I was dangerous.
Being with Flor would mean him holding me, would mean watching A Christmas Story with him enough times that I'd have all the words memorized, would mean him loving me fully and completely and without restraint. Why didn't he understand me? It wasn't just about sex, but I wasn't scared of that either. The first sexual feelings I'd ever had, that had confused me and made me feel strange inside, those had been for him. When I was with Max, the only man I'd ever had sex with, I imagined Flor.
“What if I gave you a chance to see what you were really asking?” he said, maintaining his position leaning over the tabletop. I let my eyes linger on his lip rings, on the scar that graced his chin, on the smoothness of his jaw. “What if we spent one night together? Just one?”
My heart thrummed in my chest like it was an instrument, like it was my cello, clutched close to me and singing out its notes for only me to hear.
“What about Rhonda?” I asked, thinking of the girl he was dating, that he'd brought home for dinner, that I hadn't taken seriously but should've.
“She doesn't have to know.”
And there it was. My frustration, my anger, my rage, all boiling over and spilling into my lap.
I stood up just as one of the waiters approached with our order.
I backed up a step as he set it down on the table and disappeared into the restaurant like we were a blaze he'd rather not get burned by. I knew my eyes sparked with rage and my hands trembled, knew Flor could see my expression flickering across my features as he rose from his chair and glared straight back at me. From an early age I'd known he used sex to get over other feelings, to numb pain. He used girls and he tossed them aside because why? Because of me? I wasn't going to let him do it again. I pictured Rhonda sitting in his studio, winking at me, telling me there was nothing wrong with nice guys, smiling at me as I came out of his house in a teary rage.
No.
If he wanted Rhonda, he was going to have to earn her.
“I hate you sometimes,” I told him, and I hoped he could feel the truth in my words.
I turned on my heel and walked away.
Flor let me go without a word.
I hated him for that, too.
I spent the following day being dragged around town by Addi and Theo, and the week after that doing anything and everything but thinking about Florian. I made up with Max after cornering him and questioning him about the girl at the concert. He'd stuttered and flushed, scratching at the back of his head and putting on that nice guy grin that could fool anyone, even me sometimes. He told me that, yeah, he was a little too flirty sometimes, but he'd sworn up and down that he hadn't had sex with another girl since we'd gotten back together. I didn't even bother to ask about before, when we'd first started dating. Truth be told, I didn't want to know.
I destroyed my homework with religious fervor, went out to lunch with my dad and promised I'd watch the house that following weekend, even managed to get in an inordinate amount of practice on my cello. I cleaned my room and didn't think of Flor, had a girls' night in with Addi and didn't think about Flor, and made an admittedly delicious chicken pot pie (with homemade crust), all without thinking about Flor.
But at night? That was a different story. My heart contracted painfully as I lay in the dark and closed my eyes, praying that I wouldn't dream of him again. It kept happening until the point where I actually asked Addi for some of her sleeping pills. He didn't try to call me, didn't try to come over, and when I went to lunch with my dad, he said nothing about him.
I tried to imagine that this was like detox, that Flor was the drug I'd always jokingly referred to him as. I wanted that damn drug out of my system.
When the weekend finally rolled around again and I knew I'd have more free time on my hands, I dedicated it to watching my parents' house with a vengeance. I watered all of River's stupid, delicate exotic plants and brushed their cat out, trimming a few small mats from its long, luxurious orange fur. I mowed the backyard and spent several hours in my old room, sorting through things that I'd left behind. On Sunday, I'd finally run out of things to do and settled on the couch to watch a horror movie, a pint of low fat ice cream tucked in beside me. I'd been making an effort to exercise, too, to shed some of the 'baby fat' that I'd been carrying around for far too long. And the thing is, this time, it wasn't for Flor's benefit. I just wanted to be trim and fit, not skinny. If I felt healthy and looked healthy, then I couldn't really ask for anything more, now could I?
I spooned some Cherry Garcia goodness into my mouth, dragging the creamy cold pink across my tongue. Addi and I were texting back and forth. She'd been planning to come over and hang out, but Patrick had flown in unexpectedly and they'd gotten lost in each other. I understood and I told her to enjoy the evening while simultaneously writing to Max to see what he was up to. He told me he had a client, but that he'd try to stop by later.
Halfway into my carton and about twenty minutes into the movie, I saw headlights sweep across the curtains as a car pulled into the driveway. A few minutes later keys sounded in the door as I finished another bite of my much needed treat.
“Dad?” I called, waiting as I listened to footsteps sound across the wood floor. Only, as soon as I heard them, I knew that wasn't my dad. My dad did not wear boots – only Flor did. He paused in the doorway to the living room and our eyes met, my body instantly crying out for him, undoing all of the careful work I'd taken on this week in an effort to extricate him from my life.
Shit.
“What are you doing here?” I snapped, a lot meaner than I'd intended. Showing him how much I still really cared was not going to get him off my back. Indifference would've been much preferred. He ignored me for a moment, his gaze traveling from the ice cream to the blanket on my shoulders to the television screen and then back to my face. I watched from the corner of my eye as he tucked his hands back in his pockets, keys jangling as he wrangled them into the tight denim.
“Mom and Dad,” he said, using those hated words of mine, “said we needed to watch the house while they were gone. I came to feed the cat and water the plants.”
I pursed my lips.
“It's a little late, don't you think? The cat would be dead right now if he'd had to wait for you.” I continued on with my ice cream and cringed inwardly when Flor moved over to the cushions and sat down beside me. I didn't bother looking at him, hoping he'd leave sooner rather than later, when he started kicking off his boots, stealing a corner of my blanket and taking refuge on the opposite side of the couch.
I glared at him and he met my gaze with a bored stare. It did nothing to diminish the beautiful green of his eyes and I found my breath catching in my throat. Damn it. I felt like an alcoholic taking a swig from a bottle of vodka after a week sober. It shouldn't feel so good, but it did, burning on its way down and taking over me.
“How are the kittens?” I asked instead, hoping to keep the words between us tame. As soon as the movie was over I'd leave and it wouldn't have to look like I was running away.
“Good,” he said noncommittally, stretching both arms above his head. His shirt lifted just enough for me to see his abs, the tightness of his muscles beckoning to me in a way that just wasn't right. Last night, Max and I had … we'd managed to find time to spend the night together, rolling around in my old bed in a way that my father never would've approved of. So it wasn't like I was desperate for sex. I'd just had some and here I was, pining over fucking Florian again. “Getting bigger by the day. You still want one, right?”
“I never said I wanted one,” I told him, spooning more ice cream into my mouth. “You told your mom that in an effort to get me out of the house. I can't take on a cat right now. I have a lot on my plate.”
Flor grunted, but I could tell he wasn't happy about it.
“What about Rhonda? Why not give one or two to her? Then can you can keep the others.” Flor said nothing, yet again, leaving me fuming and frustrated on my end of the couch. When he adjusted himself, lifting his legs up onto the cushions, our feet bumped together and I had to bite the inside of my cheek to stay calm. Even the simplest touch from him undid me. I wondered if he felt the same? That thought brought Flor's words back to my mind unbidden.
The smell of your skin, your hair, your breath … it undoes me.
Provided he'd been telling the truth then, I had my answer, didn't I? The answer was yes, yes it did.
“What did you mean?” I started to ask as he turned his head slowly to look at me. His fingers came out and snatched my ice cream carton away. “Hey!” I struggled after it, ending up more on top of him than I really wanted to be. “I worked my ass off this week for that.”
“Low fat?” he said with a wrinkle of his nose. “Why the hell would you want to eat that?”
I frowned at him, forgetting for a brief moment all of the crap that was happening between us.
“I'm working out, trying to lose some weight.” I pinched the skin of my hip. “I'm not succumbing to the freshman fifteen. I refuse. I'm finally going to shed some of this baby fat.”
“Baby fat?” Flor raised his eyebrows skeptically. “Nee-chan, that's not baby fat.” He leaned forward and swept an arm around my waist, simultaneously lifting my shirt up and grazing his fingers against my skin. “This is … fuck. This is all about being a woman. You're supposed to be soft.” I slapped his hand away and stumbled back, my cheeks flushing, my heart stuttering.
No. No. I wouldn't do this again. Not again. Not for the hundredth plus freaking time.
“Flor, stop,” I said, but he'd already retreated, putting his legs back on the floor and spooning out the last bites of ice cream for himself.
“I'm going to go make some popcorn,” he told me and then stood up. I breathed a sigh of relief the second he left the room and turned back to the TV. I didn't even care what was happening in the movie anymore. It just didn't seem relevant. Who the hell cared what choices a movie heroine made when I couldn't even dictate my own life?
I listened to the distant sound of cabinet doors opening and closing, wondering if Flor was looking for the fridge the same way I always did when I came over here. What was so wrong with having a fridge you could see anyway? I liked our old kitchen better, the one with the worn countertops and the cabinets that didn't quite close all the way. It felt homey, real. The more I thought about it, the more realized I actually hated the new remodel.
“This kitchen fucking sucks,” Flor said, coming back in the living room and leaning against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest. I tried not to notice how the black cotton fabric of his T-shirt stretched across his muscles, how his jeans hugged his legs and slung low across his hips. Even though he'd essentially been wearing different versions of the same outfit for years, I couldn't stop appreciating it – or the body underneath.
I just stared at him, tucking myself back under the blanket. I listened to the whirring noise of the popcorn maker and tried not to let myself get too comfortable. It felt too … right when we were together like this, too much like old times. And then, of course, Flor had to go and agree with me on every little thing all the time. Why? Why couldn't we be like the stepsiblings I saw on TV that fought all the time? And our parents just had to be this fairytale couple, didn't they?
“What are you even doing here, Flor?” I asked finally. “I mean, not why did you stop by, but why are you still here? Max is probably already on his way here.” A lie, of course, because I knew Max wasn't coming for some time, but I liked the way the news of his best friend's imminent arrival ruffled Flor's feathers. “You offered to cheat on your girlfriend to teach me a lesson, Flor. What makes you think I want to hang out with you now?”
“If that's what you think I was doing, Abigail, then maybe you should have my fucking mother give you a head exam.” He turned away and disappeared into the kitchen in a rage, not something I hadn't seen before. When he came back, he had a bowl of popcorn in his hand, drizzled in butter and salt, just the way I liked it. Damn it.
Flor sat down and started eating, watching the movie like he was actually interested in the plot. I tried to do the same, but my eyes kept moving over to his and every once in a while, our hands would meet in the popcorn bowl and a thrill would travel up my spine. I felt like I was in high school again and Flor was the boyfriend I'd always wanted but never had.
“All I was saying, Abi, was that maybe it'd get me out of your system, that's it.”
“Oh, so you graciously offered to fuck me so I could clear my head of your wonderfulness?”
“Wonderfulness isn't even a word.”
“Yes, it is.”
“No.”
“Who's the C student here?” I asked. “Not me.” Flor narrowed his eyes and pursed his lips.
“Sorry, nee-chan, my bad. You win, as usual.” I snatched the remote and turned the movie off. I'd wanted to wait until it was over, but I couldn't. I couldn't wait even a second longer in here with him, playing this game, doing this back and forth thing.
I stood up and he followed after me, into the kitchen where I'd left my purse.
I grabbed it, yanking my coat off of a nearby chair and spun around, only to run face first into Flor's chest. His hands came out and grabbed my shoulders, holding me back.
“Let go of me,” I demanded, but Flor was never one to take orders from anyone.
“Abigail,” he began, but I shook my head.
“Stop it!” I screamed, my voice echoing around the sterile kitchen. “LET GO OF ME!” I yelled so loud that my stepbrother actually dropped his hands, eyes wide with shock as I stood there panting and barefoot and so frustrated I could scream. “You know what, Florian? Maybe it's not just me who has a problem? Maybe it's you, too? You say we can't be together, that you're my brother, that you only see me as a sister, but I don't think that's true. Honestly, if I didn't know any better, I'd say that you were afraid to let me go.”
I looked up at him, challenging him, expecting a fight.
Instead, all I got was, “you're right.”
Flor closed the distance between us again, knocking my purse and coat from my arms as he wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me to him. Our lips met and between one breath and the next, his tongue was in my mouth and I was kissing him back without a thought as to what I was doing. My body took over, that heat and fire he'd always ignited inside of me burning bright, melting my inhibitions away like alcohol. His strong fingers needed the flesh on my hip, dropped back to cradle my lower back, caress the dip of my spine, before coming down and cupping my ass.
I moaned into him and he growled right back at me, like an animal, moving us forward until my thighs hit the cabinets, until I had nowhere else to go but closer to him. Our bodies molded around one another and my hands found his back, exploring that forbidden territory with gusto, desperate for it, for him, for this moment.
I had lived for this moment.
And then the fucking doorbell rang.
Flor jerked back suddenly, but not like I was dangerous, just like he was pissed off. He turned on his heel and moved to the door before I could stop him, wrenching it open and digging a pack of cigarettes out at the same moment.
Max stood on the doorstop, a bouquet of yellow flowers clutched in his hand. He looked surprised – and admittedly a little terrified – to see Florian standing there.
“Oh, hey,” he said, looking past my stepbrother and over at me. I knew my lips were swollen and my face flushed, but I hoped Max couldn't see it from there. “What are you guys up to?”
Flor leaned against the doorjamb without inviting his friend in, lighting up a cigarette and looking so beautiful that I wanted to scream. What had just happened? What had he just admitted to me in there?
And what the heck was I going to do about it?
“Just waiting for my parents. They should be here any minute. We're having family dinner tonight.”
“Oh,” Max said, looking confused, waiting for me to come to the door. I couldn't seem to move, couldn't seem to force myself forward to take those flowers from his hand. If Max was a cheater then so was I. I felt ashamed of myself. “I brought these by for you, Abi, but I guess you don't need any company tonight.” The smile he gave me was downright lascivious, and I could see Flor's back muscles tensing from here.
“No, she doesn't.” Flor reached out and took the bouquet from my boyfriend's fingers. “I'd invite you in, but you know how my mom gets sometimes. She's in one of her moods. Family only, bro.” Flor started to close the door, but Max reached out and stopped it with his palm, moving inside and jogging over to me. He scooped me up in his arms, kissed me hard and fast and drew back with a grin on his face.
“I had a great time last night,” he said, raising his eyebrows. “If I'd known how much fun you were, I wouldn't have spent all those nights in Flor's room.” Max winked at me, kissed me again, and moved back towards the door.
“Feed the fucking kittens,” Flor snapped at him as Max stepped out, and the door slammed shut behind him. Florian stood there for a moment before turning around and heading back into the kitchen, avoiding me and opening the trash can as soon as he reached it, dunking the flowers into the black depths of the plastic liner. “Last night?” he asked, and my face flushed even hotter than before. “You slept with Max here? In our parents' house?”
“So what, Flor? Like you didn't screw several dozen girls in this house.” I felt my jealousy taking over, consuming me from the inside out. My brother slammed the lid of the trash can and began to rummage around in the cabinets again, obviously looking for something in particular. When he found it, he turned to me and held up a bottle of champagne.
His face was unreadable for a moment, but then he smiled. The expression had a wicked edge to it that I didn't know how to interpret, but his words were clear enough.
“Rooftop?” he asked, and my entire body went cold and then hot.
I knew what I was agreeing to if I went up there. If this happened, if this went sour, then we really would learn what a break in our relationship would feel like.
“Yes,” I whispered, the word sounding like it was coming from someone else's lips. “Yes.”
Flor and I sat side by side on the sloping curve of the roof, facing towards the mountains and the setting sun. A cool breeze swept over us, making me shiver a little beneath the blanket I'd dragged outside along with us. Flor noticed and scooted closer to me, handing over the champagne bottle and staring down at our bare feet, silhouetted against the fingers of orange and yellow that streaked the darkening sky.
“How many girls did you bring up here?” I asked, only half joking. Flor was silent for a while, and I found myself dreading the answer.
“None,” he said, and I believed him. At least Florian had never lied about the fact that he was dating – and sleeping with – other girls. He'd always been honest whenever I'd asked him about one or the other.
“I don't know what we're doing up here,” I said, even though that wasn't true. Flor called me out on it.
“That's a lie,” he said, turning to me, his green eyes blazing, pupils dilating. When he reached out and took hold of me, I nearly dropped the champagne. One of Flor's hands came up and fingered the locket hanging around my neck, his skin brushing my bare chest above my tank top as he opened it and stared at the picture inside. “Did you bring Max up here?”
“No,” I said, trying to draw away from his touch. He wouldn't let me. “I never brought any boys up here because you wouldn't let me even look their way.”
“Didn't stop you from losing your virginity to Max,” he spat and I rolled my eyes.
“Why? Wish you were the one who'd gotten to take it?” I joked, but then immediately regretted it. Flor said nothing and silence descended on us once again, making me question everything. The blanket slid from my shoulders, leaving them bare.
I looked up, into Flor's eyes and found my heart was pounding so loud that I couldn't hear anything anymore, not even the sound of my labored breathing as he tugged on the locket, using the chain to pull my face closer to his. Our mouths met again, tangling together as he pulled me into his lap, brushed his fingers on the skin below my shirt and then expertly, skillfully, lifted it up and over my head, cutting our kiss off for the briefest of seconds.
It was like being cut off from the very air I needed to breathe.
I sighed as he tossed the fabric away, the champagne bottle still clutched in the fingers of my right hand. We looked at each other again, staring at one another, examining faces we'd already memorized a million times over. I wondered what this was like for Flor, to look into the face of a girl who wasn't a stranger and then kiss her. His most serious relationships hadn't lasted a fraction of the time that we'd known each other.
I said nothing and he did the same. I think we both knew that if we talked too much, one or the other of us would ruin this. At this point, I didn't know or care if this was just a taste of him, if he planned to teach me a lesson by having sex with me and tossing me aside. I needed to know, needed to feel him inside of me, feel his bare body against mine. This was the way it needed to be.
Flor leaned back and removed his own shirt, revealing the beautiful planes of his muscles and a body that I had admired from afar for too long. In the back of my mind, I knew I was being a hypocritical bitch, that I was betraying too many people with one single breath and a handful of kisses that burned brighter than the sun. My dad, Flor's mom, Max, Rhonda, even Addi. But I couldn't stop. If I really closed my eyes and thought hard, this meant more to me than any of that.
Flor moved his mouth down, across the hollow of my throat and then along the line of my bra, teasing the purple lace with his tongue. His right hand stayed wrapped around my waist while his left lifted my wrist and with it, the bottle of champagne. He took a drink with it still clutched in my fingers and then pressed his mouth to mine. The bubbles shifted between us as he kissed me, and I swallowed a mouthful of champagne, letting Flor pull me tighter against him. Our bare bodies met and when I looked down, I could see my tattoo gleaming in the last rays of sunlight. He'd said the stag represented the transgressing of the taboo. Was that what we were doing? Was his touch on my skin wrong? I didn't even know the answer to that.
Flor's hand slid up and deftly unhooked the clasp of my bra, the lace falling forward suddenly. I had a moment of sheer panic, dropping the bottle as I struggled to clasp the fabric to my chest. Flor's going to see my bare chest! It was almost surreal. I stared into Florian's face, mesmerized by his half-hooded eyes and hungry expression, as the champagne hit the roof and splashed all over our pants before rolling down the shingles, drenching my discarded shirt as it went. It plummeted into the backyard and crashed into my father's perfectly kempt lawn. Flor and I ignored it while he worked to unhook my arms from around my chest, reveal the fullness of my breasts to him. I'd seen him nude dozens of times, but to my knowledge, he'd never once seen me.
I flushed from head to toe as he examined me with those bright green eyes of his and then leaned forward, putting his mouth around my nipple. My fingers grappled with his dark hair, twisting it around and pulling it, tugging on those silky strands that I'd wanted to get my hands on for so long. I crushed his face to my chest as he increased the pressure of his mouth, sucking and biting and moving his way from one side to the other. One thing could be said for all of Flor's years of practice: he was good. Better than Max even, and I knew he was no amateur either.
I sighed, my breath carried away on the breeze as the evening grew colder but I only grew hotter. Sweat beaded on my lower back and chest as Flor continued to kiss his way across my skin, moving back towards my neck, my jawline, my lips. We kissed again and the fervor between us seemed to amplify, a low growl escaping his throat as a moan escaped mine. I played with his lip rings, tasting the metal, tugging on them with my teeth, just as I'd always wanted to. It was strange, surreal even, to have a dream I'd wanted so hard for so long come true, but I didn't have the capacity to examine it in that moment.
If this didn't last, I needed this memory fresh and clear and perfect.
“Flor,” I whispered as he leaned back and ran his hand along the waistband of my leggings, touching my skin, examining my tattoo. He curled his fingers under the fabric and tugged it down, lower than he needed to to see the entire piece. I felt my heart skip a beat, my breath come ragged and broken. I closed my eyes and remembered the sensation of his needle piercing my skin, his eyes on my body, his fingers brushing my flesh. And then the memories became real and I opened my eyes, finding Flor's gaze locked on mine again.
He reached up a gentle hand and brushed some of my hair back.
“Abigail.” That was it, all he said, just a word. I leaned into him and we kissed again, heat suffusing my chest, the ache between my legs growing to an impossible crescendo. Before I even knew what was happening, Flor was flipping us over, pushing me into the shingles of the roof. My head was pillowed on the rumpled fabric of his shirt as he looked down at me and then grabbed the waistband of my leggings once again. Only this time, he wasn't just looking at his artwork on my skin. This time, he was pulling the fabric over my hips, down my thighs, my knees, and finally sliding it over my bare feet. The only thing left between my complete nakedness and him was a pair of purple panties. He stared at them for a moment, his jaw working like he was angry about something and then he just shook his head.
I watched the muscle in his jaw work as he forced himself to relax.
Flor's mouth found mine again and then trailed down my belly, to the pink and purple jewel pierced through my flesh, and he tugged on it with his teeth, lighting up yet another erogenous zone I hadn't even known I'd had. My belly, my hips, my thighs. Flor worked his magic up and down my body, avoiding the one area I so desperately wanted him to touch.
When I finally sat up on my elbows and reached out to unbutton his jeans, he took both my hands in his and looked me straight in the face. It was that look that made me realize that no matter what had happened before or what might happen after, that he loved me, just as much if not more than I loved him. I thought of his paintings suddenly, of his tattoos, of how familiar those girls looked, and I came to the realization that what I'd seen in all of their faces, in their poses and smiles, each of them had just a little bit of me. Flor had been painting me, whether he meant to or not.
He released me, sliding his fingers up my arms, and sat back, letting me unbutton his jeans and push them down his hips. Oh my God, Florian Harper Riley. When did this happen? I opened my mouth to say something, to tell him how shocked I was or ask if it would hurt, when he leaned over and breathed warm breath across my cheek.
“You always wondered,” he told me with that arrogant smirk growing on his face. “And now you know.”
“I knew you didn't wear underwear,” I told him, referencing a specific incident when I'd walked in on him in the bathroom and found him pushing his pants down his hips. I'd only gotten a shot of bare ass, but that'd been enough to make me squirm for weeks. “But I … ”
“Had no idea exactly what my complete catalogue of body art contained?” I flushed and nodded, too embarrassed to say anything else. Yes, witty exchanges were our thing, bickering was our thing, but this was a whole new animal for me.
Flor had pierced junk.
Holy crap.
I took a deep breath and tried to still my hammering heart. Flor didn't just have one ring, but a few. I didn't know what to call any of them, but there they were, metal gleaming on the tip of his cock and even on his balls. I swallowed hard, my gaze drawn to the long length of him, the gentle curve of his dick. I wasn't an expert on length or anything, but I knew he was bigger than Max. Seven inches maybe?
I glanced away again and Flor leaned forward, kissing the side of my neck, brushing my hair back from my face. One arm circled around me and pulled me down to the roof while he settled himself on top of me. His fingers found my panties and stroked along the fabric, forcing me to bite my lip to keep from crying out. My clit was hard beneath his fingers and I knew I was already wet, completely soaked through. Just looking at him was usually enough to get me there.
I squeezed my eyes shut tight and reveled in the feel of him pulling the fabric down, revealing my entire body to him in one smooth motion. He continued downward, letting my body weight rest on the roof as he moved back and tossed the panties aside. I opened my eyes suddenly and found them tumbling over the edge to the yard, just like the champagne bottle.
I didn't have a chance to protest because Flor was back, pressing the heat of his body against mine. I could feel him hard and ready at my opening, as desperate for me as I was for him. I bit my lip so hard it bled, looked up into his face and rested my palms on his cheeks.
I can't do this, I thought, and then, but I want to. I can't, but I need to.
Flor pushed himself against me and I spread my legs at the knee, opening up for him, letting him in. The fullness of his body made me gasp as I dug my nails into the strong muscles of his back and arched my own, trying to take every inch in one, single thrust. I wanted Flor to be mine, to feel my body wrapped around his and like it better than any other woman he'd been with. I wanted him to forget Rhonda, to forget about sleeping around, to want only me.
Our hips arched together and another sigh fell from my lips, captured by Flor's mouth as he kissed me, his own sounds of pleasure mixing with my own. If he'd thought having him like this would quench my thirst, he was wrong. I felt my need and my desire for him grow, felt myself rocking against him as his body and mine melted into one, bare flesh sliding together in a sea of sweat and groans and voices stifled by kisses.
“Abigail,” he growled again, taking my head in his hands and kissing my forehead before he leaned back and pushed my thighs aside, thrust harder and faster and deeper into me. Those green eyes never strayed from my face, sharp as pine needles, brilliant. I saw his dark head silhouetted against the afternoon sky. There was something else I both wanted and dreaded for him to say. He must've seen it on my face because he slowed down, only briefly and leaned forward to whisper, “nee-chan.”
Those were the sweetest, strangest syllables I had ever heard.
I felt him move again, felt my own body rise up and let the pleasure wash over and through me.
I woke to shivers and stars, curling up closer to the only source of warmth I could find. When I opened my eyes and found the hard, perfect planes of Flor's back filling my vision, I balked.
Oh my God. What did I just do?
Not only had I fallen asleep on a roof (not the safest idea in the world), but I was curled up against Florian. We were both still naked, and I found myself searching around for something to put on. The blanket I'd brought out was wrapped around Flor and tucked underneath him, so that I'd have to wake him to move it. Rather than doing that, I hunted around for my shirt and found it sticky with champagne. Images of my panties fluttering over the edge of the rooftop assailed me, and I flushed. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I managed to locate Flor's shirt and slipped it over my head. Since my leggings were also covered in champagne, I gathered them up and tossed them in the still open window along with my shirt.
Tucking my legs up under the black fabric, I closed my eyes and reveled in the smell of Flor's clothing. There was that citrus tang of his shampoo and a gentle lingering of cigarette smoke. I clutched the fabric tight in my fingertips and poked him with my toe. Already my face was turning red and memories were dancing in front of my eyes like specters.
Flor's hard hot body moving above me, the feel of him deep inside, the rush of pleasure I felt followed by the shudder of his own. I choked back a noise and clamped my palm over my mouth. We should've used a condom, but thank God I was on birth control. I poked Flor again and he grumbled, much the same way as he'd always done when I'd found him sleeping on the couch or, once, on my own bed with my diary clutched in his then bare fingers. When I leaned over him now, I saw the shadows of color, the tattoos that were barely visible in the darkness. What time was it? I wondered, rubbing at my upper arms and shivering against the early winter chill in the air. Eugene was a fairly mild city when it came to weather, but it was also faithful to the seasons. Winter was on its way and it was cold.
“Flor,” I whispered, brushing some hair from his forehead, wondering how things would be between us when those dark lashes of his fluttered open and his green eyes found mine. What was I thinking? “Flor.” More loudly this time, just enough to get him to stir.
He grumbled awake, facing away from me and then, slowly, turned. Our gazes met and my body lit up like the Fourth of July, like that memory from the locket was pulsing through me and morphing into something older, more mature. What would it be like to watch fireworks up here with him? To have his arm around my waist, to go inside and climb into bed and feel him move inside of me? For a brief second there, I'd almost forgotten I was at my parents' house. Our parents' house.
“Shit,” Flor groaned, pushing himself up and onto his knees. He rubbed a hand over his hair, the blanket covering just the right amount of him for me to stay civil, and looked around. At first his green eyes were confused, but recognition slowly dawned and we were left staring at one another.
I wished I could say his face filled with love, that he reached out and cupped my cheek, kissed me and told me it would all work out okay. Somehow, someway. But no, instead he shook his head like he was trying to clear it and then groaned, covering his face with both hands.
“Shit,” he said again, looking up at me. His gaze pierced through me like an arrow and his lips parted, but before he got the chance to say anything, we both heard the rumble of tires and saw the sweep of headlights across the yard. “When were they supposed to be back?” he asked frantically, and I shook my head. I didn't know.
Flor and I both scrambled for the window, collecting the discarded items as we went. He helped me through first, his fingers brushing against the bare skin of my ass, either by accident or design I'm not sure. My bare feet hit the wood floor and I stumbled towards the attic stairs, already praying that it was Max or Addi or someone else entirely at the front door. At this point, I'd even settle for Rhonda. Anyone but my parents.
I moved down the stairs quickly, cringing as River's voice traveled up from the first floor to meet us.
“Florian? Abigail? We're back.” Footsteps sounded below as I scrambled into my old bedroom and flung the drawers open, looking feverishly for something to wear. I'd done a damn good job packing my stuff and was left with a single pair of old pajama pants, ripped down one side but better than nothing at all. Underwear I had to give up on, and I managed to dress myself just as Flor stumbled by and paused, moving into my room and hiding the blanket and champagne stained clothes in my closet.
A second later, River appeared in the doorway and paused.
There I was, standing in mismatched, faded pajama pants that had once had hearts on them, dressed in Flor's shirt with my hair mussed and my lips swollen and a tender ache between my legs that said Flor was definitely bigger than Max. My stepbrother stood beside me in jeans and nothing else, just as mussed, just as disheveled as I was.
I rushed to fill the silence.
“I, uh, fell asleep and I guess Flor didn't realize I was here. I didn't know he was here either,” I added uselessly, wondering how this looked, wondering how River could possibly miss the heavy tension between us.
Flor tucked his left hand in his pocket and withdrew a cigarette with his right.
“I'm gonna go have a smoke,” he said, ambling away like he didn't have a care in the world. His mother moved aside to let him pass, a strange glow suffusing her cheeks. When she looked at me again, she was actually smiling.
“When you're done doing … whatever,” she said, cocking her head to the side curiously. I guess I looked a little weird, standing there next to my old dresser in a nearly empty room, doing absolutely nothing. “Meet me downstairs. Your father and I want to have a talk with the two of you.” I nodded and River moved away, taking one last look at Flor's shirt draped over my shoulders.
I pored through the rest of the drawers and nearly sobbed in relief when I found a tank top I'd left behind. It was big and boxy and definitely not the most flattering piece of clothing in existence, but when you've just slept with your stepbrother and are being forced to face your parents, it beats being caught.
I slipped the top on and retreated to the bathroom, desperately battling my hair with the lone brush left in the top drawer. Some deodorant, a quick brush of my teeth, and I felt ready to face the world. Well, as ready as I ever would considering the circumstances. It'd have been nice to have a pair of panties, too.
My heart clenched at the thought of my father walking out back to mow the lawn and finding a pair of lacy purple nothings laying in his perfect grass. I swallowed hard and shook my head. No. No. I would find some way to get out there and grab the damn panties, even if it killed me.
I went down the stairs slowly, my hand caressing the familiar dark wood of the banister, my stomach fluttering and my knees going weak as I contemplated facing Flor again. I had sex with my stepbrother. I clutched a hand in the red fabric of my tank top. No, I had sex with Florian. Flor. The guy I've been in love with for years. Why then did I still feel so nervous, so unsure?
I walked into the kitchen and found my dad pouring himself a glass of wine while my stepmom worked to make some coffee. The time on the stove was eleven thirty, late but not too late. I wrapped my arms around myself and sat down on one of the stools at the breakfast bar, glancing over my shoulder to find Flor smoking in the backyard. Fortunately he didn't catch me looking at him and I turned around, finding my dad staring at me instead.
“Are you and your brother both planning to spend the night here?” he grumbled and I shrugged, noticing the way his blue eyes took in my attire, his brows pinching. “You both parked in the driveway,” he added randomly. I gave him a look and shrugged, not sure what he was getting at. “So how did Flor miss the fact that you were here?”
Uh oh. Five minutes in and my lies were already falling apart.
“And what was he doing in your room?” Crap. My dad was staring at me, really staring at me, and it was sort of freaking me out. He'd always been a little wary of Flor, but did he really think … ? I felt my face flush, shrugged again, and glanced away, reaching out to grab an apple from one of my stepmom's decorative fruit bowls. I guess my dad was right on the money if he was really worried about anything happening between Flor and me. Because it had. It had. It had.
I swallowed hard and bit down on the apple as Flor came in the back door, still shirtless, still achingly beautiful. I glanced sidelong at him and immediately my eyes caught on the protrusion of purple coming from his pocket. My panties. Flor has my panties in his pocket. I looked back over at our parents in alarm, but neither of them were paying him much attention. My dad was still looking at me funny and my stepmom was smiling to herself.
“What do you guys want to talk about?” Flor asked with a yawn, running his fingers through his mussy hair. “I didn't mean to fall asleep here, and I really gotta get going.” I forced myself to take another bite of the apple and stared at the white countertops, at the veins of gray that wove through the stone. My mind wouldn't stop pulling at the feelings inside of me, the memory of Flor's body hot and wanting. For me. Just for me.
“Patience, Florian. Good things come to those who wait.” River smiled and turned to my dad who, finally, decided to pull his interrogating gaze away from me. When his eyes met my stepmother's, they both smiled and little crows feet pulled at the edges of both their gazes. They even looked like a couple who'd been together a long time. Ugh.
I put a hand over my belly and leaned forward, barely tasting the sweet acidity of the apple in my mouth. Flor was definitely making an effort not to look at me, so I stared at the panties in his pocket instead. I really, really wanted to talk to him, to figure this out and see where we were, what was going to happen from this point on. Please make this quick so I can get out of here.
“Florian,” River began, clearing her throat. “Abigail.” I looked up and found our parents still gazing into one another's eyes. “I'm sure you've been wondering where we've been going for all of this out of town business.” Neither Florian nor I said anything. I don't think either of us had even given it a second thought, considering everything else that was going on between us. “Well, we haven't been going far. There's a … clinic in Portland we've been going to.”
I glanced up sharply and Flor took a step forward.
“A clinic?” he asked, alarm in his voice. I knew that Flor really loved his mom, that even though he treated her with disrespect at times, they had a close bond, forged hard as steel long before my dad and I had ever entered the picture. It made my chest ache, not because I wanted him to hate his mom, but because I was mad at myself for simply seeing their relationship as an obstacle. It made me feel like a bad person, and I didn't want to be. “Are you okay? What's going on?”
“I'm fine, Flor,” she said, her eyes shining as she looked from him to me and back again. “I … I know it's a little late and some people might think I'm a little old, but … ”
I saw where this was going long before Flor did.
My heart literally shattered and I felt my blood go ice cold. No.
“What?” Flor asked, scratching at the side of his head, looking between the two of them like he knew in his heart what his head refused to accept. “What are you talking about? You're only forty-eight. Too old for what?”
“Flor, I'm pregnant. Your father and I are having a baby.”
I saw the second the implications registered on his face. No.
“Flor, wait,” I said before I could stop myself. Both our parents looked my way with puzzled expressions. I saw a flash of disappointment on River's face before she hid it away. My dad and Flor's mom were having a baby. Now. This late in the game. No, no, no.
“That's great, Mom.” His lips pursed and his green eyes crackled with frustration and anger, but he leaned over and kissed her cheek before turning and heading right for the dining room and the front door. “I've gotta work early, so I'm taking off.”
I scooted off my stool and realized that our parents were waiting for me to say something. What was there to say? That an obstacle I'd already thought impossible to overcome was getting even bigger? If our parents had a child, a biological child, then Flor and I would be even more carefully locked into this cycle of taboo.
“Congratulations,” I blurted before chasing after him. I knew I'd have plenty of questions to answer later, but I couldn't let him go. I felt my fingers curl around his bicep as he paused in the entryway, his hand resting on the doorknob. “Flor,” I whispered, already feeling tears prick the corners of my eyes. “Please. Please don't go like this. It … it doesn't have to change anything.”
“Abigail,” he said, his voice cold, nothing at all like it had been on the rooftop as he filled my body with his own, as he held me, kissed me. “It changes everything.”
Flor opened the door and continued walking. I had no choice but to let go of him or be dragged along, and I refused to let myself fall to that state. The tears fell then, cascading down my cheeks in a salty storm.
“I'll call you later, 'kay?” he said, unlocking the doors to his car and climbing in, barefoot and shirtless. He left without even bothering to say goodbye.
I went home and crawled into bed, fell asleep to A Christmas Story. When I woke up, Addi was sitting on the edge of the bed with a frown curling her lips, like she already knew what had happened between Flor and me. I struggled up against the pillows, suddenly desperate for a shower. I hadn't showered since … yesterday, and I could still feel Flor on me, in me. I swallowed hard.
“What?” I asked, managing to sound somewhat nonchalant as I stared back at my best friend.
“When I woke up, I had a text from your mom.”
“Stepmom,” I corrected automatically.
“Abigail, she said she's worried about you. That you bolted out of the house last night in tears. And she also confided in me that she thinks it's because you're jealous.”
“Jealous?” I asked, completely missing the point.
“Of the new baby.”
“Oh.”
I leaned back and closed my eyes, laying an arm across my face as I struggled with a whole new set of emotions.
“Oh? That's all you have to say? Nothing else? Like maybe how weird it is that your dad and stepmom are having another kid now? Maybe what this means for you and Flor?”
“We did it last night, Addi,” I blurted and then cringed. In the background, I heard some hooting and flung my arm back, sitting up to see Theo, in full drag mind you, sauntering into the room with a smile. He really did make a beautiful woman with those round brown eyes, long lashes, and impeccable makeup.
“So you finally banged your brother?” he said, and I cringed, covering my face with both hands. Addi was so shocked that she just sat there in silence for several seconds.
“Abigail?!” she finally blurted, taking hold of my shoulders and forcing me to look at her.
“We did it. On the roof. And then my parents came home. And then they told us about the baby.” I groaned, letting it all fall out and not caring who was listening. “And then Flor just left and he was so angry, Addi. I'm not sure at who.”
“Better not be you,” she said, getting that voice on, the one that meant trouble. “I can't even … how did it happen?” I shook my head, unsure what to even say to that. How did it happen? Oh, I don't know, years of repressed hormones and a sexual tension so strong it could be cut with a butter knife?
Love.
I looked away and thought of Flor's face. He loved me, I could see that now. What I didn't understand was what that meant for us. Maybe nothing, probably nothing. If he'd felt that way all along then why should now be any different? If anything, this new baby thing was … a tragedy for our relationship.
“If … no, when River has this baby, you and Flor will be sort of … related by blood?” Addi asked as a question. I just sat there staring back at her and didn't know what to say. While a new baby didn't technically change the fact that Flor and I were completely and utterly unrelated to one another, it did complicate things even worse than before. A shared sibling. Someone we both called family that was genetically related to both of us. Ouch.
Theo MacFabulous sat down on the end of my bed and patted my foot sympathetically. I could tell from his face and from Addi's expression that this meant only one thing: doom. Flor and I were doomed. We'd been screwed from the start, but this was a whole new monster.
“Why don't we make today a girls' day out? I'm doing a private party, but I don't think they'd mind if you two showed up and pretended to be assistants or something. All I have to do is be the MC for some wealthy housewives and their backyard fashion show.” He stood up and clapped his hands together. “Chop, chop, let's go. I won't take no for an answer.”
I groaned and tried to roll over, but Theo yanked the covers off my bed like a magician.
“Don't you still live in Portland technically?” I grumbled, burying my face in a pillow. “Can't you go back there now?”
“I'm subletting an apartment from a friend, a friend who's implied that there may be a very lucrative position opening up in Springfield sometime soon, something perfectly suited to a dude in a dress. Besides, I never could walk away from a story with an uncertain ending. You and your stepbrother? Abigail, your drama is divine.” Theo slapped me on the ass as I propped up and glared over my shoulder at him. He's prettier than I am, the jerk. How could a man look better in heels than even Addi did? The universe wasn't fair. “Pull your soggy sad sack butt out of bed and put on something skanky. If we do your make up just right, maybe the housewives will think you're a drag queen, too? It'll mean double the tips.”
Theo snapped his fingers and left the room, the sound of his high heels echoing off the partially exposed brick wall to the right of my bed.
I turned onto my back and glanced over at Addi who was sitting quietly, staring down at her lap. One look at her face and it all came crashing down around me. Maybe Theo was right? I should get up and go to that party with him; he proved to be an invaluable distraction from reality.
“Are you okay, Abs? Really okay?” she asked me, turning her brown eyes on mine. “I know how long you've wanted this, how much you really … ” She cleared her throat like the next words were hard to say. “How much you really love Florian. But this whole thing with your parents … it's a lot to take in.”
I sat up slowly, like my body was made of lead and shrugged. What was there to say? That River's revelation couldn't have come at a worse time? That the look on Flor's face when he'd heard was terrifying?
“I'm okay,” I said, but we both knew I didn't really mean it. Addi shook her head and stood up, putting her hands on her hips.
“Don't you lie to me, woman.” She pointed a finger at me, painted with a bright splash of yellow, like a spring flower. “And don't lie to yourself either. If you're hurting, then hurt. And when he calls, tell him everything. You've waited too long to brush this under the rug.”
Her mouth twitched.
“And as soon as you're feeling better, I want all the details. I mean, after all of this shit, was he worth the wait?” I rolled my eyes, knowing Addi would get the story out of me one way or another. She'd be irked to find that, yes, Satan made a delectable lover. A smile found my lips but was quickly leeched away, stolen by the memory of my stepmom's words. Flor, I'm pregnant. Your father and I are having a baby. “Don't answer that,” she added quickly, noting my expression as I rubbed my hands down my face. “At least not yet. You can tell me later, over beer and ice cream. Don't knock the combo until you've tried it.” She made herself smile at me as I untangled my legs from the sheets.
“Thanks, Addi.”
I appreciated both her and Theo's attempts to cheer me up, but at this point, all I wanted to do was stay blank, check out for a while. The one thing I'd always wanted, I'd gotten. And then seen snatched away from me just as quick. If I thought I was bleeding before, cut deep by my feelings for Flor, I was positively wrecked now. A walking corpse.
I took a deep breath and forced myself up, but I couldn't make my body take a single step. Instead, my fingers found the locket dangling around my throat and I closed my eyes. When I opened them, I glanced down at the nightstand and my phone. No messages. Flor hadn't contacted me yet, but he would, right? All I had to do was wait.
“A party sounds good,” I said and then proceeded to let Addi drag me off and dress me. Yes, a party sounded good; I didn't think I was capable of dealing with anything more serious just yet. Or ever. If Flor didn't come to me, I'd have to go to him.
My heart wouldn't have it any other way.
I went over to Flor's the next day after class, but I didn't see his car. I decided to knock anyway, since I could hear the sounds of a TV inside. Max's car was here, so I had just sort of assumed it was him until the front door opened and I found myself staring up at Rhonda.
She smiled at me and swiped some blonde hair behind her ear, stepping back and holding her arm out like she was inviting me in.
“Abi, nice to see you,” she said as guilt swelled heavy in my throat. “Flor and Max are at the shop, but I'm making a stew if you want some.” She waited for me to come in, but I just stood there staring at her, at her smile, her sweatpants and tank top. She looked comfortable, like she belonged here. I stared down at my feet and then back up, nodding because I didn't feel like I had the power to speak. I walked inside and stripped off my jacket; the house was a hell of a lot warmer than the winter chill outside.
I spied the kittens immediately and smiled. They were much bigger than the last time I'd seen them, scaling the sides of the laundry basket Flor had kept them in and waddling over to sniff at my feet.
“Congratulations,” Rhonda said as I followed her into Flor's tiny little kitchen. The air was thick with the heavenly smell of a home cooked meal and despite myself, I felt my tummy grumbling. “On your new brother or sister, I mean.” I felt my smile grind to a halt and an instant wave of dislike and resentment rolled over me. Rhonda didn't mean what she'd said as an insult, but to me it felt like one. That was not the person I wanted to be though, so I shook off the feeling and tried to school my expression into something more pleasant. Honestly, if we were counting points here, I deserved a negative score. I'd slept with this girl's boyfriend. I was the sister; I was supposed to be safe.
“Thanks,” I whispered, realizing I still hadn't spoken a single word since I'd gotten here. “And nice to see you, too. Sorry, I'm still a little … I'm recovering from a sore throat.” Rhonda nodded and smiled over her shoulder, her eyes big and round and framed with thick blonde lashes. She was just as pretty as Flor, much prettier than me. My stomach rumbled again, this time with the anxious feelings swirling around inside me.
“Well, it needs a little salt and pepper, but maybe this'll help. Here, try a bite and tell me what you think.” Rhonda grabbed a clean spoon, scooped up some of her stew and handed it to me. It was delicious. Of course it was. Rhonda couldn't just be another floozy that Flor had picked up. She had to be different somehow, special. Pretty. Skinny. Nice boobs. Good cook.
“It's really good,” I said, handing the spoon back. She smiled at me again and as her full lips twisted up into a grin, I could see she wasn't just pretty but gorgeous, much prettier than when she'd been covered in makeup. Even then, dressed as a drag queen, she'd been stunning. If she looked even better in a domestic setting like this, what chance did I stand?
“Thanks,” she said, turning back to her food and closing her eyes, like the smell of the food alone was enough to tell her how much salt and pepper she needed to add. I fidgeted, my coat hanging over one arm, my heart pounding a strange rhythm inside my chest. My hidden feelings for Flor had morphed into something different, something that I was afraid was even worse than the sickening shame I'd held onto before: guilt. “Flor should be back soon. I don't know about Max.” She glanced over her shoulder at me, her gaze assessing. I couldn't read into her expression, but I could probably guess what she was doing. Max and Flor were similar in so many ways, and I figured she was trying to puzzle out what a good looking guy like Max would want with me. “Did you want to stay for dinner?”
I watched her move around the kitchen and felt my insides twist uncomfortably. She'd obviously spent a lot of time here if she was okay staying at home without Flor, taking care of his kittens, and cooking dinner for him. And apparently, Flor hadn't said or done anything in the past few days to make her suspicious.
I'm the other woman.
My throat closed up.
And the sister.
The worst part of it all was that no matter what I did or how guilty I looked, nobody would even consider the possibility that Flor and I had done what we'd done. It was too taboo, too far outside a normal person's comfort zone. I looked down at the toes of my tan leather Steve Madden boots, another gift from Addi.
Say no and walk out the door, Abi. Make up an excuse to go.
I glanced up, the words dying on my lips when I heard a key being inserted into the lock on the front door. Crap. Max or Florian, I didn't really want to run into either of them right now. I mean, I'd come over here looking for Flor, but talking to him about what had happened with Rhonda around, yeah. Not happening.
“Hey baby,” Rhonda called out, opening the oven and checking on whatever was inside. “We're in the kitchen!” I stood there facing the window to the backyard, my chest tight and my breath coming in labored gasps. A song was playing lightly in the background, so I hoped nobody would notice, but I should've known better – this was Flor.
I listened to his footsteps, the cry of kittens, and saw him pause in the entrance to the kitchen from the corner of my eye. I refused to look his way, not yet.
“Smells good in here,” he said as Rhonda danced over to him and threaded her hands behind his neck. I glanced away until their kiss ended and tried to keep a mild expression on my face. How could he do that? Kiss her like that and pretend that … that everything was okay, that it was normal.
“And look who's here. Finally, I get to spend some time with this sister of yours. She's staying for dinner.” I glanced up sharply and ended up getting stuck on Flor's eyes. They were narrowed on me, focused, and filled with something I couldn't quite name … anger, maybe? I wanted to look away, but I couldn't help myself, desperately wanted to deny the invitation for dinner but couldn't force the words past my suddenly dry lips. The memory of Flor's body inside of mine was fresh in my thoughts, flickering to the surface and making my cheeks flush and my fingers curl into fists. I stared at him, at the mild frown pulling down the corners of his beautiful lips, the scar on his chin that I'd finally, finally gotten to trace with my own fingers. How could it have finally happened and then be over so fast? How? “He talks about you all the time,” Rhonda added, unknowingly adding a layer of tension between Flor and me that we so didn't need. “I feel like I know you already, you know?”
I nodded, but I couldn't pull my gaze from my stepbrother's.
“What do you need, Abs?” he asked finally, turning away like he was already done here. “You could've just called.” I pursed my lips. I had called, and he hadn't bothered to answer, so here I was. Without waiting for me to respond, Flor continued on down the dark hallway and I followed after him with a quick apology to Rhonda. If I was any other girl, I doubt she'd have let me trail her boyfriend into his bedroom, but I wasn't. I wasn't just any other girl. I was his freaking sister.
“Flor,” I snapped, trying to keep my voice low enough that we wouldn't be heard by Rhonda. Luckily, she'd turned up the music and started singing along with whatever song it was that was playing. Let me hold you tight, feel you close for just one night.
Jesus. I had the worst bits of luck. The lyrics she was singing were not helping any.
“Flor,” I said again as he tossed a small bag onto his bed and proceeded to strip off his shirt. My throat clenched tight and my entire body lit up like a Christmas tree. It was too much too soon. I bit my lower lip.
“What is it, Abi?” he asked, like we had nothing at all to talk about, like we hadn't been dancing around our love for one another, like we hadn't just fucked for the first time. “And are you really staying for dinner? Isn't that a little weird?”
“Weird?” I asked, wishing I could screech the word at him, claw it into his back and force him to turn around and fucking look at me. “Of course it's weird, Flor. All of this is. What are you even doing? What are you going to tell Rhonda?”
He whirled on me then and I took a step back, hitting the wall with my shoulder as Flor leaned over me, his bare chest beautiful in the dim afternoon sunshine peeking through the nearby window. He pinned me there with an arm on either side of my face, his palms pressed into the wall.
“Are you serious, Abi? We're not going to tell Rhonda anything.” He leaned back and I swear, the air around me cooled by several degrees. It was like when we were together, the friction of our feelings lit up the room. “There's nothing to tell her anyway.” He waved his hand dismissively and this time, when he said it, he didn't look at me. I watched Flor move over to his dresser, my mouth open in shock and an angry tendril of hurt working its way into my belly. No.
“I won't let you use me and toss me away like all the rest of your girls,” I said and his back stiffened. Flor shoved clothes around angrily until he had a small stack in his hand. When he turned around and moved back towards me, he paused, eyes on the wall and not on my face.
“I'm not having this conversation with you right now,” he growled and then we both paused as we heard the front door opening again.
“Wow, does that smell good.”
Fuck.
It was Max.
Flor and I exchanged a look before he shoved past me and moved further down the hall towards the bathroom. I closed my eyes for a moment, made myself take several deep breaths, and shoved off from the wall. It was better I go to Max before he came looking for me. I hadn't spoken to him since the night Flor and I had slept together and with all that had happened, it felt like forever.
I stepped out into the hall and adjusted my dress, taking a deep breath and sauntering into the living room with a smile. He was just coming out of the kitchen with a curious look on his face, his brown hair mussed and sexy. I wish I could've loved him like I loved Flor, but it was never going to happen. I was sure of that now.
“Hey Max,” I said, tucking my fingertips into the pockets of my black dress. It was crisp cotton, short, sexy, and it went perfectly with my boots. Or so Addi had said. She was about a hundred times more fashion forward than I was, so I listened. Max took me in with a smile and then stepped close, bracketing my face with his hands and pressing his lips softly to mine. Talk about the pot calling the kettle black, I thought as he leaned back and smiled down at me. I'd cheated on Max just the same way Flor had cheated on Rhonda.
“Long time no see, dope,” he said with a wink, imitating one of Flor's favorite pet names for me. The two of them had occasionally teamed up to pick on me when we were kids. I remembered one particularly terrible prank where they'd sliced a hole in the back of my gym shorts. I hadn't even noticed until I'd left the locker room and been swarmed by concerned girlfriends. This moment, for whatever reason, felt a lot like that. Had Flor told Max anything? No, not if he was kissing me like that.
“Two days,” I said and he shrugged, glancing down as one of the kittens latched onto his jeans and began to climb right up his leg. “Not really all that long,” I said as he grinned and detached the furry little beast from his pants, handing it over to me with a smile.
“Oh, so you're not excited to see me?” he said, his tone light but suggestive. Our night at my parents' house was just as fresh in my mind as the one I'd shared with Flor and I felt sick to my stomach.
“Of course I am,” I said again, forcing back thoughts of my idiotic stepbrother. For whatever reason, the idea of Max finding out what had happened between us terrified me almost as much if not more than my own parents. He'd grown up with Flor and me, and I just did not see it going over well. “I just wanted to talk to Flor about something and he's being an ass.”
“So what's new?” Max asked with a laugh, pausing and then snapping his fingers. His voice took on a gentle expression as he reached out and cupped my face. “A new sibling this late in the game, huh? It's a little weird, isn't it?” I nodded, feeling a little relieved that I had a valid excuse for being here. “But you are staying for dinner, right?”
“Yeah,” I said because what choice did I have now? If I left, everyone would know something was up.
“Awesome,” he replied, kissing my cheek again. “I'm gonna go change real quick, 'kay?” I nodded again and Max moved away, disappearing into the bedroom at the end of the hall. I paused for a moment and then decided to follow after him. I couldn't stand the thought of being stuck out here alone with Rhonda again. My guilt was eating away at me and making me sick.
I moved after him when the bathroom door to my right suddenly opened and Flor appeared, cloaked in steam and wrapped in only a towel. He paused, eyes widening like he hadn't expected me to be there and then glanced towards the kitchen. Neither of us could see Rhonda from here, but the fact that she was there was unforgettable.
I found my eyes straying to the drops of moisture of Flor's bare skin, clutching at the bright lines of his tattoos. His dark hair dripped into his eyes and his breath caught harshly in his chest.
“Do you need something?” I managed to squeak out, my brain flooding with a million memories of Flor doing this at home, yelling something out the bathroom door. I'd been sent to fetch him shampoo, conditioner, and once, he even asked me to grab him a pair of boxers. That'd been the one time I'd slammed the door in his face.
He looked at me, really looked at me, and then reached out, wrapping his fingers around my wrist. Flor tugged me roughly into the bathroom and slammed the door, pushing me against it with the full force of his body. In the background, the shower continued to run and the fan whirred, but I couldn't hear anything but the beating of my own heart.
“What … what are you doing?” I choked out.
Flor leaned down and his mouth closed over mine, his hands sliding down my sides. At first, my eyes were wide and my body stiff with guilt and fear and confusion – what if we got caught? – but then his tongue found mine, infusing me with heat, and I went limp in his arms, my eyes flickering closed with a flutter of lashes. My fingers strayed to his damp hair, his bare chest and felt their way down until I found the towel wrapped around his waist. With little effort it slipped to the tile floor beneath our feet.
I opened my eyes.
“Flor,” I began again, but he hadn't invited me in here to talk. Florian slid his warm, damp hands up my bare thighs and hooked his fingers over the waistband of my panties, tugging them down with excruciating slowness, leaving me panting for breath. The ache between my thighs was unbearable as he slipped the underwear off and tossed them in the corner. Already my mind was getting away from me, wondering how we'd manage to get through this without being caught – not to mention what might happen if I forgot my underwear in here. But then Flor stood back up and hooked his left hand under my right leg. I suddenly didn't give a crap about anyone but us.
Flor shoved himself into me, slamming our bodies into the door with a grunt that I could only hope was covered up by the whir of the fan and the noise of the still running shower. I wove my fingers together behind his neck and leaned in for a kiss.
Only he wouldn't kiss me.
Flor turned his head and my lips scraped up against his cheek, but he didn't give me any time to let my anger bloom. His body moved inside of mine, rough and tender all at once, like he couldn't decide if he was in love with me or if he hated me. A whimper escaped me, and I did my best to silence it, pressing my face against the curve of Flor's neck while he fucked me against his bathroom door. While both our significant others waited outside.
He didn't say anything, not a word, and it was all I could do to keep quiet, so we stood there, bodies melting together, fingers hot and breath harsh. Flor and I fucked until he was spent and stumbling back from me, a very familiar look in his eyes.
A look that said I was too dangerous to touch.
Flor and I stood a few feet apart, staring at one another, our chests rising and falling as we struggled to catch our breath.
“Get out,” he said, and I found myself blinking stupidly back at him while hurt surged hot and hard inside my chest.
“What?” I managed to sputter out, pushing my dress back into place. I was too stunned to move, too confused, like I was being held prisoner by my own emotions.
“Get out,” he said again, turning away and climbing into the shower. He flicked the curtain closed behind him, apparently satisfied that that was the end of the discussion. I swallowed back a surge of fresh tears, my hands quivering, my body still aflame from the heat of his fingers. How … why would you do this to me, Flor?
I reached down and grabbed the knob, stepping out into the hallway at the same moment I bit back a sob. I didn't think to check for anyone before I went out, but fortunately for Flor and me both, it seemed nobody had noticed our very brief double absence.
I leaned back against the wall and took several deep breaths, squeezing my thighs together as I fought the tears. Damn you, Florian. I hate you, I hate you, I hate you. I kicked back, hitting the wall with my boot just as Max opened his bedroom door and gave me a raised brow.
“What's wrong?” he asked, making me feel naked. I was already missing my panties. I felt exposed, and I didn't like it one bit. I shook my head and shrugged, forcing a smile that tasted like broken glass in my mouth. I decided since I was already bleeding inside, since I was already a cheater, I might as well add liar to the mix.
“Addi called and she's having a fight with Patrick. She wants me to come pick her up.”
“I can go with you,” Max said, stepping forward. He looked handsome, really, he did, but I could barely even look at him I was so ashamed. “You can bring her back here and we can all eat together, like we did way back when.” I made my smile wider and shook my head.
“I think she needs some girl time,” I said and then jumped when I heard Rhonda's voice from over my shoulder.
“Never underestimate the power of girl time,” she said as I turned to look at her eager face and kind smile. I think I'm going to be sick.
I moved forward, gave Max an obligatory kiss on the cheek, and left with a promise to Rhonda that I'd stop by tomorrow and pick up some leftovers.
Hell, if I didn't intend to keep that promise, who would ever know?
I didn't want to burden Addi with another failure of Flor story, so I kept the news of what had happened between us to myself.
“Where you been, stranger?” Addi asked me as I slunk into the kitchen and deposited my purse on a stool at the breakfast bar. Where had I been? I felt like that was a question that even I didn't know the answer to. Hell and back, that's what I wanted to say. My legs felt shaky and my heart was still running along at a mile a minute. The lack of underwear wasn't helping my mood much either. Two pairs of my favorite panties were gone now because of Flor.
Flor.
My stomach tightened and turned over and my breath caught harshly in my throat.
“Out with Max,” I said, which wasn't a complete lie. Max had been there; it just wasn't him that I'd had sex with. “Why? Anything interesting going on?” I moved into the kitchen and poured myself a glass of iced tea, desperate to make a run for my bedroom (and a clean pair of panties), but also unwilling to let my friends see me shake. Theo was over, again, not an unwelcome sight necessarily, but I also knew that he was at least twice as perceptive as Addison. At least at the moment he was wholly and completely focused on painting her toenails.
“Patrick's flying up here last minute and wants to go to dinner on Saturday. When I even hinted that I'd rather stay in and binge on ice cream and cheesy Netflix movies, he practically freaked.”
“We're debating the idea that he's either proposing or changing his mind about moving up here,” Theo added, leaning back and looking too perfect in his 'casual' T-shirt and jeans. Nothing that boy did was on accident. I smoothed a hand down my rumpled dress and tried to keep smiling. Inside I still felt sick. I'd never cheated on anyone before and I didn't like it, not one bit. Nor did I like being the other woman. Or the sister.
“I'm praying it's neither,” Addi said with a sigh. “I'm not getting married before I can legally purchase alcohol, no way no how. And if he changes his mind about moving … ” She trailed off with a sigh and shook her newly blonde head of curls. “Oh,” Addi began again as I started to sidle off towards my bedroom door. “Your stepmom called me again and made me promise to escort you to family dinner this week.” A lump caught in my throat. Family dinner. It seemed a constant source of trouble as of late and I was near desperate not to ever go back to that house again.
“Yeah, sure, thanks,” I said, turning down the hallway and moving away before they could engage me in conversation again. Damn it, Flor. He'd warned me and I hadn't listened, hadn't wanted to believe he'd treat me like just another piece of ass. I was starting to wonder if I'd been wrong about that. This new … thing that was happening between us was even worse than what we'd had before. I felt isolated from my family, my friends, my own heart. I touched my fingers to my chest, grabbed some clean clothes from my dresser and hit the shower.
Maybe the steam would be warm enough to wash away the breathless depths of my own shame?
The next few days passed by in haze, like the world around me was blanketed in fog, distant. I couldn't stop thinking about what Flor and I had done, couldn't stop feeling guilty about it. I hoped he was suffering too, being crushed under the weight of his own guilt. Of course, that was just wishful thinking since I didn't have a single message from Florian on my phone. I'd thought about stopping by his place again, but look how well that had turned out the last time.
I sighed and adjusted myself in my chair, squinting down at my calculus exam and trying my best not to get frustrated. Because of all this drama, I was behind on my homework and only half sure I was doing the problems right. At least my lowest test score gets dropped. Still, I couldn't help but seethe, thinking of my stepbrother and his chickenshit attitude. Where was he when I needed him most? Hiding from me? Feeling sorry for himself?
No.
Apparently, he was waiting outside the classroom for me.
I finished my calculus exam, turned it in, and prayed to the God of Derivatives that I'd actually gotten a passing grade. My head was so muggy that I didn't even see him at first.
“Hey, nee-chan.”
The hairs on the back of my neck stood straight up as I turned to glance over my shoulder. Crap. Not that I even needed to look. That smooth, sexy voice was more than enough to signal Flor's presence. I paused and turned towards him, the stream of students from the classroom the only barrier between us. He waited until there was a momentary pause and stepped forward to join me. Just standing this close to him, my body was already in overdrive, my head dizzy with the smell of him, the sight of that dark silken hair, that perfect mouth, the scar on his chin.
“What are you doing here?” I asked as Flor walked alongside me, down the steps and out the doors of the math building. I briefly entertained the idea of taking off in a wild sprint, leaping into my car and hauling ass out of there before he could say anything to me, but it just wasn't in the cards. I knew Flor could outrun me on even my best day. He was that annoyingly athletic type who hated sports and only exercised a bare minimum yet somehow managed to stay ripped. I hated him for it.
“Rhonda's taking classes here, too. She's only a year short of a degree in biology, something about molecules and shit.” Flor shrugged like he couldn't be bothered, but I knew he was smarter than that. He always enjoyed playing the stupid card, brushing things off like they didn't matter. I knew better. I wondered if Rhonda did, too? “I came to pick her up, but she got dragged into some study group thing.” He shrugged again, and I resisted the urge to punch him. You fucked me in the bathroom while she cooked dinner for you, you fucking dick. My brain refused to admit that I was a wholly willing participant in the act.
I swallowed and twisted the cap off my soda. It was flat and warm now, but drinking it gave me an excuse not to talk.
“Thought I'd come visit my favorite dope and let you know that Rhonda and I will be at dinner tonight.” The words slipped from his lips like he didn't care, but there was a reason he was telling me. Something quiet and implicit said don't make a scene, Abigail. “Thought you might want to invite Max, too. Mom's really excited about the baby.” Flor's voice broke on the word baby, took on that husky quality that reminded me so much of my own, but he recovered quickly. “The more people she can share the news with, the better.”
I nodded, but I didn't speak. Couldn't, actually. My voice was too tied down, wrapped up in heavy emotions that sunk to the bottom of my belly like a lead weight. I took a set of cement steps too quickly and nearly fell, stopped only by Flor's fingers on my upper arm. The warm sureness of his grip, the rough brush of fingertips against my skin, it was all too much. I wrenched myself away from him and took off down the sidewalk at an even quicker pace.
“Are you running away from me?” he asked, struggling to keep up. Well, I guess struggling wasn't exactly the right word. Flor kept pace with me like it was nothing. It was only me that was out of breath. Tears pricked at my eyes, but I wouldn't let them fall. When will this torture end? Could I ever look at Flor without hurting? Without wishing? Maybe it would've been better if I'd left for college, flew away and never came back? “Abigail.”
“Florian.”
I stopped and spun on my heels, forcing him to rock back to keep from running straight into me. I wondered what the other students thought as they streamed around me, eyes straight ahead but attention focused. Even if they were pretending not to be interested in what was going on, they were. Such is the nature of humanity.
I stepped close to my stepbrother, clutching my soda bottle like a shield against my feelings, against the deliciously wicked heat of his body. Hormones clutched at me, choked me until all I could feel was the wetness between my legs, the ghostly memory of Flor's body inside of mine.
“I will not do this with you. I will not go back to playing the sister-brother game just because you're upset.” Flor took a sudden step back and jammed his fingers through his thick shock of hair, eyes squeezed shut and lips pursed. The expression made the black metal of his piercings stand out like swords against his pale skin.
A group of girls moved past us, their eyes lingering longer than was socially acceptable, drinking in Florian in a way I'd seen a thousand times, a million, whatever. Anger, wild and scalding, took hold inside of me and I couldn't keep the words back.
“You … how can you keep pretending like things are okay between us? You were there on that rooftop with me, Flor. For a split second, I wasn't your little sister, and I wasn't just a piece of ass. I was a girl that you liked.” My voice caught again and I had to stop and force myself to take another breath. “A girl that you loved. Why are we taking one step forward, two steps back?”
“My mom is having a fucking baby!” Flor screamed, stepping close to me again, taking hold of my shoulders. His grip was gentler than the wild look in his eyes, the muscles in his arms straining as he struggled not to grab hold of me and do … what? That was the real clincher here. Hold me? Shove me away? I didn't know and that scared me. “My mom, your dad. Baby. Our little sister or brother, Abigail. That's a pretty big deal.”
“It doesn't have to be,” I said, tears streaming freely now. Why did it feel like I spent a good majority of my time on this earth crying? Over Flor. Grr. “It doesn't have to be the end of this.” I touched a palm to his chest, fingers splayed over his heart.
“This?” Flor hissed at me, drawing back, letting go of my arms. His eyes were wild storms and his hands were shaking when he clenched them by his sides. “There is no this, Abigail. You're my sister and that's that. End of discussion.”
Oh hell no.
I swiped the tears away with the sleeve of my Oregon Ducks hoodie and glared daggers at him.
“You're a know-it-all and a jerk sometimes, Florian. Just because you're a few years older than me doesn't mean you know everything.” He started to walk away and I moved after him. “It doesn't mean you can tell me what to do, boss me around, pretend like you don't have feelings for me.” He just kept walking, up those same steps I'd stumbled down. “All it means is that you don't know shit!” I screamed, fully aware that people were now blatantly staring at us, all polite facades dropped and tossed to the side.
Flor paused and turned to glare over his shoulder at me.
“You're my sister, Abigail. Now and forever. I messed up, but it won't happen again.”
“That's what you call it then?” I scoffed, hating the sound of my own voice. “Fucking me against the bathroom door while your girlfriend cooks dinner? That's messing up.” Flor scowled at me and turned back around, pausing and then taking a step back, like he'd been shot or something. I followed his gaze up and found … Rhonda. Wide eyed and staring, she took her own step back, spun and fled towards the parking lot.
Somehow, miraculously, I made it to family dinner that evening, climbing the cement steps to the green front door with my heart in my throat and a bouquet of flowers clutched in my hand. Despite everything, I felt bad for running out the night River imparted her joyous news on us. A cluster of carnations might not do anything to make up for that, but I hoped the effort would help.
I tried the front door; it was unlocked, as usual.
“Hello?” I called, pushing my way inside and letting the door close softly behind me. The soft bubbling of boiling water greeted me along with the smell of something savory and rich, most likely more of my stepmother's infamous appetizers.
“In here, honey,” River called and I joined her in the kitchen, looking around for my dad – or Flor. Addi was currently still in the car, finishing up a conversation with her parents. Being away from her family was hard for her I knew, and I felt sick about that, too. Just one more tally to my guilt list. “Are those for me?” River asked, taking the bouquet from my hands with a gentle smile. “Thank you, Abigail.” I nodded and took a seat on the same bench I'd sat on the night Flor and I had had our first time. I wondered where he was, and if he was still coming.
Rhonda knows.
I couldn't let that thought worm its way into my head or I'd panic. There was no end to the things she could do with that information – like come here and make this family dinner even more miserable than I already knew it was going to be.
“Is Flor coming?” I asked, fishing for information. If he wasn't though, I doubt River would know otherwise. It wasn't like he communicated all of his comings and goings to her. She shrugged and I watched as she navigated the kitchen with ease, effortlessly, in a way I couldn't even begin to imitate.
“You know him,” she said, and the words stuck in my ears, muddled my thoughts even further. I did, and that was the problem. I tapped my fingers on the countertop and felt my heart stutter when the front door opened.
“Just me,” Addi called, like she could sense the unease in me. She'd been giving me looks since I'd stumbled in the door, dazed and admittedly a little terrified. If Rhonda was anything like some of Flor's past girlfriends, she'd do anything to get back at him, make him suffer for whatever it was he'd done to her. Calling the parents and letting them know their stepchildren were fucking would certainly check off a box on the revenge list.
Addi found us in the kitchen and congratulated my stepmom before moving over to the appetizers and scanning this week's smorgasbord with hungry eyes. I knew if I didn't eat anything, River would be all over me, but I couldn't seem to make myself care. Just the idea of putting food in my tumultuous stomach made the tingling ache in my belly that much worse.
I grabbed a plate anyway and piled it with olives, twirling a toothpick in my fingers as the awkward silence in the kitchen stretched three ways. Addi kept giving me looks, but I had no idea what to say to make things better.
“Abigail,” River began, just as the front door opened again. This time, when I heard the pound of boots across the floor, I knew it was Florian. I stared really, really hard at my plate and tried to swallow past the cottony dryness of my throat. “Flor, honey.” River moved out of my view to kiss her son's cheek. I refused to let my eyes stray in that direction. “Where's Rhonda?” First words out of her mouth, of course.
“Rhonda couldn't make it,” Flor said and I wondered if his mother could hear the clench of his teeth as well as I could. “Hey, Abigail. Can I talk to you for a sec?” I looked up and found Florian stretched tight and ready to break. It was a little scary.
I stood up suddenly, my stool scraping across the floor at the same moment my dad entered from the backyard.
“Where's Rhonda?” he asked, and I seriously had to close my eyes to keep from screaming.
“Not feeling well,” Flor said, and I had to wonder if that was actually a lie at all. “Come on, Abs.”
“Where are you two off to?” my dad rumbled, giving me one of his piercing looks. Maybe it was just me, but it felt even more invasive than usual. I pretended not to notice and let Flor grab my hand. He dragged me through the living room, up the stairs, and into my bedroom. Why, exactly, he thought this was the best place to do this, I'm not sure.
I swallowed hard, the sound audible in the sudden quiet between us.
I watched him fish something out of his pocket and toss it onto my bed. It looked like a jewelry box and for one terrifying moment, I imagined that it held a wedding ring, that Flor really had been intending to ask Rhonda to marry him. But then he opened it, and I saw that it was just a bracelet. A pretty bracelet, but still just a bracelet.
“It's for my mom,” he grumbled with a sigh. “If anyone asks, I brought you up here to look at it.”
“Um, okay?” I said, the words more of a question than a statement. “But why did you really bring me up here?”
Flor sat down heavy on my bed, putting his face in his hands. I wanted to sit down next to him, curl my arm around his shoulders, but I didn't. I thought about saying I was sorry, but that wasn't really true either. I wish Rhonda hadn't had to find out that way, but she'd deserved to know. If anything, Flor was the jerk for not telling her right way, and I was … I stopped short of bringing up Max.
“Now who's playing the game?” Flor snapped back at me, standing up suddenly and forcing me into the dresser with the heat of his anger. “Rhonda heard you, Abigail. And then she went home and told fucking Max.” Flor turned away and ran his fingers through his hair. As if on cue, I heard Addi's voice from downstairs.
“Max is here!” she called and I felt the blood drain from my face. Flor and I exchanged a look before he snatched up the bracelet and we both flew down the stairs like our lives depended on it. Maybe they did?
“Can you keep my parents in the kitchen?” I whispered frantically to my best friend, grabbing the door and moving outside before Flor could stop me. Max was standing in the driveway, a very unpleasant look on his face. Shit.
“Get your fucking ass down here, Florian,” he snapped and I felt a horrible surge of fear when I realized that Rhonda was in the car, eyes red and puffy, focused right on me. The worst part of it all was that I deserved it. “You sick fuck,” he said as Flor approached and paused, putting a cigarette between his lips like he just didn't care. Thing was, he did. I could tell from the tightness in his back muscles, the stiffness of his shoulders. He was playing it cool, but in all reality, he was strung tight, way, way, way too tight. “You fucked your own sister,” Max said and I cringed, putting my hands over my ears like that would block out the truth.
Flor lit up his cig, but he wasn't looking at Max. He was looking at me, right straight at me.
“Don't blow a gasket, dude. Relax, my parents are inside.”
“Yeah,” Max said, and I heard the strange echo of a little boy in his voice, the same one who'd grown up alongside Flor and me. He was disappointed in us and it hurt. Where was that hole in the ground when I needed it? Maybe I could just crawl inside and disappear?
I glanced over my shoulder, but no faces appeared at the window – not yet. My stepmom was nosy and my dad was suspicious. Combine those two traits and you basically have professional eavesdroppers; it was only a matter of time. I don't want it to be like this, I thought as I took a step towards Max. He was careful not to look at me and I found my own attention straying to Rhonda. She was staring through the window at Flor with red, watery eyes and all I could think was this is my fault. I'd pushed and pushed and pushed, even though Flor had pushed back. He'd tried to let this go and I'd kept on until this was where we'd all ended up.
“Look, maybe you shouldn't come home tonight?” Max asked, leaning back against the car and running his hand down his face. “In fact, maybe you shouldn't come home at all.”
“What the hell does that mean?” Flor asked, grabbing his cigarette between two fingers and taking a step forward. “You trying to kick me out of my own place?”
“All this time, all these years, how did I miss it?” Max asked, glancing back over at us, his eyes swinging back and forth like he was trying to discern some obvious connection between us, like a red string of fate wrapped around each of our pinky fingers. Legend has it that those who are destined to become lovers are connected by this crimson thread and although it can stretch or tangle or twist, it will never, ever break. I decided that if this was indeed the case with Flor and me, we were certainly testing the limits of our connection.
“Let's talk this out later, okay?” Flor said, taking another step forward. I saw him glance at Rhonda and away again, like it pained him to look at her. Did he love her? I stuffed my hands inside the front pocket of my hoodie and took a breath.
“Max,” I began, and both he and Flor startled like I wasn't even there.
“No, you shut the hell up,” Max said, his voice breaking like he didn't know what he should feel for me. Honestly, that was a surprise. And here I'd been operating under the idea that he was never really all that interested in me, that he, like Flor, thought of me as annoying add on, just another little sister. But his words …
“Don't you fucking talk to her like that,” Flor growled, throwing his cigarette down on the driveway. Max raised an eyebrow.
“What? Are you gonna fight for her honor, Flor?” he said, pushing away from the car and turning to face his friend. The last thing I wanted to add to my recent résumé of regrets was the breakup of a longterm friendship like theirs.
“Max, I'm sorry,” I blurted, moving between them and trying to get Max to actually look at me. “We didn't mean for it to happen like that. It just … things between Flor and I are confusing. Please, I don't want my parents to find out this way.”
“You plan on telling them?” Max said, looking at me like I was insane. “When they're having a baby? Are you insane? River's going to kill you.” I rather thought it was the other way around – my dad killing Flor. But then again, River was awfully protective of her only son. “I wanted this to be a mistake. I thought Rhonda was crazy, but … ” Max shook his head at me. “You two are fucking insane. If you want to fuck your brother, be my guest. You guys deserve each other.”
“Max, don't,” I said, reaching out to touch his arm. He threw my hand off like it was poisoned and the tension in the air tripled. Flor's fist came out of nowhere, cracking Max in the face. He stumbled back, but he didn't go down and before I knew it, the two of them were embroiled in a raging fistfight. Max grabbed Flor by the shirt and shoved him against the car as Rhonda climbed out the other side and moved around to try and help me pull them apart.
“What's going on out here?” Addi's voice was high and panicked as she came down the cement steps and tried to grab Max by the arm. The boys struggled to get at each other anyway and somehow in the fray, Max's elbow flung back and smashed me right in the nose.
I stumbled, blood pouring down my face as Florian paused long enough to catch sight of me. His eyes widened and then all bets were off. I suppose somewhere deep down, I almost liked the fact that he was fighting for me, but it was all wrong. Everything was just off. When I was fifteen, when Flor had me pressed against the wall, his lips on mine, his hands on my body, how did I ever think this would turn out? I should've seen this coming from a mile away.
I clutched my nose and tried to staunch the bleeding while my two childhood friends, the only two guys I'd ever had sex with, ended up on the pavement. Flor was on top this time, dropping a hard punch to Max's face that made my entire body go cold. Whatever he was fighting about, it was more than just Max pushing my hand off his arm. Flor was angry and confused and frustrated, and he was taking it out on his friend.
“What the hell?” Addi asked, gesturing at the boys. Nobody was trying to stop them now. All I could hope was that they'd stop before my parents made it out here. “Abigail?” I pulled my hands away from my face, wet with my blood and gave her a look. That was all it took. “Max knows.” She pursed her lips and glanced over at Rhonda. Rhonda's blue eyes slid over to mine and held there. I could see the frustration and the confusion I was feeling mirrored in her gaze.
“You know you can never have him?” Rhonda asked me, voice soft. “Not without giving up everything else.” I heard the sound of the front door opening and then my dad was suddenly just there, ripping Flor and Max apart while my stepmother screamed at them. When she caught sight of me, her mouth dropped open and my heart twisted into an impossible knot.
Rhonda walked away, her heels loud against the pavement, and disappeared around the corner.
“What is this all about?” my dad asked, holding Max and Flor apart.
I caught that beautiful green-eyed gaze and then swallowed hard, blood choking my throat.
“Me,” I whispered around a lump of fear.
It was now or never.
I sat at the dinner table, my eyes focused wholly on my empty plate and the gold placemat beneath it. I held a warm washrag against my face while Flor sat clutching one in his lap on the opposite side of the table. He had a black eye and a split lip. In the fray, one of his lip rings had disappeared, leaving a bloody hole that his mother was clucking over even now.
“I can't believe you boys would go that far. And right outside in the front yard where all the neighbors could see? What if somebody had called the cops?”
I looked over at Addison, beyond thankful that she was still here and Max wasn't. I don't know if I could've done this with his penetrating gaze focused on me. If the relationship that he and Flor, and he and I, had once shared could ever be repaired, I'd be devastated. I heard my dad mutter something under his breath, but I couldn't and wouldn't look his way.
“Now that we're all calmed down and cleaned up,” River paused to dab at Flor's lip, but he jerked away from her. I imagined that it wouldn't matter how old he got – whether he was sixteen or twenty-one or forty years old, she'd be right there by his side. “Let's hear what started all of this.” River looked over at me. “Does this have something to do with you dating Max?”
Flor snorted and I felt my cheeks go red.
“Something like that,” he choked out, coughing and shaking his head of mussed hair. I wanted to run my fingers through it, kiss his swollen lips, even now with all of this drama. What did that say about me? “But it's a little more complicated than that.”
“Was it really an accident?” River asked for what had to be the twentieth time, eyes focused on my aching face and bloodied nose. I nodded yet again and she sighed, sitting down heavy in the chair next to Flor, one hand on her belly. “Then what? What on earth could've inspired the two of you to go at it like that?”
Silence descended, heavy and stifling. I knew it had to be me to break it.
“Dad,” I said carefully, “River.”
Addi took a deep breath beside me.
“Don't, Abi,” Flor said softly. I felt a kick under the table and narrowed my eyes on him before finally reaching down and holding my palm out for the note he was trying to pass to me. Considering we were sitting on opposite sides of the table, it was a bit of a stretch, but if River or my dad noticed Flor and I leaning a little far forward, they didn't say anything.
Mouth shut, dope.
I pursed my lips and tried to glean something from his tight expression. It was hard to look Flor in his green eyes when one was practically swollen shut. Max had gotten in some killer blows. I patted the underside of the table before I remembered that I'd taken my yellow notebook with me. Bleh. I sat back with a sigh and ran my fingers through my hair. I mean, it wasn't like family dinners ever turned out well, but tonight was a goddamned disaster.
“Well?” my dad prompted, his balding head gleaming under the light of River's crystal chandelier. I remembered the day she'd had it installed, forcing Flor and me to come stand in the doorway and watch as she made a weird faux drumming noise under her breath and flicked the lights on. A spark had exploded from the base of the fixture and turned a decent size portion of the nearby ceiling black. It taken Flor, me, and Google to figure out how to fix it. “Either you've finally lost it, Florian, or you did something to upset Max.” Flor's lips thinned and I could see a flash of anger cross his face before he spat out the lie that he hoped would save us both. Unfortunately for me, it was almost as bad as the truth, which I'd actually been planning on telling until he'd opened his big mouth.
“Max and Abi have been sleeping together.”
Silence.
I choked on my next breath and felt my cheeks burning.
“When he pulled in the driveway with Rhonda, I confronted him about it. He didn't like it.” Flor shrugged like this whole thing was no big deal, just another thorn to be brushed off and forgotten about, no matter how badly the wound might bleed. “She took his side and then the whole thing just went to shit, okay? That what you wanted to hear?”
My dad's face was as red as mine, but most likely for different reasons.
“I'm eighteen,” I said before anyone else could get a word in edgewise. “We were dating. It's not that big of a deal.”
“Are we done here?” Flor said, sniffing and running his hand over his face. He looked so tired, and I felt so responsible. This is not just your fault. That's what Addi would've told me if I'd fully confided in her the way I should've. I glanced over and she raised one single brow at me. I was going to pay for this later.
“I … ” Even River seemed at a loss for words. I avoided her gaze as well as my father's and fiddled with my hands in my lap. If my family was good at anything, it was making me feel like I was fifteen again.
“Can I stay here tonight?” Flor said as he pushed his chair back. “Apparently I'm not welcome in my own place anymore.” He looked right at me as he said it.
“Of course you can, honey,” River said, sounding far too pleased by the prospect of her grown son coming back home. “But that doesn't exactly solve the issue between you and Max. Now, I know Abi's your little sister, but – ”
“She's not my fucking sister,” Flor griped, shoving his chair back in and moving from the room before my father got the chance to get a single word out.
“Dad,” I said, but he lifted his palm and stood up, leaving just as quickly as my stepbrother had.
“Well, I know I'm still hungry,” Addi said, bless her fucking heart. My stepmom gave me a long, searching look before getting up and leading my friend into the kitchen to make her a plate. The second they were out of sight, I scrambled out of my seat and followed Flor up the stairs. I didn't even bother to knock before I burst into his room and found him at the window, head bowed, fingers gripping the windowsill so tightly his knuckles had turned white.
Flor lifted his head to glance back at me as I closed the door softly and leaned against it.
“I'm sorry,” I whispered. “I should never have … maybe I shouldn't have told you how I felt. Then none of this would be happening, and Rhonda … ”
“How's your nose?” he asked me instead, turning around and perching on the windowsill, the soft breeze from outside teased his dark hair and made it hard to breathe. If anything, all of this drama should've done something to dampen my attraction to him. Surely if this thing between Flor and I was just hormones and lust and sexual tension, some of the sparkle would already be wearing off? I thought of that crimson thread of fate again and squeezed my left hand into a fist.
“Fine,” I said, my voice echoing around the nearly empty room. It was nothing now, just some spare guest bedroom with a few pictures on the wall, a bed, a dresser, a desk. Once upon a time, not all that long ago, Flor's room had been like a splash of color, covered in his artwork, filled with his things, tainted with the deliciously wicked masculine scent of him. I'd both loved and hated this room; it was Flor, and it was comforting because of that, but it was also the place he'd brought most of his girlfriends. I glanced over at the bed and wondered if the springs still creaked or if my stepmom had gotten around to replacing it. She kept saying she was going to redecorate in here, make it a guest suite, but it hadn't happened yet. I wondered now if it would become the nursery. More than likely, it would end up being my room.
“Next time I get Max alone, I'd going to beat his ass until he can't stand straight.” Flor reached up a finger and prodded at his swollen lip until he cringed.
I crossed my arms over my chest and resisted doing the same. My dad had taken a look at me and decided that my nose wasn't broken, so I wasn't going to dwell on it. Honestly, Flor and I had sort of gotten what we'd deserved, although Max's words had hurt worse than I'd thought.
“This is kind of what we get for cheating,” I told Flor, thinking of that steamy bathroom, of his hands on me, his body inside of mine. He looked up at me then with his one good eye, like he could sense what I was thinking.
“Guess so,” he said, surprising me. For once, Flor wasn't ordering me around or screaming or avoiding the subject. “I guess I could've handled this better.”
“And I guess I could've done the same. Flor, I'm sorry I did this to us, but I couldn't keep it inside anymore. I don't know what to do now or how to go about all of this, but I don't think I can stop loving you.”
He cringed, but I didn't care. It felt good to have the words out.
“Abigail,” Flor began, but it was my turn to have the last word. I shook my head and gave him a look that told him that maybe, just this once, he didn't know best.
I guess all it took was getting punched in the face for me to realize it.
I tugged on that red string of fate and hoped that Flor would answer.
Appeasing my stepmom was easier said than done, forcing both Flor and me into the kitchen after a tense and uncomfortable dinner to help bake cookies. Even my dad hadn't been able to resist River's stubborn insistence that we all sit together as a family and eat, so I'd spent the last hour staring down at my plate and wondering when and if he was going to address the fight, my involvement in it, or my sex life.
I shuddered as I creamed the butter and sugar, my bare feet warm on the heated wood floor. The idea that my dad would accept me as an adult and let my business stay my business was doubtful. I knew a storm was coming; I just didn't know when.
“It's been so long since I've had you kids in the kitchen together like this,” River said with a shiver of pleasure that made my mouth dry. Guilt, yet again, even after I'd gotten all brave and bold in Flor's room. “Baking and listening to music, pure heaven.” She sighed and turned towards the cabinet to grab something, giving Flor and me a moment to exchange a look. His face was blank but not unpleasant. It made me ache for him in ways I could barely understand. And the fact that he was in an old T-shirt and sweatpants, his own feet as bare as mine, it was too cute for words. It almost made up for the fact that Addi had abandoned me to my fate, leaving me here well past dark to atone for my sins. I wondered what might happen if River ever really did find out about Flor and me. I assumed it would be something much, much worse than baking chocolate chip cookies. “Too bad Addison couldn't stay and join us. I remember a time when she practically lived her alongside you two and Max.” River sighed and I resisted the urge to join her. Those days she was describing felt impossibly far away, less like a memory and more like something that had happened in a fairytale dreamland.
“It's not like they're dead, kaa-chan,” Flor mumbled over his own bowl of butter and sugar. Tonight, we were being forced to experiment with three different recipes, all of which looked pretty much the same to me, for some party River was going to with her colleagues. The theme was All American – Perfected, and the goal was to cook something classic, like apple pie or burgers or in our case, chocolate chip cookies, and bring it to what I'd loosely call a 'potluck'. Of course, there'd be catered foods as well as a full bar, people in suits, and the smug smiles of psychologists who think they know everything about everything.
I raised a hand and brushed the hair from my forehead.
“I know they're not dead, son, don't be a smart aleck. I'm simply recalling fond memories. Based on your and Max's behavior today, it might be beneficial for you to do the same, remember some of the things that have helped you to remain friends for so long.”
“Don't shrink me, Mom,” Flor said, looking up, the edge of his lip twitching as he reached out and brushed his thumb across my forehead. “Only a few minutes in and you've already got it in your hair,” he said, sucking the butter-sugar mixture from his fingertip while I watched, transfixed.
“This whole thing just seems silly to me anyway,” she griped, adding ingredients to her own bowl without even glancing at the recipe. “Why would you confront Max out on the driveway like that? And I thought you said Rhonda couldn't make it? Why was she even in the car with him? I feel like there's more to this than you're telling me.”
Neither Flor nor I said a word and she sighed yet again.
“I was in such a hurry today I left my new cookie sheets in the backseat of my car. Stay here and try not to mess up your dough while I'm gone.”
River wiped her hands on her apron and disappeared, leaving Flor and me in a strange companionable silence.
“What did you mean by that?” Flor asked me, voice rough. I glanced up and had to resist the urge to reach out and brush my fingers over his swollen face.
“Mean by what?”
“That you can't stop loving me.”
I swallowed hard. The words seemed pretty obvious to me, not to mention embarrassing, and the last thing I felt like doing was trying to explain them.
“What did you mean?” I countered, glancing over at the yellowing pages of the cookbook I was supposed to be learning from. “By pulling me into that bathroom?” My cheeks flushed red, but I pretended I didn't notice, cracking two eggs into my mixture instead.
“It wasn't about meaning, Abigail. It was about need.”
“So just sex then?” I asked and Flor sighed, just like his mother.
“If it was just about sex, I would've grabbed Rhonda,” he told me and my stomach twisted with that same old, same old jealousy that I'd been fostering for years. I looked up and watched as Flor cracked an egg in his bowl, dropping several pieces of shell along with it. He didn't even hesitate to start picking them out with his fingers. Good thing River wasn't in the room to see it.
Flor moved over to the trash to deposit his shells and then rinsed his hands in the sink, the water sluicing between his colored fingers, over the stars and moons that decorated his knuckles. I watched as he dried them off on a dish towel and then moved back around me, pausing directly behind me like he was waiting for something. Having him there made me nervous, so I forced myself to keep talking, like maybe my words would keep the awkwardness at bay. Besides, I needed the truth and he seemed like he was in an okay mood considering.
“If it wasn't about sex, then what?” I asked, and another few seconds of silence passed before I felt his breath on the nape of my neck, his arm sliding around my waist.
“I already told you, need.” He pressed his mouth to my skin and then just held me there, like we were a couple, like touching me was something that was okay. It felt good, but I was getting tired of this back and forth from him. I needed answers. I also needed to know if this sudden change in attitude was just a coping mechanism. I mean, part of me was relieved that Rhonda was out of the picture, but the idea that Flor hadn't been brave enough or willing enough to break up with her on his own bothered me. If she hadn't found out, then what would've happened? “I know I have to stay away from you, Abi, but it isn't easy. Do you think I want this? If I could wave a magic wand and make these feelings go away, I would.”
I jerked away from him, taking my bowl with me.
“Well I wouldn't,” I snapped, my feelings hurt yet again. “You don't just trade love away, no matter how painful it is.” I heard his breath catch, but he didn't say anything, just ran his fingers through his hair. A minute later, River came back in carrying her new cookie trays. My dad followed in after her and surveyed the scene in the kitchen with a blank facial expression. I shouldn't have cared what he thought about me and Max, but then again, he had the power to change my life in ways I wouldn't like. Pull my tuition money, evict me from my stepmom's building, take away my car. I made myself smile at him.
“I don't want to see Max around here for awhile,” he grumbled, and that was that. He left the room without another word as I clenched the wooden spoon in my hand and tried not to scream. One step forward, two steps back.
River noticed my reaction and put a hand on my shoulder.
“Don't let him get to you, Abi. He's struggling with the idea that you're an adult now and can make your own decisions. This isn't about Max or sex or the fight today, just a man struggling with change.”
“You're shrink talking again, kaa-chan,” Flor murmured, head down, pretending to be completely and utterly focused on his cookie dough. If he was anything like me – and I knew we had a lot in common – then he was probably wondering what might've happened if my dad really knew what today had been all about.
“I just want Abi to know that her father is a logical man who must realize that his daughter is growing up and that it's time for her to make her own decisions.” She smiled and touched a hand to her belly. “Hopefully when this one comes, it'll get you off the hook for a while, give you a little breathing room.” I felt Flor's gaze on me, but refused to look up. What was there to say? Pretending this baby wasn't coming wouldn't help either of us. A new little brother or sister, a link to tie Flor and I together forever, but not in the way I wanted. If we ever had a kid, this child would be their aunt or uncle on both sides. Not an ideal situation, obviously.
I added vanilla to my bowl and continued stirring.
“We're a family,” River continued, making my stomach tight and my head swim. She reached out to squeeze my arm and smiled, her next words meant as a comfort and not as the poisonous barb that felt like it was being lodged in my throat. “You, me, Flor, your father, and this baby. And nothing will ever change that.”
Fate can be wicked cruel, can't it? I scooted closer to my side of the couch and pretended I didn't notice River's absence between Flor and me, that empty space of couch that seemed to beckon at the same time it repelled. I twisted my stepmother's blue and white afghan around in my fingers and kept my eyes on the screen. It didn't escape my notice that this scenario was eerily similar to the one we'd experienced our first night together.
“It's late,” Flor mumbled, glancing over at me. “You should go.” I grabbed my cell from the arm of the couch and checked the time: it was past one in the morning. I had a few texts from Addison that I'd responded to with the bare minimum, promising to explain in greater detail later. I knew as soon as she had the full story (i.e. the part about Flor and me in his bathroom), that I was going to get it. Maybe going home was actually the worse of two options?
“I was thinking of just staying the night,” I responded without glancing at him. My words, as innocent as they were, seemed to coat the room in tension, heighten that sense of something that always lingered in the air between us. The thing was, I didn't much feel like going home, didn't want to answer Addi's questions, didn't want to be separated from Flor. Other than our illicit night on the roof together, we hadn't slept in the same place in years. “If that's okay with you,” I added and he shrugged, stretching his legs out so that his bare feet were just inches from my thigh. “I figured I'm already in my pajamas anyway.” I tried to smile, wondering what Flor thought of me in the faded baggy shirt and pants I was wearing. Next time I went to my old dresser for clothes, I was going to be sorely disappointed. This was definitely the last of it. “Are the kittens going to be okay?” I asked and Flor sighed.
“Max can be a dick sometimes, but even he won't let a bunch of orphans go hungry.” I watched Flor run a hand down his arm, fingers playing across the brightness of his tattoos. “Besides, if he thinks this situation is permanent or even long lasting, he's got another thing coming. We own a fucking business together.” My stepbrother bit the words off like they hurt. He and Max had always been close. Hell, Max and I had always been close. There had to be some way to repair this thing between the three of us.
I glanced down at my lap for a minute, buried in thought.
“Abigail.” I looked up at Flor's words, found his eyes focused on me, the swelling around the left side of his face finally having gone down enough that I could get the full force of his gaze again. “Do you know why I gave you that tattoo?” I stayed staring at him, unable to move, to get out a single word past my suddenly swollen tongue. “Because it represented some sort of twisted hope that I'd never let myself have.” He looked away, towards the darkened hallway and we both listened for the sound of our parents' footsteps, like we were in high school, trading gossip again in the cloak of darkness. “Honestly? I'd been hoping that at some point, our parents would break up.” I raised an eyebrow. Never once had I thought that would ever happen. I mean, my dad and River were hopelessly in love, head over heels crazy for it. I wouldn't wish that fate on them … or would I? Because if they had broken up, then Flor and I might've been free to try this thing out. As it stood, this new baby of theirs pretty much guaranteed that there'd be little hope of that ever happening, not without a hitch. “I thought maybe, one day, we could … I don't know.” He sighed. “Never mind. Forget I even brought it up.”
I bit my lip and turned so that I was facing him, putting my own feet on the couch and stretching out my legs, one on either side of his right leg.
“You'd hoped for that and yet you said if you had a magic wand, you'd wave it just to get rid of these feelings.” I knew I was pushing him, but I couldn't help myself. It was always this back and forth with Flor, and I was desperate for answers. We'd taken this to a point where we had two choices: try it out or let it go. I was fighting for the former while he seemed resigned to the latter.
“Because it hurts too fucking much,” he breathed, voice dark and low. “I feel like there's a knife lodged in my chest and every day that I see you, that I can't touch you, somebody turns it a full rotation. I'm bleeding from the inside out, Abi.”
Tears strung my eyes, but I didn't know what to say to make it better. He feels the same way I do. I'd been waiting years to find out if that was true or not.
“I love you, Flor,” I said again and tried not to be hurt that he cringed at the words. “And I've been hurting since the day I met you.” I don't know what I expected to happen, but I certainly didn't think he'd lean forward the way he did, pushing my legs back and moving in until our lips were inches apart.
“I shouldn't be doing this, but hell if I know how to stop myself.” Flor's mouth closed on mine and I gasped at the tenderness in his touch, so different from the last few times we'd kissed, when he felt hungry and desperate and almost angry. He raised a hand and cupped the nape of my neck, pulling me towards him until our chests met and our tongues tangled together. Just beyond the sweetness of his touch, I could feel that desire boiling, tightening the muscles along his back and arms and shoulders. But for whatever reason, he held it in, keeping that same firm but gentle touch on my neck. It was possessive in a way I'd only dreamed of. I felt in that moment that I was his and he was mine. I knew it was too good to be true, but I gave into the feeling anyway, sighing and relaxing against his warmth.
When his left hand slid up my thigh and his fingers curled around the waistband of my pajama pants – and my panties – I wasn't surprised. I felt that need for him roiling hot inside of me, a certain rightness that washed away all of the doubt and the shame, just for this single second. If it faded tomorrow, left me with another guilty spot on my conscious, I wouldn't care.
Flor pulled my pants down to mid thigh and then leaned me back against the arm of the couch and the cluster of decorative pillows my stepmom loved so much. With an aching tenderness that caused my breath to catch in my throat, he touched me there with his left hand, fingers sliding across the wetness that he'd wrought with those sharp green eyes and those lips and … my thoughts seemed to trail off into nothing as Flor inserted two fingers, using those tattooed hands of his to bring me to the edge of pleasure in seconds, curling them just right, touching me just so. I moaned into his mouth, aware in the back of my mind that if we were caught, we'd blow any chance of having a sympathetic ear with either of our parents.
But I didn't care.
I let Flor thrust his fingers into me, again and again, while his breathing grew hoarse and ragged against mine, his chest pressed into my breasts, his lips on my jaw, my ear, my throat. I wrapped my own fingers around his neck, felt the silky brush of his hair as I relaxed into his touch and let the wave crest and break over me. My cry of triumph was cut short by Flor's mouth as my body convulsed around his hand, wishing there was something else of his inside of me.
“Flor,” I whispered, breath coming in short little gasps, but he didn't let me finish, pushing my pants back into place and lifting me from the couch like I weighed nothing at all. He carried me up the stairs and straight into his bedroom, shutting the door with his shoulder and setting me down before turning the lock.
Moonlight streamed in through the curtain-less window, staining the floor with silver light as Flor and I regarded each other, my body warm and still tingling from his touch.
“If our parents,” I whispered, but Flor cut me off again, stepping forward and tangling his fingers in my curls. I raised my right hand and traced the scar on his chin, felt the roughness of the skin there and then leaned up on my toes to kiss it. Flor made a small sound under his breath as I breathed in his scent, that perfect tang of citrus mixed with something spicier, more masculine. I could drown in his smell and die happy.
“They won't,” he responded, and even though the threat was still there, the fear of discovery, I let him take me into his arms and kiss me again, pausing only to pull my shirt over my head and toss it aside. I leaned into him, running my hands down the perfection of his belly, flicking my tongue against his lip rings. When I dug my fingers into his jeans pocket in an effort to pull him closer, I found a lacy bit of something shoved in there. Upon further inspection, I discovered it was the missing pair of purple panties.
“What the hell are you doing with these?” I asked as he trailed his fingertips over my collarbone and then paused to press a kiss to my nose ring.
“Good luck charm.”
His mouth found mine again, like he could barely stand to be separated. When his fingers found my hip bones, slid across the ink of my tattoo, I dropped my head back, allowing his lips the freedom to explore my throat and jawline.
Flor made me feel something I never wanted to let go of, a type of passion that curled my toes and made my insides ache. But he also filled another void, a deeper part of me that was always looking for his approval, his smile, his laughter.
I undid the button on his jeans and he let me, staring down at me with those sharp eyes of his, bright even the dimness of the room. I didn't know what he was thinking and that scared me.
“Should we have told them?” he asked suddenly, reaching down and taking my wrists in his long, strong fingers. I didn't have an answer for that, so I shook my head, my hands suddenly beginning to tremble. I knew all the things I wanted to do with Flor, that I'd dreamed about doing to Flor, but being here and getting the opportunity to do it was terrifying. I knew how many women he'd been with and could only wonder if I'd measure up.
“I don't know,” I whispered back, praying that my parents were asleep in the room at the end of the hall. “Maybe.” I waited for him to keep talking. Getting Flor to actually work through his problems was rare – especially when it came to me. If we were making any progress here, I needed it to happen, even if I'd rather he was naked on the bed. “What would you have done? What would you have told them? That you love me? Or that you slept with me?” I paused. “Or both.” I kept my eyes on Flor's jeans and not on his face.
“I don't know,” he answered honestly as I dropped to my knees and pulled his jeans down with me. I was going to touch Flor the best way I knew how, give him everything I had and then some, let him touch me, let him feel the feelings I'd been keeping inside for so long. I'd been trying to let them out slowly, but that achy leak was becoming too much. I wanted to pour my love and my affection for him out into the world and just see what happened. I wanted him to put his arms around me and never think of another girl again.
His breath caught as he realized what I was about to do, sliding his boxers down to his knees and taking hold of his cock. Looking up, I caught his gaze yet again, the gleam of moonlight on his eyebrow rings, his strong, perfect body.
Bet he'd never thought he'd see his 'little sister' doing this.
I took Flor into my mouth, his jewelry bumping against my teeth as I slid my tongue around his shaft and pulled back, breathing along the length of him and enjoying the way his body shuddered at my touch.
“I hate that you're so good at that,” he growled down at me, and I wondered if he was thinking about Max again. No good. I only wanted him to be thinking about me. I cupped his balls with one hand, using my thumb to play with the silver ring in his skin. From the change in his breathing, I knew I was doing at least something right. I leaned in and pressed my lips to his hip bones, to those sharp grooves in his muscles that made girls drool. I knew; I'd seen dozens rendered speechless at the sight. Once, during a Relay for Life event, Flor had stripped off his T-shirt and ran the track in low slung shorts, drawing a crowd of girls that was almost comical to look it, if I hadn't been so jealous that is.
I kissed his body, up to his firm belly and those muscles I'd always admired from afar. Being able to touch them in person was almost surreal, and I found myself groaning as my lips slid along his skin. Shut up, Abi! I warned myself, desperately certain that if my dad walked in here at this moment, he'd kill Flor. At least the damn door's locked. I'd never had a lock.
My fingers curled around the base of Flor's cock as I found my way back down and wrapped my lips around the hard, curved length of him, my tongue moving along the tracery of veins beneath his skin. He made a noise low in his throat, like a caged animal, and then reached down to touch my hair. His fingers were tense, but his grip was gentle.
“Stand up, Abigail,” he said, releasing me and holding out a hand. I followed him up and let him take me into his arms, kissing me while he removed my bra. Before I knew it, our bare chests were pressed together, the hard points of my nipples against his muscles, and we were spinning, my ass hitting the dresser before Flor slid me up onto it. “If you need to scream,” he told me with a slight grin, “then feel free to bite my shoulder.” I gave him a raised brow, but he was already easing between my legs. I opened for him, felt the warm press of his hips as he pulled me against him and slid us together.
The connection of our bodies was delicious, like a slice of cake so sweet that I was already desperate for another bite. I wrapped my legs around Flor, drinking in the feel of his naked flesh on mine, teasing the beads of sweat that rose on his back as he moved inside of me. Our mouths connected in a frenzied tangle of passion and heat as my fingers curved around his neck and I ate up the masculine grunts and groans streaming from his throat. He was careful to keep quiet, but in the back of my mind, I was worried we weren't being quiet enough.
Flor kept us pressed close, his hips rocking more than thrusting, until his muscles spasmed and he breathed deep, groaning into my mouth and spilling himself inside of me. With Max, I was used to that being the end of the evening, unless he was feeling particularly generous, but I guess it just wasn't that way with Flor.
He moved us over to the bed, laying me on my back and finding that warm, sweet spot with his fingers again, working me until I really did have to turn my head and bite down, on a pillow instead of his shoulder. Still, the action excited him enough that he released a low, husky chuckle that sent a chill down my spine and turned my ache into a frenzy.
Flor kissed my breasts, worked his thumb over my clit, and finally, when he was ready, found his way between my legs again, switching out his fingers for his cock. Several, wild moments later and I was coming, my body wrapped around his, squeezing tight, tight, tighter. I pressed my mouth into his shoulder and bit down, hard, stifling the scream that was so desperate to claw its way out of my throat. The only sound then, other than the gentle whisper of our bodies moving together, was the thumping beat of my wild heart.
Afterward, Flor held me in his arms for so long that my eyes grew droopy and I drifted into a gentle sleep broken only by the sudden – and admittedly pretty alarming – thought that I was lying in my stepbrother's room at our parents' house.
“I can't sleep in here, can I?” I whispered, even though I already knew the answer to that question. Flor pressed a kiss to my forehead that made me ache all over again. His body against mine felt so good, so right, like we were made for each other. I mean, I knew that sort of mushy romantic shit made most people uncomfortable, but even Addi, practical, smart-mouthed, been in a committed relationship for years Addi, believed in it. Apparently so did I.
“Probably not the best idea,” Flor whispered back, but at least he sounded regrettable when he said it. That was progress.
I rolled over to look at him.
“I wish I could stay,” I said as I reached up and touched his scar again, memories of the day he'd gotten it flooding into my head. He'd braked too hard, trying to avoid the neighbor's cat who'd run right out on the sidewalk in front of him. I'd watched in horror as he flew over the handlebars and ended up in a patch of blackberry bushes.
“I … ” Flor stopped talking, closing his green eyes like he needed a minute to regain his composure. I laid my head back on his chest and waited, listening to the rapid thump of his heart. It was almost as bad as mine. “Let's talk tomorrow, Abi. Somewhere we don't have to worry about being interrupted.” My heart skipped a beat and I swallowed hard. I couldn't tell from his tone if I should be worried or excited about that. I decided that no matter what happened, tonight had been good, too good to ruin. I sat up, keeping the sheets close and then leaned over to press a kiss to his lips. He returned the affection with an aching press of his mouth that twisted my stomach into knots.
“See you in the morning?” I asked, praying that we'd get to sit and eat cereal together like old times.
“Maybe,” he said, sitting up and watching as I slid off the bed. “I have an appointment pretty early tomorrow.” He paused and grabbed the sheet, tugging it away from me at the last second, so that I ended up standing nude in the middle of his bedroom. I flushed and hurried to my clothes, fully aware that his gaze was burning on my backside, his eyes focused on my ass. “I might just have to cancel.”
“You do that,” I whispered, tugging on my pajamas and moving to the door. I unlocked it and peeked out into the empty darkness. No sign of my parents. Thank God. I glanced over my shoulder at Flor. Another I love you seemed overboard, but I knew I had to say something. “If you get lonely,” I whispered, “you know where to find me.”
I hurried out before he could respond, closing the door behind me, and tiptoed into my old bedroom, flopping onto the bed on my back with a sigh. Getting to sleep was a nightmare. Just the idea that Flor was across the hall, probably still naked, made my entire body flush from head to toe. Was he thinking of me like I was thinking of him? His words and actions told me that was a distinct possibility.
I forced myself to crawl under the covers and close my eyes, realizing as I did that I was exhausted. I guess Flor really wore me out.
I feel asleep with a smile.
I woke in the morning to find that I was the only one left in the house. Flor had sent me a text telling me he'd be at the shop while Addi had shot over a dozen or more get home now or equivalent messages warning me about her upcoming evening with Patrick. She always claimed she needed my opinion to get dressed, but we both knew that was a lie. She was more than capable of dressing us both in the dark. If Theo was there? All the better.
I dragged myself out of bed, dressed in yesterday's clothes, and went home to find a caramel macchiato waiting on the counter for me. I took a sip and was surprised to find that it was still warm.
“How'd you know when I was going to be back?” I asked as I slung my purse onto a stool and met Addi's brown eyes across the counter. She smirked at me and I was instantly reminded of Flor. Ugh. My obsession's amped up; I can barely go a minute without thinking about him.
“I didn't. I got it this morning and then just kept microwaving it.”
“You're a weirdo,” I told her, but that didn't wipe the knowing look off her face.
“So. Did you and Flor do it again last night?” I choked on my coffee and tried to play innocent with her (not that it ever really worked). “In your parents' house? You two are way too brave to be sane. You do know that, right?”
“You're jumping to conclusions,” I said, but I couldn't keep the smile off my own face. I groaned and slunk over to the couch to sit down. “Okay, so maybe we did fool around a little.” Addi raised an eyebrow at me. “Fooled around a lot? Is that better?” She nodded and joined me, perching on the edge of the couch arm with her lithe, dancer's body that I'd always envied. It didn't matter what kind of dance it was – jazz, ballet, tap, swing – she'd done it all and was good at every single one of them.
“So that fight with Max and Rhonda … ?” I sipped my coffee and tried to be grateful that she wasn't rolling her eyes and sighing as she so often did when I mentioned Flor.
“We had sex. In his bathroom. While the two of them were in the house.” I cringed and so did Addi.
“I see. So you guys deserved what was coming to you?” I nodded and she sighed, standing up and stretching her long arms over her head.
“Well, I figured it would happen eventually. You both were too into each other to just let it go.”
“What would happen eventually?” I asked, feeling a little guilty thrill at her words. I had an idea of what she was going to say, but I wanted another person to voice it before I did, like it'd be more real that way.
“That you two would get together,” Addi said with an exasperated sigh. Okay, so maybe she hadn't abandoned all of her traditional Florian related behaviors. Together. Were Flor and I getting together? For real? I didn't want to let myself hope for it, but inside, I giggled like a maniacal schoolgirl. “How are you going to break this news to the family?” she asked, leeching away some of my thrill.
Before I could answer, Theo and his boyfriend, Yuu, appeared, waltzing into the apartment like they owned the place. Apparently we were on those terms now. I didn't mind actually. I enjoyed having Theo around and there was something about Yuu that told me these boys would find a way to make it work.
“What's going on in here?” Theo said, sitting down next to me and stealing my drink from my hand. He took a sip, made a face, and then handed it back. “That is old and disgusting. You need something fresh.”
Addi ignored him and decided to divulge my personal secrets.
“Abi and her brother fucked again, once in front of their current lovers and once in their parents' house.” I tried not to curl into a ball and die.
“Stepbrother,” I corrected. “And it wasn't exactly in front of them.”
“She's trying to figure out a way to come out to her parents.”
“Oh my God, girl, I have got this,” Yuu said, taking the seat opposite me on an overstuffed armchair I'd inherited from my dad. “I am an expert at coming out and trust me, my parents would've preferred I was banging my sister over being gay.”
“Step,” I corrected again, but nobody was listening to me. Maybe that'd always been my problem? Maybe I didn't speak up enough?
“I threw this big surprise party for my mother's birthday and then in her card I wrote you've now got free fashion advice for life.” I snorted and came pretty damn close to spewing coffee all over the floor.
“You did not,” I said and Yuu shrugged his thin shoulders, brown eyes blazing as he looked back at me.
“Does it matter? I came out, told them everything, but they freaked and got over it. Now, they invite Theo over for holidays. It was hard and it sucked, but it was better than living with the pain.” I bit my bottom lip and glanced away. Yuu was trying to help by comparing our situations, but I still felt like his was harder to deal with than mine. It made me feel like an asshole. “Tell them and see what happens. If they can't accept it, then fuck them.” He leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest, dark hair falling in his face. I knew from Theo's stories that Yuu's parents had moved here from Japan when he was six and that they were super strict with him. Being gay meant not carrying on the family line, meant being a disappointment in a way. But over time, they'd accepted him. Would my parents be the same way if Flor and I were to pursue things?
“I don't want to lose my family,” I said, thinking of my dad and all the things he'd done for me. He was a hard ass at times, but he'd also worked his butt off to provide for me. He'd been at every ballet recital, every school play, every concert. I twisted my fingers together around the coffee cup and stared at the lid with laser focus.
“Lose them?” Yuu said, leaning forward again. “If this is enough to send them packing then good riddance.” I looked up sharply and he raised an eyebrow at me. “Family isn't just about blood, sister. It's about love and acceptance. Honestly, how can you really have one without the other?”
“Jesus Christ, is this some after school special?” Theo said with a sigh, slapping his hands on his thighs. “Can we please do something ridiculous? Like make cupcakes with vaginas on them?”
“Like you've ever seen a vagina before,” Addi murmured, and the three of them laughed. I smiled, but I couldn't shake Yuu's words, even if they were a little cliché. Love and acceptance.
I tapped my fingers on the lid of my drink.
Everything's worth trying at least once, right?
“Fuck that,” Flor said, snapping off a black latex glove and dropping it in the trash can near his foot. His current client was at the mirror, turning this way and that as she examined her new tattoo: a very beautiful and very realistic rendition of a calla lily on her hip. It wasn't the most original design in the world, but Flor's skill made the image pop in a way that drew the eye right to it. Unfortunately, it was in the very same spot that my own tattoo was and I was having trouble pulling my mind away from the memory. Had he untied her bikini bottoms the way he'd done mine? With that wicked careful slowness? I mean, she was obviously interested in him. I could see it in her eyes, her hair flipping, her lip licking.
I glanced around the studio, half-expecting Max to walk in at any moment and level us both with that look of contempt and judgment that made my insides shrivel. But On Bent Wings was empty except for Flor, me, and his bouncy blonde client.
“It's absolutely beautiful, Florian,” she said, drawing his name out like a promise. I tried not to get jealous, but even though I'd spent years desperately trying to perfect that ruse, it never worked. After that night we'd had on Friday? Wasn't happening. “Can I give you a kiss?” She winked at him and sucked her lower lip under her teeth. Flor slanted a glance my way, unusual for him. Maybe he really is taking this seriously!
“Whatever,” he said and she squealed, bouncing forward with her bikini bottoms still barely taped into place. I watched in silent frustration as she threw her arms around his neck and pressed a pink kiss to his cheek. Fortunately, he untangled her before she could meld her body against his. Trying to have a conversation with this girl around had been difficult. I'd tried to wait until he was done, but well, Flor was Flor. I think his words were shit or get off the pot. So, in as cryptic a manner as I could, I offered up my plan of attack for our parents. Fuck that was his most accepting response yet.
“Can I take a selfie with you? I have got to Instagram this shit.” I crossed my arms over my chest and sighed. Blonde Bitch turned a glare on me, gave me a once-over that said she wasn't impressed with my ratty jeans and my black tank top, and then pressed her body against Flor's. She snapped a picture with her phone before he could protest and bounced away to collect her jeans. She hadn't been too embarrassed to have her tattoo done right out in the front of the shop, even though she was half-naked from the waist down.
I swallowed hard and watched as Flor took her debit card and ran it through his Square Reader. This girl, with her perfect body and perfect hair and perfect clothes, this what was I competing against. It didn't leave a very pleasant feeling in my stomach. All this time, I'd been so caught up on the fact that Florian was my stepbrother that I hadn't even bothered to wonder about all the rest of the obstacles standing in my way.
Blonde Bitch yammered away as Flor got out a cigarette and leaned in the doorway to the back with it hanging unlit from his lips. To me, he looked bored, but she didn't seem to care. Persistent. I was really going to have to work on that aspect of my personality.
“Hey, look, I'm glad you like my work and all, but my girlfriend's waiting, so I got to go.” He gestured randomly at me and I watched as the girl's jaw dropped open. She looked between the two of us while I fidgeted with my stray bra strap and tried to keep it from sliding down my shoulder onto my arm. A warm burn twisted my belly, and I tried not to get too excited. Flor had used the girlfriend excuse with me before to get rid of unwanted attention.
“If you ever get bored with Plain Jane, give me a call.”
Flor grinned, flashing white teeth. He pulled his cigarette from his lips with two fingers and leaned forward.
“Not likely, Barbie doll. Get lost.” Without waiting for a response, Flor moved around her and opened the front door, flipping the sign over to closed. The girl huffed and shouldered rudely past me before storming out the door and down the street. I didn't say anything as my stepbrother pulled it closed behind her and flicked the locks into place. Outside, the sky was an inky black and peppered with stars, the restaurant across the street still filled with a lively crowd.
“Get a beer with me?” he asked, turning off the lights as he moved back around the counter. When they were all off and the only light inside the building was coming from the street lamps outside, Flor paused next to me and looked down at my face with his eyes blanketed in shadow.
“I'm only eighteen, remember?” I joked, but when he didn't say anything in response, I rushed to fill in the silence. “But we could grab something to eat anyway?”
“I don't think telling our parents is a good idea, Abigail. All it's gonna do is make them act weird around us. And your dad? Fuck, I'll be lucky if he doesn't pull a gun on me.”
“If … ” I struggled to find some of Yuu's confidence, take some comfort in his words. What he'd said today had made so much sense to me. But in order for me to argue my point, I had to admit another: that I wanted us to be together, officially. Suddenly though, it'd become hard to speak. Flor was too close, the memory of last night too fresh.
“If, what?” he asked, and I was relieved to find that his voice was soft, much softer than it'd been before. I fiddled with my bra strap again, and Flor reached out to stop me, sliding his hand over mine and pulling it away. His unlit cigarette dropped to the floor as he wrapped his left arm around my waist and dragged me close, my body pressed tight to the front of his. I shivered as he dropped his mouth to the curve of my neck, trailing down over my shoulder until he reached the loose strap.
“If we want to be together, we have to tell them,” I said, shivering again as his fingers traced over my skin, each whorl of his fingerprints stirring up goose bumps. Honestly, I was a little surprised he was touching me so easily.
At my words, Flor stiffened briefly, but he didn't pull away, instead leaning into me so he could rest his forehead against mine. The tender position nearly brought tears to my eyes, but I held them back. I'd sobbed enough over Flor. Now that I had him, even if it was just for this brief moment, I wouldn't waste it crying.
“Damn it, Abi, how'd you do it? Get me to let my guard down? This wasn't supposed to happen with you. I've been fighting these feelings since I was sixteen.” I wrapped my arms around him and squeezed tight, hugged him like I hadn't done in years, ever since that kiss. After that, he stopped letting me touch him, stopped letting me in. I was starting to wonder if those secrets I'd always seen in his face, that hesitation, that fear, if it had something to do with me. As if he could read my thoughts, Flor started filling in the blanks without my even having to ask. “That night I kissed you,” he began, “when you were fifteen?” I nodded, my cheek brushing the soft cotton of his T-shirt. “I saw you sneak out. I figured I had a pretty good idea where you'd be going, so I went, too. I promised myself I'd leave you alone, let you have a good time for once in your life. But then I saw you kissing that guy, and I almost went bat shit crazy. Hell, when I had you pressed up against that wall, I almost lost it, almost fucked you right then and there, the world be damned.”
“I wished for years that you had,” I whispered and Flor groaned, like he was having trouble controlling himself now, too. “Why'd you bring that girl with you then?” I couldn't help remembering the sneer on her face, replaced quickly with that look of relief they always got when they heard the word sister.
“Girl?” Flor asked, and I smiled against his shirt. I felt sorry for the women he messed around with sometimes, but I was honestly a little glad that he didn't remember her. When Florian looked back over the years, maybe the only girl he'd ever really remember would be me?
“You brought her to the party,” I explained, not wanting this moment of honesty, this closeness wrapped in shadows, to end.
“Oh.” He thought for a minute, like he was trying to recall the details of that night. It had only been three years, but it felt like a lifetime. “I thought she'd keep me safe from you.”
“Safe?” I asked, leaning back. Flor kept his arms wrapped around my waist and refused to let me go. This close up, I could feel his breath stir my hair, see the slight stubble on his jaw. I ran my fingers over it, searching for that beautiful scar of his.
“I didn't trust myself with you, Abigail.”
I felt a little thrill.
“Is that why you stopped hanging around so much?”
He nodded, and then growled low in his throat. The sound made me crazy with need.
“But … I don't know what to do with you now.” His right hand rose to cup my jaw and I swallowed hard as he pulled my face to his for a deep kiss that warmed me straight down to my toes. “I know logically that this can't work, that I'm supposed to be your fucking brother, that I'm supposed to take care of you.”
“I don't mind,” I said with a smile, “if you want to take care me of as a lover instead?” Flor laughed, but his voice had gone dark and husky again.
“What about our future sibling, Abs? How will that work?” I shrugged, but then decided I had to say something. This was it, I could feel it. My one chance to get Flor to work with me, to accept a possible relationship. I'd waited my entire life for this one moment. It wasn't that I thought my happiness depended on a man, or even on Flor in particular, but who doesn't want love? Who doesn't want a partner to share the ups and downs with, ride the waves with a warm hand and a gentle smile at your side? The fact that he was a genius in the bedroom – and out of it – didn't hurt either.
“Addison told me that Patrick and Dorian's little sister feels like her own, like she couldn't feel anymore like a sister if she were blood. So what if we share a sibling? It doesn't matter. We're not related, and honestly, Flor, you've never really felt like a brother to me.”
He sighed, one long release of breath that was like music to my ears. I knew Florian Harper Riley well enough to tell when he was giving in.
I held him closer, nuzzled his shoulder and breathed in his scent.
Please, please, please.
“Abi, I'm … I've never been good at relationships, you know that. I don't want to fuck it up with you. I'd rather have you around as a sister than not at all.”
“I won't let you fuck it up, Flor,” I told him, and I meant it. I felt his fingers in my hair and then he was turning us, pushing me back until I was forced to sit on the counter. He tucked himself between my thighs and put his hands on my waist.
“Then again, no girl was ever good enough.” He paused, licked his lips. “Because each and every single one of them I was comparing to you.” Flor took my face between his palms, kissed my lips softly, gently. His fingers found the button on my jeans and opened it, dragging the pants down my legs before I could get in a protest.
“Someone could walk by and see,” I whispered, but he didn't care about that, I knew. Besides, I had to admit, there was something about this scenario that was insanely sexy. In the dark, on a busy street, hidden in plain sight? In Flor's tattoo studio? I closed my eyes and breathed in the familiar scents.
“They can go fuck themselves,” he told me, and his confidence made my toes curl. But still, I hadn't gotten an answer yet, and I wasn't giving up.
“So does this mean yes?” I asked him as he ran his fingers over my tattoo, teasing the waistband of my panties. Truthfully, I'd kind of figured something like this might happen, so I'd worn my matching leopard print bra and undies. Bingo.
“Yeah, yeah, of course,” he said, kissing my neck, nibbling on my earlobe. I reached down and grabbed a silky handful of his hair. In this light, it was dark as ink.
“Yeah, yeah, what?” I asked, making him look at me. Flor reached up and caught both my wrists in his hands, pushing them down by my sides and getting close enough to kiss. Still, he fought to keep those perfect lips from me as I leaned forward. “Can we try this, Flor? Really try this?”
He hesitated, considering the implications.
“No Max?” he asked and I nodded, biting my bottom lip. “No other guys at all?”
“Me and you, Flor. For real. As a couple.” I paused. “That means no Rhonda.” A tickle of anticipation fluttered in my throat. Is this really happening right now? I considered pinching myself, just to make sure this wasn't a dream. “No other girls either.”
I waited in the perfect silence for several heartbeats, scarcely daring to breathe. Hardheaded, know-it-all Florian and me? As a couple? A shiver crawled down my spine as his grip tightened around my wrists.
Outside, a group of people streamed by, laughing, unaware of the intense emotional battle that was taking place just feet away from them. If they were to stop and peer closely at the glass, I knew they could see us. No one did.
Seconds stretched like hours, but I didn't dare make a sound and then finally, the miraculous happened.
Flor nodded and I squealed, pulling my wrists from his grip and throwing them around his neck. I held him tight and relished the idea that he was mine now. Mine. I pulled back and watched a smile stretch his lips, a real one.
“I can't believe I'm doing this,” he said, but he sounded happy. Surprised, maybe, but happy. “I'm dating my little sister.”
“Stepsister,” I corrected and his smile grew into a sexy grin. Relief pounded through me, a heady concoction that made my head spin. I felt dizzy, like if I tried to stand up, I'd stumble and fall. This cannot be happening right now. Only it was. It really, really was.
“Whatever, dope,” he said, pushing himself against me hard enough that I could feel his erection through his jeans. “Who cares what I call you anyway? Obviously, if you couldn't tell, I don't think of you as a sister, even though I've tried my fucking damnedest.”
“I think,” I said, trying to remember to breathe. It was hard, with him hot and ready and pressed up against the thin cotton of my panties. “You thought you were being a big brother when really, you were just jealous. I mean, come on, you chased away every boyfriend I ever had.” Flor squeezed me tighter.
“None of them were good enough for you,” he said simply, bending down to nip at my earlobe. “None of them, not even me.” He breathed hot breath against my neck as he reached down to unzip his jeans. “But now that you're mine, that means I get to do whatever I want to you, right? I mean, you do know what you're asking? If I stay, it's not going to be as your brother. Instead of squinting my eyes and pretending that you're a nun, I'm going to be wastefully wicked.”
“Wastefully wicked?” I asked and his grin twisted into a smirk as he freed himself from his pants, pushing my panties aside with skillful fingers.
“It means, nee-chan, that I'm not even going to try to hold back.” Flor slid some loose curls behind my ear as he angled himself to enter me. “Those times before, with me and you, those were slipups, that was my control breaking at the last possible second while I tried to get a hold of it. Abs, if I do this now, I'm letting loose.”
“Good,” I whispered, looking up into green eyes that I'd admired for over a decade. “Because that's all I've ever wanted.”
Florian pushed into me oh so slowly, filling me up as he held my gaze, the fingers of his left hand curling around my hip, sliding over the lines of my tattoo. I breathed in deep, took in the smell of antiseptic and ink as Flor cupped the back of my head with his other hand and kissed me. The slant of his lips was deep and dark, like he was drinking me up, savoring me. When he'd said he was letting go, I'd imagined a wildness, a bestial rutting against the counter, but this was even more intense. This was … it felt like in his every touch, in his every movement, in the rhythm of his kiss, that he was telling me something.
I love you.
I felt it as he moved inside of me, deeper, deeper, until our hips made full contact, until our bodies couldn't get any closer if we tried. I suddenly realized that Flor was … making love to me. Holy shit. On the counter in his tattoo studio, where anyone could see, where Max could unlock the door and walk in.
And I didn't care.
I'd heard before that a person could tell the difference between simply screwing and making love, but I hadn't really believed it. I did now.
“Flor,” I gasped between kisses, but he wouldn't let me speak, filling my mouth with his tongue like he was drinking me in, holding me close, rocking our hips together. The dark haze of the studio was a perfect companion, hiding the bright flush that lit my cheeks, the quiver of my hands as I laced them behind his neck. Flor only paused to peel our shirts off, crushing my leopard print bra against his bare chest. I swear, I could feel the metal piercings in his cock as he slid it deep and stole it away from me again, leaving me panting and barely able to form a coherent thought. I tried to look away several times, but Flor touched his fingers to my chin and drew my gaze back over and over.
I had a feeling I knew what was coming, but I was almost too worked up to hear it.
“Abigail,” he began.
“Don't,” I said, putting my hands flat against his chest. I squeezed my eyes shut and shook my head. “Not yet. Not right now. I don't think I can take it.”
“I told you, I'm not holding back. I warned you, Abs.” I sucked in a deep breath. “I love you,” he said simply, and it was almost too much. Feelings burst like fireworks inside my chest, riding the crest of an orgasm that I knew was coming on quick. “I want to hear you say it, too,” he told me in that cocky, annoying voice of his.
“I've said it a million times,” I told him, gasping at the rush of pleasure when he pushed into me, harder this time. And then Flor paused, going so still I was worried he was going to stop completely.
“Say it,” he commanded, looking smug and stupid and so horribly beautiful that I wanted to cry. This was a face I knew, a face I'd looked into a million times and wished was mine. And now it was. I hugged Flor tight to me, hooked my ankles behind his back and held him there while I worked up the courage to say the words yet again.
“I love you, Flor.”
He grinned and cupped my face between his hands, kissing me hard and deep before he started moving again. Flor took hold of my hips and ground my ass against the countertop. He wasn't rough or wild, but filled with a sort of ironclad intent that made my toes curl. When I came, arching my back and shuddering in his arms, he held me and kissed my cheeks until the crowds across the street were gone and there was nobody left but us.
“This is a pretty big deal,” Addison said, lifting up one designer dress after the other as she stood in front of the mirror and tried to figure out what to wear. Tonight, we were having our first double date with me and Flor as a couple. Addi still wasn't exactly thrilled with the idea, but she said she'd been getting used to it for years. Ever since I saw that damn shrine, she'd told me. “Which one do you like better?” I looked between the black dress and the … other black dress. They were both pretty, but they also both looked pretty much the same to me. One was shorter with a scoop neck and a plunging back while the other had tiny cap sleeves embroidered with lace and beads. I pointed to that one, but Addi chose the other, undressing right in front of me and sliding the fabric over her head. I was used to it. She even walked around naked sometimes.
“You're not seriously considering wearing boots with that?” Theo asked, fully dressed in drag and wearing a dress strangely similar to Addison's. He had on blue heels with his. “Pretty Woman, anyone? You'll look like a hooker.”
Addison glared at him, but Yuu was already nodding in agreement. Okay, when I said double date, I actually meant triple – sort of. We were going to a club to see Theo and Yuu's performance. It was a brand new place not far from Flor's tattoo shop and something Springfield desperately needed. There hadn't been a good club or bar around Main Street in years, not something that would attract college students like this one would. Everybody loved drag queens. Plus, Yuu said their new place served killer hot wings. Didn't get any better than that. Tonight was the grand opening and we were going to be the honored guests, lucky us. I knew that would probably involve some sort of how big are your boobs? contest, but I was willing to make the sacrifice.
I rolled onto my back and stared up the ceiling. Flor and I were a week into our new relationship and I was loving every freaking second of it. Rhonda had disappeared completely, but Max was still an issue. He and Flor were fighting almost daily, and I was starting to wonder if he'd ever forgive us. Flor had apparently thought that telling him we were dating would solve the issue, but it'd only seemed to make it worse. At least Max hadn't ratted us out yet. Flor had made me agree not to say anything to our parents until after the baby had come. He said it was because he didn't want to do anything that would stress his mom out, but I wasn't sure. I decided I was just going to count my blessings and deal with it.
I grabbed a nearby pillow and pressed it against my face to hide a smile. Luckily, nobody was paying attention to me in that moment; I'd already been chewed out three times today for obsessing. When I wasn't dating Flor, he was all that I could think about. Now that I was dating him … well, still all that I could think about. I guess I was just head over in heels in love with him.
I tossed the pillow aside and rolled onto my belly, watching the two boys as they helped refine Addi's look for the evening. She was in good enough spirits that even though I'd been annoying her with my Flor obsessiveness, I knew she'd help me with my outfit, too. Now that Patrick's move was official (and both my stepmom and I had agreed that he could move in with us), I didn't think anything could shake Addi's blessed mood. Or maybe she was just glad that his big news had nothing to do with getting married (yet). Either way, it couldn't have come at a better time for me. Lucky.
I checked my phone and found another message from Flor. Each one was like a treasure to be opened, savored, read and reread. He was actually communicating with me now and it was unlike anything I'd ever experienced before. I'd thought I'd known Flor, but apparently I'd only scratched the surface of who he really was. I couldn't wait to keep digging deeper.
Leaving the shop now, dope. C U in 5.
I stifled a squeal and sat up. The boys had fussed with my hair and I'd already managed to muss it up. They both cast disappointed looks my way and then continued to focus their attention on Addison. I slid off the bed and managed to get out of there before anyone noticed. My makeup was done (unless I'd messed that up, too) and my hair, didn't need to worry about an outfit since whatever I chose would be deemed unsatisfactory and thrust aside. Instead, I padded across the wood floor and waited for Flor at one of the kitchen stools.
When I heard his boots pounding up the stairs, my heart started to flutter and my stomach twisted into knots. I pretended not to care, focusing on some old text message from Addi and acting like I was in the middle of a conversation. When he unlocked the door and paused, eyes undoubtedly focused on me, it took all of my concentration not to glance over and meet his gaze.
“You can fake it all you want, Abs, but I know you better than that. It's okay if you can't keep your hands off of me, I'll understand.” I could hear the smirk in his voice, but I couldn't stop a smile from spreading across my face. I tossed my phone onto the counter and turned to look at him, my blood heating in a rush as he stepped close to me and ran his fingers down the side of my face. Flor was looking at me like he still couldn't quite believe this was real, gazing at me like he was still in shock. It was a look I'd been getting a lot lately, but I liked it. Loved it, even. It was proof that this thing between me and him, it was real.
“I'm trying to keep some of my obsession to myself,” I said, curling my fingers around the neckline of his shirt as he stepped even closer, pressing his body between my legs. Despite our vulnerable spot in the kitchen, I couldn't resist, raising my lips to his for a kiss that nearly burnt me to a crisp. “Trying to be normal.”
“Fuck normal,” Flor said, wrapping his arms around me and pulling our chests together. “If I'd wanted normal, I wouldn't be dating my little sister.” I pursed my lips together.
“Stepsister,” I corrected, for what was probably the millionth time in my life.
“Whatever. If we're going to take the risk, it might as well be worth it. I'm going to hold you and fuck you and kiss you until you can't wait to get away from me.”
“Doubtless that'll happen anytime soon,” Addi said, sauntering down the hall and looking like a freaking model in her tight dress and booties. Okay, so the guys had been right – boots equaled hooker but booties were chic. I could only hope Addi worked at least some of her magic on my look. “She's been floating around here on cloud nine.” Addison paused and narrowed her eyes. “So if you hurt her, I'll have to finally keep my word and castrate your ass.” She pointed a finger at him. “Don't think I won't.”
Flor kept his hold on me, but he was staring over my shoulder with a smugness that I knew would only further infuriate my friend. Years and years of animosity simmered in the air like summer sunshine.
“Trust me,” Flor said, sliding me off the stool and into his arms. “I wouldn't be doing this if I was just fucking around.” He licked his lips and a nervous energy seemed to emanate from him, like he'd been holding it in and he'd just uncorked the bottle. “My mom called me on the way over here to tell me about her fucking ultrasound.” Flor squeezed me tighter, like he was afraid this news would separate us, drive a wedge into our newfound happiness. “She's having a girl.” My stepbrother's voice dropped low, like he was on the verge of screaming. “Four and a half months in already. I can't even fucking believe it.”
“She has a right to keep a secret, you know,” Addi said, always taking the opposition to Flor, even if she agreed with him. Personally, I was in too much shock to say much of anything. A girl. A freaking girl. Not only was I going to be a big sister, but Flor was … going to be a big brother for real. This time, he really would have a little sister. Personally, I'd been praying for a boy. I knew the whole thing would've been a hell of a lot less torturous on him that way. “It wasn't like she just got pregnant by accident. It took work and time and money and dedication. Obviously she wanted to make sure things panned out before she said anything.”
Flor set me down and squeezed me tight again, like he was waiting for my reaction.
“More time to deal with it would've been nice. I feel like it's coming up so fast.” He sighed and his breath stirred my hair. I knew he was worried on too many levels to keep count. If his mom found out about us, how would that stress affect her pregnancy? And even then, what if she banished him? What if he never got to meet his little sibling? What if he failed as a big brother yet again, just in a different way, by not being there? I knew all of this and more was running through his head, could see it in his eyes, had even heard some of it aloud.
I made myself smile. I knew a phone call was probably coming my way pretty soon, but I wasn't going to answer it. I wasn't going to let this news screw up our night. A real date, a night out with friends, I wanted this.
“It'll be okay, Flor,” I told him, looking up and catching those green eyes on mine. I wanted him to know that I wasn't just spewing empty words, that I really, truly believed what I was saying. Things would be okay, they'd work out. For the first time in my entire life, I felt like I was on the right path and I wasn't going to let anything or anyone derail me. “Don't think about babies. Think about hot wings and drag queens and a club that actually allows the under twenty-one in the doors. Those are the only things that matter right now.” His lips twitched in a small smile.
“At least we know we won't be running into our parents tonight.”
I grinned back at him, fighting the tiniest bit of worry about taking him around other girls. I know, I know, it was probably ridiculous, but Flor did not have the best track record for holding onto girlfriends. I just had to hope and believe that I was different. He said he loved me. With most guys, that probably didn't amount to much, but Flor and I had history. I had to count on that.
“No parents, no babies, no bullshit,” I said, forcing him to kiss me.
“Oh, honey, now that's where you're wrong,” Theo said, sauntering out of Addi's bedroom with Yuu on his heels. “There's going to be loads and loads of bullshit tonight.”
I hooked my arm through Florian's and tried to sift through the mix of excitement and guilt that was churning in my gut. On the one hand, I was thrilled beyond all reason to be standing by his side, holding onto him like we belonged together. On the other, I was terrified somebody I knew would see us and tell our parents. I knew their finding out was an inevitability, but I wanted to tell them in my own way, in Flor's way.
I took a deep breath and leaned against the wall with Addi while Patrick disappeared to grab drinks for himself and Flor. Unlike Max at the concert, Flor stayed with me, scanning the crowd with a practiced eye. Crowded parties, drinks, half-dressed women, that was kind of his scene – only this time some of the 'half-dressed women' were actually dudes. I prayed most of the girls were lesbians, so I wouldn't have to worry about Flor getting hit on.
“Hey there, sweetheart,” a man said, pausing next to us with a bright blue drink in his hand. Oh, and he wasn't talking to me. Flor turned on a bright grin and gave him a wink, arm sliding around my waist as he leaned in and spoke to me in a voice that was clearly meant to be heard.
“What do you think, fag hag? Is he good enough for me?” I gave the guy with a blue drink a once-over and shrugged, drawing a laugh from Flor, and sending the man away with a shake of his head and a roll of his eyes.
“I should've known that you weren't safe even in a gay club.” I paused as another group of guys wandered by and ogled Flor. “Maybe especially in a gay club would be a better way to say it.” Flor leaned in closer and put his lips against my ear, only this time when he sent a chill down my spine, it was on purpose. I knew for a fact that he was fully aware of what he was doing, and it was okay for me to like it. I swallowed back my usual shame and relaxed into him as the crowd around us swelled with newcomers. Music was playing, but nobody was dancing – yet. Since there was no cover for the over twenty-one, drinks were flowing like water, but both Theo and Yuu had assured me that I'd have fun anyway. Nobody gets to sit like a Sad Sack Sally in the corner when my junk is tucked and I've got Coral Queen No Smear Lipstick on my face. I'll make sure this a night you'll never forget. I took a deep breath.
“Relax, nee-chan,” Flor said and my heart skipped over a beat. Was it okay for him to still call me that? I mean, was it weird that I liked it? Ugh. Where was the Dear Abby article regarding dating one's stepbrother? Or, since I lived in Eugene, even better would be Dan Savage's Savage Love column in the Eugene Weekly, our free local paper. I could see the article now: Dear Nee-Chan, thanks for writing and holy shit. You're dating your brother? Pretty sure that sentence alone gives you all the information you need to figure things out. Oh, and stop correcting everyone with the whole 'step' thing – we get it already. It's not incest, but it's still fucked up.
I swallowed hard and took another deep breath. I'd wanted this for so long, so, so, so, so long, and yet here I was having issues dealing with it.
Flor swept hair off the back of my neck and then used his body to push me into the wall. I could feel the long, hard length of his body pressing into me. When his lips found mine, touching down for the briefest of searing kisses, my knees turned to jelly and my doubts retreated into the shadows of the club.
“Relax. I mean it. Don't make me take you into the bathroom for a fuck. Pretty sure all of the stalls are full already, so it'd just be me and you and a sink in front of everybody.” I shivered, not entirely put off by the idea. “This is our first, like official thing together.” Flor stood up and I caught Addi raising an eyebrow at me. “Let's make it count, okay?”
“For once, I have to agree with the asshole. If you're going to take the risk, enjoy it.” I nodded and shook out my shoulders, smoothing my hands over the shiny black top that Addison had forced on me. When Flor had seen the halter draped over my bare shoulders, he'd been firmly on her side. Dick.
I looked up into Flor's green eyes, watched the smile curve up the corner of his lip. The question wasn't would I risk everything to have him, but rather would I give up everything to keep him. Since I knew the answer to the latter question was a resounding yes!, I made myself smile back and push up onto my tiptoes to kiss his lips again. By the time Patrick returned with Flor's drink, we were locked in a make out session that turned my cheeks pink and made me ridiculously aware of how many people were in the room around us – only I couldn't stop. Apparently neither could he because he took the drink in his right hand and kept the left around my waist.
When the lights dimmed and Theo's voice boomed out of the speakers mounted in the corners of the room, I finally pulled away and forced my attention to the stage. I would revel in this moment, drink it in, recall every sparkly sequin on Yuu's strangely beautiful pink dress.
“I've never seen a real drag show before,” I whispered to Flor as he draped himself over my shoulders and let the crowd push us close, close, closer.
“And I've never been in love before,” he whispered back, making my entire body flush hot. Before I could ask him how he felt about that, Theo had handed off his mic and started in on a lip sync to Katy Perry's Peacock.
So much for deep conversation. I smiled and let his words comfort a part of me that had spent too many years in turmoil. My heart.
By the time the actual show was over, and I had images in my head of Theo and Yuu that I could never scrub clean, the crowd was good and liquored up, bouncing in tandem with Marina and the Diamonds' song, Primadonna. Flor had disappeared some time ago, drawn away by the momentum in the club. Addi and I had split off from the boys for a while to dance with Theo and Yuu, but now that the song was winding to an end, I felt a familiar pang of anxiety. I didn't want to walk off and find Flor with a girl pinned to the wall like I had with Max.
I snuck away from Addi and checked out the restrooms first, but when I didn't find him, I squeezed out the narrow entrance in the front and looked down the sidewalk. I found Flor to my right, about a block down. And yes, he had someone pinned to the wall. Only this time, it wasn't a girl, but Max. A familiar froth of blonde hair stood to the side with her arms crossed and lips turned down in a frown. Rhonda.
I hurried down the sidewalk towards them, cursing the high heeled boots on my feet. Damn you, Addi, and your perfect fashion sense. Flor saw me coming and released his friend, stepping back and tucking his fingers into his front pockets. Max saw me and licked a drop of blood from his lip, swiping his hand across his mouth before he turned away and stared intently at a crack in the sidewalk. Rhonda, though, she met my eyes just fine.
“Hi Abi,” she said and I forced myself to smile. I couldn't get any words to come out. My eyes darted between Flor and Max, obviously in some sort of argument if the blood was any indication of what was going on between them.
“Came out to smoke and saw these assholes leaving the studio,” Flor said, reaching into his back pocket for a pack. He pulled out a cigarette and lit up. “I've been getting so much shit from this asshole and then I find out he's fucking my ex?”
“You're fucking mine,” Max shot back and the two boys stiffened like they might get into it again. I'd seen them fight before, but the intensity in the air right now was stifling. Still, Max was my childhood friend as much as he was Flor's. I wanted to make things right. I had to, for my own state of mind.
“Yeah, but come on, you were cheating on us just the same as we were cheating on you and then you have the audacity to get all preachy with me?”
Cheating?
I stared at Flor, his sharp green eyes sliding back to mine. Smoke curled from his lips and rested in the still air in round curls. Huh.
“You're fucking your sister, dude!” Max shouted back, not denying the allegations. Rhonda kept staring at me, but didn't bother to say anything. “Seriously? If anyone is more in the wrong, it's you. What'd you do? Work your charm on her like you do every other girl? Did you fuck every girl in Oregon, run out of chicks, so you had to go for family?”
Flor's cigarette tumbled from his mouth and he moved forward like he was going to hit his friend again, but I stepped between them. Max was cheating with Rhonda? Seriously? Since when?
“Stop,” I said, my heart breaking as I looked between the people standing in front of me. “Max,” I said, putting on my most reasonable tone of voice. “Honestly, if you were cheating on me … I deserved it. I mean, it wasn't like Flor and I … ” I trailed off and licked my lips. This was my chance to put this part of my life right. If I had Addi and Max by my side, I could tackle my parents, no matter what the outcome was. Flor, Max, Addi, Dad, and my stepmom, River, were the constants in my life. Three out of five gave me good odds. “How long?”
Max looked at me with his big, brown eyes.
“I'm sorry, Abigail,” he said, and I felt like he really meant it. Not that cheating was okay, not even if I'd done it, too, but I could live with this. It felt sort of … fated.
“When you started acting all nice, huh?” I said, trying to keep my tone light. “Bringing me flowers and shit? I should've known something was up.” I punched Max in the shoulder like I'd done a million times in our life, but I didn't feel anything like I did when I touched Flor. “You really are a piece of shit. I mean, I knew it, but still.”
“To be fair, you're also a piece of shit,” Max grumbled, looking between me and my brother and then shaking his head. He raked his fingers through his brown hair. “Jesus, I should've seen this one coming.”
I looked at Flor and watched him narrow his eyes.
“The hell is that supposed to mean?”
Max shrugged, but Flor grabbed the front of his shirt, making Rhonda fidget nervously.
“Just … the way you two look at each other. I mean, ever since high school, it's been kind of obvious. I guess I just didn't want to see it.” He held up his hands, palms forward, in a placating gesture. Max glanced between me and my stepbrother as I wrapped my arms over my chest to ward off the slight chill in the air. “Look, this whole thing's just kind of gotten out of control.” Max paused as Flor released him and lit up another cigarette, sliding his right arm around my waist, his fingers resting on my tattoo. Warmth filled me and I had to force myself not to giggle like an idiot. Damn, this is awesome. Not sure if I'd ever get used to Flor touching me so casually. “Besides, I'm tired of cleaning the damn litter box. Come home and take care of your own cats. That big one, what's her name, she pissed all over my sheets.”
Flor snorted and the tension in the air lifted – at least a little.
I looked over at Rhonda, her eyes catching on Florian for a split second. She had fucked him, and I had fucked Max, and so maybe there'd be some tension for a while, but I could live with this. I glanced at Rhonda's tattoo, the flower gleaming in the orange-yellow light from the street lamps.
“You didn't tell my parents about any of this, did you?” Flor asked and Max shook his head, grimacing slightly.
“You think I want to be around when Art finds out that you're banging his daughter? Oh, and thanks for telling him that I banged his daughter. Fucking asshole.”
“Said daughter is standing right here,” I said, raising my right hand. Flor pulled his cigarette from his lips and glanced down at me, those same shadows dancing behind his eyes. “And thank you, Max,” I added, looking back at my ex with a small smile. Yes, the situation was awkward, but with everything that had happened, Max could've called up River and told her about Flor and me. He didn't. That had to mean something. If our friendship could survive this, it could survive anything. “And don't worry about my parents. When the time is right, we'll handle it.”
“When the time is right,” Flor repeated as Max and Rhonda exchanged a look. I didn't have to be a part of it to know what it meant: if there's a right time.
“I had a good time tonight,” I told Flor, leaning in the doorway to my apartment. He crossed his arms over his chest and watched me with a smirk growing on his lips. Damn it, you know me too well, Florian.
“Pretending I'm not coming in to ravage you only makes it more embarrassing for you when I do,” he told me, cupping a hand to his mouth to yell over my shoulder. “Addi, I'm comin' inside. In more ways than one.”
“Seriously?” my friend said, popping her head out of her room to glare at us both. “Abigail, stop embarrassing yourself by pretending he's not staying the night.” She disappeared again as a flush heated my cheeks, only to pop back and tack on yet another note to my board of embarrassment. “And use a fucking condom. We don't need no sister-auntie situations going on here. Babies complicate things.” She slammed the door as Patrick's head appeared, cutting him off before he could add to the conversation. When I'd first met him, I'd thought 'quiet nerd', but no. Apparently, he was just as opinionated as Abi. I was slowly learning exactly how intense an at-home debate could get.
“I'm on the pill,” I muttered, stepping out of the way to let Flor slide smoothly into the apartment. I could barely get the door shut and locked before he was pressing against me, turning me around to face him. Without thinking, my arms slid around his neck and my face raised to peer into his. He had that shadowy look again, and it was killing me. Must be the 'baby talk'. “Flor, don't think about it,” I whispered as he leaned his forehead against mine. “I don't want you to get freaked out.”
“Freaked out?” he asked, voice husky, pressing his erection into me. “How freaked out do you really think I am right now?”
“We can have kids one day, Flor. We're not related.”
“I know,” he said, cupping my chin and bringing my lips to his for a sweet kiss that turned my knees liquid. “I know that, but I … I spent the last several years convincing myself I couldn't have you and why. It might take me a while to get over that, Abs, but I will. I'm not playing around with you. I want this.” He ground his hips against mine and I moaned, biting my lower lip as his fingers found the button on my jeans. “I want you, Abi.”
I arched my hips against Flor's, letting him slide my pants down my hips, letting him go only long enough to drop them on the floor at our feet. Addi and Patrick had already walked in on us doing it out here twice already, but I couldn't seem to convince myself to stop. When Flor stood up and pressed me against the door, lifting me just enough to slide inside, I didn't protest.
I kissed him; I fucked him; I counted my blessings.
Morning sunshine streamed over my face as I struggled to grab my phone and silence the alarm. Yes, it was Sunday, but I had a ton of extra schoolwork to catch up on. Being with Florian was kind of … full time. But I also refused to let my love for him screw up my education. I would prevail.
“Shut it off,” Flor groaned, his bare back stirring my body up in a way that might've been alarming if I wasn't so used to it. Seeing him naked in my bed was too exciting to put words to. I just wanted to kiss him up and down his spine and forget the rest of the world, but we'd spent the better part of so many days doing just that. “Ten more minutes.”
“You have an appointment,” I told him, sliding the blanket down just enough to slap his perfect ass. “You need to make money to pay for all those cats.” Despite attempting to find homes for the three kittens, Flor hadn't really been successful. And I was pretty sure he'd stopped trying. I leaned over and pressed one, perfect kiss to his shoulder, to the face of one of his tattoos. I made sure to get her right on her perfectly red lips and then slid out of bed.
Getting ready with Florian around took twice as long – he always joined me in the shower – so he was running late by the time we were out and dressed. Still, we couldn't keep our hands off each other, much to Addi's disgust, as I trailed him out the front door and down the steps.
“I hope you don't have any plans tonight,” Flor told me, kissing my neck, pushing my body up against the wall of the hallway.
“Why?” I gasped as his hands roamed over me, touching literally everything. His breathing sped up in time with mine as our lips made contact again and again and again, tongues tangling in an erotic dance. Shit.
“Because,” he told me, pulling back just enough to speak, close enough that I could taste his words on my lips. “I'm going to fuck the shit out of you, Abigail.”
“Florian.”
Fuck.
The voice that spoke my beloved's name in horror was not my own. Even if I hadn't heard it, I would've known who that was based on the way Flor's face went white as a sheet. Please don't let my dad be with her, I thought as I twisted my head to the side to stare at my stepmother. Meanwhile, my stepbrother's hands were on my waist, his erection pressed against me through his jeans. The position we were in, my legs spread, his hips locked tight against mine, it wasn't easy to explain away. And that would be if she hadn't heard what he'd just said to me.
Based on her expression of horror, I was certain that she had.
“Mom,” Flor squeaked out, taking a slow step back. All the places he'd been touching me went ice cold. River was alone, yes, but that didn't mean my dad wouldn't find out. They shared everything, even the little things, so I didn't even have hope that she might keep this from him for a while. In a split second, all of my fears and my shame came crashing down, culminating in that look on my stepmom's face. The moment I'd dreaded since I'd first realized my feelings for Flor was happening. Now. Here. On my doorstep.
And I was completely and utterly unprepared for it.
My body felt weak and sexed up, liquid, languid. I so couldn't handle this right now.
My hands clamped over my mouth as my stepmom took a step back and put a hand against the wall to steady herself. She was freaking forty-eight and pregnant. This was so not good.
“Mom,” Flor said again, not moving towards her, but not trying to explain the situation away either. He, like me, knew that it was probably impossible. How much had she seen?
“Florian,” she said, blinking rapidly like she was trying to come out of a coma. “Abigail. I … oh my God.” She turned away and covered her own mouth as I dropped my hands to my sides. I tried to get Flor to look at me, but his own hands were shaking, and his gaze was hooked on his mother's face. “Oh my. Oh dear Jesus.”
“Mom, listen to me,” Flor said, still not moving towards her. “Abigail … ” I waited for his words, suddenly desperate to hear what he had to say. I watched him clench his fists, run his tongue over his lips, his piercings. “I'm in love with Abigail.”
“Dear Jesus,” River repeated, tears blooming in her eyes like thunderstorms. She looked sharply over at me and I blurted the first thing I could think to say.
“I'm on birth control.”
Crap.
My stepmom's face turned as white as her son's as she leaned against the glass door behind her. Outside, people passed by on the sun soaked sidewalk, completely oblivious to what was happening inside this tiny stairwell.
“You've … so you've … you two have … ” You've slept together. The words were implied; nobody needed to say them. I looked desperately at Flor, but he was still staring at his mother in shock.
“What are you even doing here?” he asked, voice low, almost accusing.
“The store owner,” she gestured weakly towards the wall, towards the shoe boutique that sat beneath my apartment, “wanted to talk about … something.” Her voice trailed off and her eyes went glassy for a moment before she looked up and locked onto my face. Traitor, her expression said and I couldn't help myself; I glanced away. “How did this happen?”
“For fuck's sake, Mom,” Flor snapped, running his fingers through his hair. “This wasn't an accident, some mistake that can be accounted for and psychoanalyzed, dealt with. This is … ” Flor finally paused to look over at me, and despite the situation, I saw the determination in his eyes. “This is worth fighting for.”
“Art's going to have a heart attack,” River whispered, fumbling in her pocket like she was going for her cell. Not yet.
“Wait!” I yelled, but she only pulled out a package of gum, popping a piece between her lips with the same shaking frenzy I'd noticed when she'd first gotten with my dad and quit smoking. Her eyes strayed back to mine, that same wild green as Florian's.
“How long?” she asked, ignoring my outburst.
“Not long,” Flor said, but River wasn't looking at him.
“How long?” she ground out between her teeth. Her perfect hair was coiffed on her head and her shirt hung just right, just enough that it was impossible to tell if she was showing at all. “How long, Abigail?”
I tried to think up the best way to phrase this. Did I say a week? That's when we'd made it official. But no. It didn't seem right. Only complete honesty would work here.
“Since I first met him,” I whispered, eyes tearing up. “Since forever. I've loved your son for as long as I can remember.”
River choked and turned away, pushing outside and onto the sidewalk. Flor and I watched as she put her hands on her lower back and leaned over. He went after her like a shot, putting his arm around her waist. I watched as River Riley-Sharp, a woman who'd been a helicopter mom to her son, who loved him more than anything or anyone (except for possibly my dad), jerked away from my stepbrother and walked a few steps down the sidewalk. When they disappeared from view, I let my back hit the wall. I could hear the faint whispers of shouts from outside, but I knew better than to go after them. If anyone could calm River down, it'd be her son. The last thing she needed right now was to look me in the face. A sense of betrayal washed over me, but I shook it off. I couldn't think like that or I'd break down.
Flor and my love was not a betrayal; it was a blessing. I closed my eyes, let myself think about last night, how perfect it had been. I would get through this; I would.
A few minutes later, after I'd finally calmed my breathing down, Flor burst back in the door, sweeping his fingers through his hair over and over again.
“She's calling your dad,” he told me with a grim look on his face. I just stared up at him, my entire body going rigid with fear. “She promised she wouldn't tell him over the phone if we went over to the house.” I swallowed and nodded.
Right now, seeing my dad was literally the last thing I wanted, but I'd gotten myself into this mess. I would get myself out. Flor and I would be happy. Keep telling yourself that, Abigail.
Flor reached out a hand covered in ink, and I took it, wrapping my fingers around his and letting him pull me in against his chest. As soon as I heard the gentle thump of his heartbeat, I relaxed a little. This was what I was fighting for, right here, and it was so worth it.
Flor and I drove to our parents' house in silence, hands clasped between our seats, faces forward. We pulled into the driveway behind River with no sign of my father's black BMW in sight. Thank God for small miracles. I was hoping we'd have a minute or two to collect ourselves before he showed up and stormed in the front door, demanding to know what the emergency was. Meanwhile, I could sit here and stew and see the image of Addi's stunned face when I'd run up the stairs and told her. The goodbye hug she'd given me felt like a send off, like I was on my way to my own funeral.
“We'll survive this,” Flor promised, glancing over at me. The words were nice, but the tone behind them said maybe. I looked over at him and bit my bottom lip.
“I might,” I said, trying to make a joke, “but you might not. You know my dad keeps all his guns in the house.” I smiled, but Flor paled and then jumped when River's knuckles rapped on his window.
“Come inside,” she mouthed and moved off towards the front door.
Flor and I exchanged one more look before following after her. This time, we didn't hold hands.
“What the hell is Gram Gram going to say about this?” River asked as soon as we set foot inside the house. Gram Gram was Flor's grandmother, but she treated me like her own grandchild. Hell, half the time I forgot she wasn't actually related to me. Since she lived in New York, I hadn't given much thought as to how she'd take the news. Crap.
“We'll deal with Gram Gram later,” Flor said, leaning against the wall and looking sexy as ever with his dark hair, brightly colored tattoos and piercings. I smiled tightly at him and he returned the expression. “She survived both strokes she had when she found out about the smoking and the tattoos,” he said, pointing to himself. River wasn't amused.
“There's an explanation for all of this,” she mumbled, most likely searching her brain for possible disorders to apply to the two of us. Little did she know that no amount of talking would clear Florian from my head. Trust me, I'd tried. I'd spent years trying to convince myself that this wouldn't work based on this very scenario – telling our parents. Yet, here I was, standing in the dining room with shaking hands and a sweaty back. My shirt was already sticking to my skin. Gross.
River whirled around, looking between the two of us.
“When were you planning on telling me?” she asked curtly, sending that nice, bright shock of betrayal through my body again. “Hmm? When you moved in together? After you were married? Got pregnant?”
“We didn't want to upset you,” Flor said, gesturing weakly at his mother. The implications hung unsaid in the air between the three of us. Didn't want to do anything that might hurt our unborn sister. “So please, calm down before you pass out.” Flor stepped forward and put the back of his hand to his mother's forehead, but she swatted him away. He pulled out a chair anyway and she slumped into it, looking defeated. “Mom, I love her,” Flor said again, turning my insides to mush. Damn you. I didn't think I'd ever get tired of hearing it. “Mom.”
“I heard you, Florian,” River mumbled, running her long, pale fingers down her face. She looked seconds away from throwing up. “Obviously, you're both adults and I can't stop you from doing anything.” She took a deep breath. “And of course, I don't approve.” She held up a hand before Flor could butt in. “I understand that you're not related, son. I get that. This might not be incest, but we're still a family. How could … how could you even let it get this far?” Flor looked away, shame flickering across his face.
“It was my fault,” I blurted, drawing River's attention back to me. “I wouldn't let it go. Flor tried.” I licked my lower lip. “Trust me, he really tried, but I … I couldn't let him just move on with his life without telling him. And then I did, and things … got more complicated from there. I know what we're asking when we say we're together. We're asking you to forget everything you ever thought you knew about family and how things are supposed to work.” I took a deep breath. I knew I was climbing precariously close to the cheesy, preachy end of story speech that accompanied most TV dramas, but I couldn't help myself. Those people, with all of their drama, had nothing on me. It was like I was standing knee-deep in a telenovela or something. “Just like you fought to make a family out of Flor and me and my dad, maybe we can fight to make something beautiful.” I refused to look at Flor while I was talking. Either he'd be laughing at me or … worse. Maybe he'd be gazing at me with tenderness? I shivered. I mean, I wanted him to look at me that way, but it was hard to take in. “Family isn't what it used to be. Arrangements that nobody thought were okay before are okay now. Beautiful now, perfect even.” I twisted my hands together. I knew I could make some comparisons to interracial couples or gay couples or something, but I didn't want to beg off the struggles of others. Flor was my stepbrother, yes, and in some circles, that made him my brother, but to me, he wasn't, and that was all that should rightfully matter.
I bounced on my toes and looked at anything and everything but Flor and River's faces. Just when I thought I was going to die from the awkward silence and the sick churning in my belly, the front door opened.
Fuck.
My throat went dry and my head swam as I struggled not to pass out.
“Hey Dad,” I said, swallowing hard and forcing my fingers into my pockets. It was the only way to keep them still.
“Abigail,” he said, pausing in the entrance to the dining room. As always, his eyes immediately strayed to Flor, taking in his tight jeans and T-shirt, tattoos and piercings, with the usual amount of scorn and disapproval. If he'd actually liked Flor, I wasn't sure if the whole situation would be easier or twice as difficult. I mean, obviously my dad wouldn't want me to be with someone he disliked as much as he did Flor, but at the same time, maybe I was lucky that he didn't consider Flor the son he never had. “What's all this about?” he tucked his keys into his pocket and made his way over to River for a kiss. “Is everything alright?”
“Everything's fine,” River said, and for a split second I had hope that maybe she wouldn't tell him, that we could keep this to ourselves for a while. I should've known better. River and my dad shared everything. They were that perfect fairytale couple that everyone wanted to be. The last thing I wanted was to ruin what they had between them. “Physically speaking,” she adding, causing my dad to raise one thin brow. He sat down in the chair opposite her and took her hands in his. Based on his actions, I was guessing he had no idea what was going on. Maybe he just thought Flor and me were here to be witnesses to whatever River had to say? At that point, I truly believed he had no idea that this whole family meeting revolved around the two of us.
“Art,” River began, sucking in a deep breath and looking between Flor and me. “Maybe you two should take a seat before I begin?”
“Stop trying to turn this into a therapy session,” Flor growled. “We're not your fucking clients.”
“Don't you dare speak to your mother like that, not in my house,” my father rumbled back, intimidating even with his balding head and white button down. Flor just rolled his eyes and came around the table to stand beside me, my father's back to us. Unfortunately River refused to let us have this conversation without the accompanying awkward eye contact, and made my dad turn his chair so that the four of us created a semi-circle at the edge of the table.
“It'll be okay,” Flor whispered, leaning in close enough so that only I could hear. “I promise.”
“I left work for this,” Art said, looking at my stepmom and not at us. I was glad; he kept his voice far more pleasant when he was talking to her. “I hope this is as important as you say it is.”
“Of course, honey,” River said, looking back up at me and Flor. “I learned something today that involves our children.” Her words cut across the sudden silence like weapons as my dad slowly turned his gaze over to us. “What I discovered is … ” She took another deep breath and reconsidered her words. I knew Flor was continuously frustrated at his mother and her psychology degree, that he hated being treated like a client, but this time, I was grateful for it. It looked like she was trying to take the 'empathy, congruence, and unconditional positive regard' that was at the basis of her therapy sessions and bring it here. Flor might be pissed, but River's tendency to adapt to stressful situations like this might actually be to our benefit. “You know how Jacqueline called me this morning and asked me to stop by?” Jacqueline was the owner of the shoe shop beneath my apartment, part of the building that my stepmom owned outright. Ugh. Things could get bad quick.
My dad nodded and River continued while I stood there like a person awaiting an oncoming train. I could see it coming, knew how bad it would hurt, knew that it would most likely kill me, and yet I couldn't move.
“Well, I did,” River said and then laid her fingers on my father's forearm. “And while I was there, I thought I'd stop by and pay Abi a visit.”
Flor reached out suddenly and grabbed my hand, giving it a squeeze. My father noticed and frowned, but didn't say anything.
“Okay?” he prompted, his voice low and much gruffer than usual.
“I'm going to tell you my observations and then I'm going to let the kids explain. I think we should try our best not to judge.” We all knew that was wishful thinking. My dad was pure logic and hard facts and judging was something he did best. Having your two kids, even if they weren't related by blood, get together in any sort of capacity was not ideal.
I closed my eyes.
“I found them kissing in the stairwell.”
River exhaled like a weight had been lifted off her shoulders.
“Kissing?” My dad didn't sound angry yet, more like he was confused. “Kissing who?”
“Each other. Art, Abigail and Florian are … they claim to be in love.”
Silence.
“Art?” River's voice sounded worried. Not good. Still, my eyes felt like they were glued shut. I couldn't force them open. And then, the sound of a chair being scraped across the floor.
“You son of a bitch!”
My father's yell jolted me awake. That, and the sudden absence of Flor's warm fingers wrapped around mine as he stumbled away from my dad and backed towards the kitchen, hands held up and palms forward placatingly. My dad moved after him while River tried her best to intervene.
“Art, please!” she shouted, grabbing onto his arm as he took a swing at Flor and hit him right in the face. Blood streamed from my stepbrother's split lip and dripped onto the black fabric of his T-shirt. “Don't you dare hit my son again!”
I should've done something, but I couldn't. My family is falling apart. I did this.
“I should've thrown you out of the house a long time ago,” my dad snarled, looking like a monster even in his glasses and his perfect slacks. “What have you done to my daughter?”
“I haven't done shit!” Flor screamed back at him and I felt the air heat with long suppressed rage and anger and resentment. It stirred the air between the two of them, turned a tempest right there over the dining room table. “She loves me Art. I love her. If you'd open your eyes for two seconds to see that, if you let her be herself instead of judging her all the time, maybe you'd have figured that shit out by now.”
My dad let fly another punch, hitting Flor right in the nose, but he didn't fight back. His fists were clenched and his green eyes shone with rage.
“Get the fuck out of my house and don't come back here.”
“Art, stop,” River pleaded, grabbing his arm. “It's not just Florian. This thing goes both ways.”
“I want him out. End of discussion.” My dad turned to me then and a fire lit up his eyes like I'd never seen. I wanted to melt into the floor, disappear into a puddle and never come back. “We're cutting him out of our lives like we should've done a long time ago. He's a poison.”
“You can't make decisions like that!” River screeched, her practiced professional patience disappearing in the wake of her anger. I'd debated before if she loved my father or her son more; I was afraid I was about to find out.
“He's a lost cause, River. Look at him!” My dad thrust a finger out towards Flor. “Do you want someone like him around our daughter?” The implications of that turned Flor's anger into a violent rage and I watched in horror as he grabbed my dad by the back of the shirt and yanked him away from his mom.
“Get the fuck away from my mother,” Flor snarled as my dad and him got up in each other's faces.
I ruined my family.
I had known this might happen, had been prepared to choose Flor over our parents, but I guess I hadn't actually realized what that would be like. In actuality, I felt like I was in a horror movie. I'd rather have a serial killer take a knife to my throat than have to deal with this mess I've made.
“Are you going to wait until this one grows up, too? Prey on her like you did Abi?”
Flor punched my dad in the face and my stepmother screamed as the two of them exploded into fists. How did this get so bad so fast?
I started to back away, watching as River miraculously managed to step between the two.
“Art,” she said, trying to regain some of her composure and failing. I felt her gaze land on me. “This is not just Florian's fault. Maybe your daughter seduced him? Did you ever think of that?”
My heart broke in my chest.
My stepmom was throwing me under the bus just like that while my dad eagerly salivated at the thought of throwing away a kid he'd raised for the past thirteen years, making threats he knew weren't even remotely true. Flor didn't prey on me. He wasn't a danger to our unborn sister. This wasn't about us being siblings. In fact, our love was in spite of that. It had to overcome one of the greatest obstacles of all time. But as I watched the situation before me unfold, I had a terrible thought.
“I knew it,” I whispered as I watched them glare at one another. Tears pricked the corners of my eyes. “I knew Flor and I being together shouldn't matter because we aren't family. This,” I gestured weakly at the three of them. “This isn't a real family at all. It never was.”
I turned and ran from the room, snatching Flor's keys off the entryway table as I went.
I heard him call out after me, heard the sound of his boots, but I slammed the door in his face and bolted down the steps and into the car before he could reach me.
When I peeled out of the driveway, the last thing I saw were his green eyes watching me go.
“Are you sure you don't want to pick up the phone?” Addi asked, trying to hand me my cell. I stayed where I was, curled up next to her on the couch and refused to take it. “This is like the tenth call in as many minutes.”
I shook my head and swiped tears away. I figured Flor would be here right after me, but he hadn't shown up yet. I mean, I knew I was the one that had run out, but I'd wanted him to follow after. If he had, it would mean that this wasn't over yet, that we could still be together no matter what.
“Who's it from?” I asked, my throat creaky and my words warbling.
“Your dad. Again.”
I sat up and hugged a pillow to my chest, painfully aware of Patrick's desperate attempts to not intrude on our girl time. He was in the kitchen trying to make himself something to eat before he left to go to a job interview.
“If it's Flor, I might take it,” I whispered. “Nobody else.”
Addi sighed and watched me with sympathetic eyes. At least I had her to count on. She'd known about my Flor obsession since forever and hadn't shunned me for it. That's what real family was all about. Real family stood by you no matter what, didn't judge, let you be yourself and loved you for it.
“But I guess he's not calling.” I paused and wiped away a sniffle. “Or coming.”
“You guessed wrong, dope.” The door swung open and Flor marched in, his face a bloody mess and his clothes rumpled from the fight. I wanted to stand up and throw myself at him, but I didn't. I made myself sit and wait for him to come to me, to wrap me in his arms and pull me against him. His fingers brushed through my hair and drew a shaky breath from my chest. “Sorry I took so long. You took my car, remember? And the fight didn't stop after you left. Your dad rushed me.” I curled my fingers in Flor's shirt. “And then my mom took off and we got into yet another fight trying to stop her. I have no idea where she is right now and she won't answer her phone.”
“I ruined our family,” I whispered. “I'm sorry.”
“No,” Flor growled sharply, squeezing me even tighter. “You didn't. What happened back there … there were a lot of feelings that needed to come out. Your dad's never liked me, and my mom's always kind of resented him for it.”
“But they're the perfect couple,” I whispered and Flor snorted.
“Even perfect couples fight every now and again. Some things needed to be said and they were. It wasn't pretty, but it happened.” He paused and I felt his breath catch. “Besides, it doesn't matter. They're adults and we're adults. They can do what they want to do and so can we. Abi, I spent all these years avoiding an 'us' for this very reason, but now that I've let myself have you … I could never let you go. I'd choose you first for infinity.”
My throat closed up and Addi excused herself, grabbing Patrick by the arm and steering him from the room.
Flor ran his hand down my side and rested it on my hip, just over my tattoo, and then we sat in pained silence for awhile.
“I'll talk to my mom again,” Flor said finally, breaking the quiet and drawing his cell from his pocket. He dialed her up and got no answer, shooting off a quick text before he scooted me off of his lap. “Just as soon as I can get ahold of her.”
I watched a frown cross his lips and sat up, feeling groggy and waterlogged, like my emotions were too heavy to bear. But bear them I would. This thing with Flor and me, it would work. I would make sure of that.
“First,” I told him, reaching out a thumb to brush his bloody lip. One of his lip rings was missing again. Not good. He flinched, but he didn't pull away. “We need to get you cleaned up.”
Flor showered and switched into a change of clothes that he'd left in my top right dresser drawer for our sleepovers before planting a searing kiss on my mouth and leaving to find his mom. Meanwhile, I paced and let Addi force a beer on me, gazing down at my phone and wondering if I should just delete all of the voicemail that my dad had left me. It couldn't be good, really. None of it could. In the back of my mind, I held onto the hope that my dad would just give up and turn a blind eye, pretend none of this was happening and go on like he always had, but I knew the situation had grown beyond that, morphed into a monster that I wasn't capable of controlling.
“River's a grown ass woman, Abi. If she doesn't want anyone to find her, it's not like it's hard. Maybe she got a hotel room for the night? Stopped over at a friend's house? Hell, she could be sitting in her office right now trying to figure things out.” Addi paused and twirled the empty brown bottle in her hands, eyes focused on the label and not on me. “As for your dad, maybe you should hear what he has to say? Running from things won't make them any better.”
“I know,” I moaned, slumping over the counter and gazing at Addi from the corner of my eye. “Logically, I get that, but at the same time, I'm terrified of what he's going to say, how he's going to look at me.”
“Then maybe it really is best that you go and see him, talk with him about this when Flor and River aren't around. Honestly,” Addi said, her voice getting that I told you so tone in it, “that might've been a better way to go about it to begin with. If you two hadn't been rutting in the hallway – ”
I cut her off.
“We were not rutting,” I said indignantly, standing up straight. “We were … necking or something.” I flushed. “And anyway, River hasn't stopped over here once since we moved in. How was I supposed to know that she was just going to randomly show up today? At the most inopportune moment, too.” I sighed and rested my fingertips on the counter. My homework problem hadn't disappeared with the revelation and there were a ton of errands I still needed to take care of.
I looked Addi straight in the eyes.
“Oh hell no,” she said, sounding like Theo for a second, all sass and snark. “I am not going with you to talk to your dad.”
“Addi, please. He actually likes you. If you're there and you show him there's nothing to worry about, that I've got someone on my end who supports me, then it might help.”
“I think you've gone completely bat shit,” she said, but she was already standing up and adjusting her outfit just so.
“Thank you,” I blurted before she'd even agreed, coming around the counter to give her a hug. “When you and Patrick have your first kid, I promise to babysit.” Addi rolled her eyes and hugged me back.
“Trust me, for this, you'll be babysitting all my kids every weekend, birthday, and holiday. And I can assure you, I'm going to collect.”
My dad's car was still in the driveway when Addi and I got to the house. Somehow, I'd managed to make the short drive into an adventure, steering us off on other enterprises. I'd stopped by the store and picked up a few nonperishables, filled up at the gas station, and deposited an eight month old check that I'd gotten from Flor's grandma for my birthday. Eighteen dollars richer and forced to feel Addi's scrutinizing gaze as I weaved around town desperately trying to avoid the unavoidable.
“I can't do this,” I told her as we pulled up and sat there in silence for several moments. “I can't face him.”
“Abi,” Addison said, turning and taking my hands in hers. “If you really love Flor which, to be honest with you, you must because nobody in their right mind would put themselves through so much shit for a fling, then you can do this. Once it's over, no matter what happens, at least it'll be done. You can stop worrying and wondering and get on with your life. Now,” she reached over and unhooked my seatbelt, “stand up and move your ass up those steps.”
I sighed and did as she said, relieved when she got out of the car and came with me. I'd been half-expecting her to bail.
“Dad?” I asked, stepping quietly inside with Addi on my heels. He wasn't in the living or dining rooms, so I checked the kitchen and saw him out back, elbows on his knees, sitting on one of my stepmother's DIY Adirondack chairs. “Dad?” I slid open the back door and he turned to look at me, a frown creasing his lips as I slipped outside. Instead of coming after me, Addison shut the door behind me and locked it. That bitch. I turned back to my dad and swallowed hard.
“What the hell are you thinking, Abigail?” he asked me, turning his gaze back to my stepmother's garden. It was so perfectly tended, not a weed in sight. All organic, of course. River didn't believe in pesticides, so she pulled each and every weed out by hand, even the spiky ones. “Florian, even in the best of circumstances, is not a man that you should be betting your future on.” He scoffed and shook his head as I leaned against the glass and tried to still the frantic beating of my heart. “Even then, he's your brother, Abi.”
“Step,” I corrected, as I'd done a million times before. My dad glanced sharply over at me.
“You grew up together,” he said, voice hard and unyielding. “I brought him up as my own son. Just like River treated you as her daughter.”
“I grew up with Addi, too,” I said. “I've known her longer than I've known Flor even. And Max. I knew him just as long. Dad, Flor was never a brother to me. He's … the childhood friend I always dreamed of being with.” I flushed bright and looked away. This was not the kind of conversation I wanted to be having with my father. “Besides, you never treated him like a son. Dad, you've always hated Flor.”
“I don't hate him,” he blustered, but I wasn't done talking.
“And River's always been nice to me, but like a distant aunt or something. She was never really my mother either. That whole my kid, my problem thing you guys worked out might've been the perfect solution to keep your relationship strong, but Flor and I aren't siblings, Dad. And I'm in love with him.” I took a shaking breath. “And please don't make me choose one or the other of you. It would break me.” I felt a little like Ariel in The Little Mermaid, but brushed that aside. This wasn't a shallow, fleeting feeling that would fade with time. Obviously I'd tried that. Didn't work. My love for Flor was like one of my stepmother's weeds. No matter how many times you tried to get rid of it, it came back. And besides, what is a weed really anyway? Just a native plant that grows well where it's supposed to, just something whose value hasn't been discovered yet.
I took a step forward.
“If you think you're going to get my permission to … to … sleep with your brother then you have another thing coming, Abigail.” My dad cringed like he'd been struck, shaking his head and standing up. Luckily, when he moved to the sliding door, it was unlocked. Addi, you sneaky bastard. I followed after him as he moved into the kitchen and poured himself a glass of wine.
“I'm not asking for your permission,” I told him, putting my fingers in my pockets like Flor always did. “I'm telling you the truth. I'm telling you what's going to happen and hoping you love me enough to accept me for it. Flor and I are going to be together.”
“And how did you think it would work when you got married? Had a child?” My father sipped his drink and checked his cell, but he didn't look at me.
“There's no law against marrying your stepbrother.” I slid my eyes away and focused on the floor. Call me a weirdo, but it was true: I'd checked. And why should there be? Flor and I were not related, and I didn't consider him my sibling. I didn't care if anybody else did. They hadn't lived my life and it wasn't their happiness that was on the line: it was mine.
“It's sick, Abigail. I don't care if there's a law on the books or not. You have a moral obligation to act a certain way.” My dad turned to me and our eyes locked, his just as blue as my own. I wondered suddenly about my mother and what might've happened if she were still around, if Flor and I had met on the street instead. “What about your sister, Abi? Don't you want to have a future with her? If this continues, I don't know if you will.”
My eyes filled with tears, but I pushed them back, forcing my hands to stay in my pockets, so I didn't clench my fists.
“It's just love, Dad. We're not hurting anyone.”
“Abigail, stop. This discussion is over. You heard what I had to say. Florian is a cancer and I'm cutting him out of our lives.”
“What about River?” I asked, refusing to let this go. I had a feeling that if I dropped the ball now, I might never be able to pick it up again. “Do you really think she's going to abandon her son?”
“River can make her own choices,” he said, but his voice broke a little on the last word.
“Dad, where is she?” I asked, but he shook his head.
“Abigail, maybe you should consider moving back in with me.”
I glared at him and blinked back tears.
“No.”
He whirled on me then, a fit of anger and rage and such overwhelming sadness that I thought I was going to die from the onrush of emotions.
“Either you'll move back in here and say goodbye to Florian or we're done.”
“You'd give up on me?” I asked. “Just for that?”
“I gave your mother the same choice when she started drinking again, and she chose alcohol over you. Don't make the same mistake, Abigail.”
“This is different,” I said, but I could see the look in his eyes. It was going to take something big, huge, to change his mind. He truly believed this was the same, that Flor was a drug. At times, he'd felt like one, but I was in love with him. I wasn't giving him up.
“Dad,” I started again, but he cut me off, moving across the kitchen and getting too close for comfort.
“Do you want people to look at you differently for the rest of your life? Do you want to be judged? Ridiculed? You won't be accepted if you do this. It isn't right.”
“Honestly, Art,” Addi said, moving into the room and taking my hand in hers. “If we all lived our lives in fear of that, we'd still be building houses out of mud and thatch. Patrick and I wouldn't be together right now, and Theo and Yuu,” she glanced over at me as my dad cringed, “wouldn't be out looking fabulous. I know you love your daughter and want what's best for her, but really, and you know I don't say this lightly, I think the best might be Flor.”
Addi exhaled and shook her hands out, like the words had physically pained her. She wasn't big on speeches and even less so on 'mushy, heartfelt crap', but she was here and she supported me, so I considered myself lucky.
My dad didn't look impressed.
“I appreciate the fact that you want to support your friend, Addison, but I'm sorry. A few well chosen words aren't going to change my mind on the matter.” He paused when his phone rang and frowned at the caller ID before answering. “Art Sharp speaking.”
I watched the change in his face, watched it morph from bad to worse.
His stricken expression made me feel dizzy. What now? As if the situation wasn't bad enough already.
That big thing, that huge one, that I needed to make him see, it had just happened.
Too bad it was impossible for me to be happy about it.
I found Flor waiting in the parking lot of the hospital, sitting on the hood of the silver Mazda he'd had since he was eighteen. His arms were crossed tight over his chest, but it was hard for me to appreciate them given the circumstances. When he glanced up at me, I looked down, staring into the blue eyes of the vampire girl on his right forearm; it was easier to stare at her than to try and decipher the expression on his face.
“She won't see me?” he asked, and I shook my head. My stepmom, always slender and chic and put together, had been a wreck, lying in that hospital bed with a faraway look that made it easy to forgive her for the things she'd said about me earlier today. This is not just Florian's fault. Maybe your daughter seduced him? Did you ever think of that? The family fight of the century felt like it'd taken place weeks ago, not hours.
“She started to cry when I went in,” I said, trying not to feel hurt by her rejection. I swallowed hard against the emotions. Today had been so full of angst and frustration and yes, an overwhelming sense of love for Florian. He hadn't backed down, not even against his mother or the wild flying fists of my father. He'd declared his love for me blatantly and without apology. I would've smiled, but the situation didn't really allow for it. The air was humid and heavy, yet somehow it was still freezing cold outside. I guess winter really was on its way. “My dad literally told me to get the fuck out.”
My head snapped up as Flor's boots scraped across the pavement and he came over to stand next to me, putting his hands on my upper arms. I shivered at the sudden rush of warmth and finally gathered the courage to look up into those beautiful eyes of his. They had this oh so subtle slant to them that made me wonder where Flor's father had been from. He definitely hadn't gotten those from Gram Gram's Germanic heritage.
“No more little sister?” he asked softly and this time, I knew he wasn't talking about me.
I shook my head.
“No more little sister,” I said, wondering if he'd be angry with me. River's miscarriage was not our fault. I knew that because I'd been standing there when the doctor said it, when he'd assured my dad that the stress of today wasn't to blame. According to him, women over forty have a one in two chance of late term miscarriage. Unfortunately, my dad didn't seem to see it that way. When he'd told me to leave, his voice laced with heartache, I'd seen it in his eyes. I was terrified of seeing that same look in Flor's.
I watched him closely as he brushed a loose strand of hair over my shoulder. In those emerald eyes, I saw guilt and frustration and maybe a little bit of shame, but I didn't see anger. He doesn't blame me. I licked my lips nervously.
“Flor, I'm sorry,” I said, but he was already shaking his head, bracketing my face between his warm hands. His scent washed over me, mixing with the damp smell of rain and storm that was clinging to the air around us. Flor leaned down and looked me straight in the face.
“You have nothing to apologize for, Abi.” I tried to nod, but Flor held me firmly in place. “Abigail, don't. Don't blame yourself for what happened today.” Flor sighed and released me, running his hands down my upper arms, just like he'd done that night three years ago, outside of a party I never should've been at. “Even if my mom hadn't found us out, she still would've lost the baby, and this fight would've happened anyway, down the line somewhere.”
“I know,” I said, leaning into him, relishing the warmth of Flor's body, “but the hope is gone, Flor. My dad will never forgive me for this. Never.”
“If your dad's too stubborn to realize that this wasn't our fault, that you're so worth loving even my presence shouldn't be able to diminish his affections for you, then he's an idiot.” Flor touched my chin and made me look at him again. “And Abi, now that we're together, you have to know, the hope … it's always there.”
Flor pressed his lips to mine, softly, sweetly, gently.
He was right, of course, but only time would tell if my father could see it that way.
I squinted at the test tube in front of me, filled with wheat germ, warm water, and dish soap. The top layer was entirely alcohol, drawing up little white strands of DNA that were supposed to be put on a slide and inserted into the microscope at my elbow. Don't ask what wheat germ DNA has to do with forensic science; it's a mystery to me, too.
I was paired up with Camo Girl again, doing my best to ignore her mumbling and her ridiculously over the top flirting with our instructor. He was kind of a jerk anyway, but I wasn't sure if I'd wish this girl on anyone. In the last thirty minutes, she'd already managed to break two glass beakers and come this close to spilling boiling hot water on my bare arm.
I finished the sketch in my lab book and took a step back, watching as she inserted a pipette and sucked up some of the liquid. I wasn't surprised when she splashed the majority of it on the countertop instead of the slide. I took the opportunity to check my phone while she fumbled around, and saw that there was a text from Flor.
And also one from my dad.
Holy crap.
It'd been two weeks since we'd been outed. And two weeks since my stepmother's miscarriage.
In that entire time, neither River nor my father had contacted either of us. Flor had tried to see her, but she'd refused to see him; she wouldn't even let him into the house. I tried to tell Flor that it wasn't his fault, that she just wasn't ready to see anyone, but I knew it was killing him inside. And my dad? Well, his stress response usually went like this: rage, silence, acceptance. I kept thinking I could wait him out, that eventually he'd at least agree to see me, but I too was being shunned. I'd even gone so far as to make an appointment at his office, but his secretary had called an hour later to tell me it was cancelled.
It wasn't fair, but it was my life. And Flor was worth it. Just being with him made me happy.
Please come to the house tonight around five.
That's all I had from my dad, no explanation. Truth be told, the words terrified me. This is it. He's cutting me off. No more apartment, no more tuition money, no more car.
No more Dad.
Flor's text confirmed my fears.
Mom says we need to talk. 6 tonite. Meet @ the shop after schl?
I told him I'd be there and put the phone back in my pocket.
I'd be there, but first I needed to survive another hour with my lab partner.
On Bent Wings was busy, as usual, crowded with girls lounging on the couches and flipping through the artists' portfolios like they were actually considering getting something. From past experience, I knew most of them were just there to flirt or find someone to fuck, but I didn't care anymore. As soon as I walked in that door, Flor only had eyes for me. That, and he was tattooing a very large, very hairy older man. Pretty sure there was no chance of that going anywhere.
The buzz of needles greeted me as I moved up to the counter and let Flor's warm smile wash over me. The black latex of his gloves clashed beautifully with the brightness of the tattoos on his arms, making me feel all lightheaded and giddy. He'd worn those gloves once, touched me with them in places low. Crap, I think I just flooded my basement, as Theo might say.
“You got a text, too, didn't you?” he asked, barely looking up from the unicorn tattoo he was inking on the man's thigh. It was certainly … an odd piece, even though Flor's art style did it justice.
“Yep,” I said, feeling the eyes of the other girls crawling all over me. As soon as Max walked in though, their attention shifted. I smiled at him and he smiled back. It was still a little tight between us, but Flor was (mostly) staying at his own place (oftentimes with me) and Max was still dating Rhonda. We'd even managed to have dinner together at Plank Town, the four of us with Addi and Patrick. Things were looking up in that department at least. It takes strong freaking friendships to withstand shit like this.
“Dinner at the family abode,” Max said with a shake of his head as paused next to Flor and leaned in to assess his work. “I don't envy you that.”
“As long as Art doesn't hit me again, I think I can deal,” Flor said, trying to keep his voice light. But there was, somewhere deep down in there, an undercurrent of hope and desperation. He wanted his mom back; I wanted my dad back. I prayed to whatever gods would listen that tonight was the night. Couldn't quite imagine my dad smiling over the dinner table at me and Flor, but I prayed anyway.
“Do you think this is … do you think they're going to forgive us?”
Flor shrugged slightly but kept his attention focused on his work, wiping at the tattoo and starting in on the unicorn's horn.
“There's nothing to forgive, Abi,” he said, but he didn't entirely sound like he believed that.
I sighed and turned around, leaning against the counter and trying not to daydream about Flor and me doing it right here, in this shop. Not the best time for dirty thoughts, not with family stuff clogging up the radar. At least Gram Gram was cool with our being together. She'd actually sent us both a check for thirty-nine bucks, the sum of our ages. Oh, and the memo line had read great grandchild please.
My lips quirked a little, but the expression died quickly. If this conversation went south, like the other one had, then I was potentially homeless. And so were Addi and Patrick. And I wouldn't have enough money to stay in school. Flor could support us okay, but I wanted an education. I wanted to stay in my apartment.
I wanted our family back.
When Flor and I arrived at our parents' house, the front door was unlocked and my stepmom's appetizers were overflowing the kitchen counter and spilling onto the table in the dining room. On the entryway table was a photo album, filled with pictures of me and Flor. It was open to one of us in high school, sitting on the edge of the dock at the lake, staring at each other. Looking at that picture now, I couldn't help but be embarrassed. The expression on my face was … I don't know how anyone could've missed my affection for Florian, even then.
He let his fingers graze the page and reached out to take my hand, leading me into the kitchen where my father and my stepmother waited.
When we walked in, her eyes flicked to our joined hands, but at least she smiled at us. My dad kept a neutral expression.
“Hi,” I said. It was the only word I could come up with. I wanted to say sorry or something, let her know how bad I felt about the baby, but I didn't know how to bring it up.
“Sit down,” my dad said, his eyes following Flor like a hawk. He didn't seem particularly happy to have him here, but he wasn't throwing punches either.
I settled myself on a stool while Florian stood behind me.
“What are we doing here?” he asked, cutting right through the bullshit and straight to the point. Typical Flor behavior, as usual. His mom's eyes clouded with tears for a minute, but she wiped them away with the corner of her apron and put yet another culinary masterpiece on the counter in front of me.
“Your father – ” River paused and rephrased her words, ever the psychologist. “Art and I wanted to talk to the two of you. I know it's been a while, too long, since we had a moment together.”
“You mean since you shunned us,” Flor snapped and she cringed. My dad rose to his feet, but she held out a hand to stop him from saying anything, focusing her green eyes on her son's. Maybe she could sense as well as I could that if Flor and my father got into another fistfight, their relationship would never recover.
“Losing that baby was one of the most difficult things that I've ever been through,” she said, her voice weakening for a moment. But then she inhaled like she was drawing strength from the situation. “The only thing worse than that, Flor, was losing you.”
Florian glanced away like he didn't care, but I knew he did.
“Losing one child made us realize how stupid we were to risk losing two more.”
My chest felt tight, but I didn't know what to say to that. Flor, however, was never one to suffer from a loss for words.
“Pretty words, Mom, but what does that mean really? Are you saying you'll take us as we are? Or as you wish we were?”
“I'm saying I don't understand yet, but I'm trying to. As long as this is more than just a sexual fling,” River paused as my father snorted and then continued, “we'd like to give you two the chance to work things out.”
Flor slid an arm around my waist, sending hot thrills through my blood, and my dad bristled like he'd been shot. His blue eyes focused first on my face and then on Flor's.
“Don't feel up my daughter in front of me,” he said and Flor stiffened, but I wouldn't let them fight this time. I reached up and touched my fingers to the tattoos on Flor's forearm.
“Dad, he's not feeling me up. He loves me, and I love him. I thought those would be the most difficult words I'd ever say to you, but they're not. They're the easiest. Maybe you and River getting together was fate? Maybe Flor and I were supposed to meet?”
“And then when you're done playing together, when he breaks up with you or cheats on you, then what?” my dad asked, and at the very least, I could tell he'd put some thought into it. And he was right. If we did break up (not gonna happen), then it could cause a rift in the family. Still, the possibility of future failure was not enough to deter me. I leaned into Florian.
“Dad, first you're telling me how horrible it would be if we got married or had kids and now you're telling me how horrible it would be if we broke up?” He didn't respond and pulled his glasses from his face, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Flor and I aren't just screwing around and we're not trying to hurt you. I know how unconventional this is, but just because something has never been done or isn't often done doesn't make it bad. All I'm asking is for you to accept us as we are now so we can keep this family together.”
My father turned away and I felt my heart start to break in two. If I was right, if he still blamed me for the loss of his baby, then we'd never get through this.
“I feel like you lied to me, Abigail,” my dad said, still not looking at me, staring at the cabinet where I thought the fridge might be (though I wasn't sure). “Girls get crushes on their older brothers all the time. It's normal to look up to people in your family, but nobody acts on it. It isn't right.” He finally turned around, a frown creasing up his face. I glanced at River who had eyes only for her son and I wondered. Did she love him more than my father loved me? I didn't want to believe that. “If you'd come to me, if you'd told me, we could've worked through this.”
I felt Florian stiffen behind me, but I wouldn't let the moment get away from us, not like this. I stayed in his arms, let his presence comfort me, and took a deep breath.
“That's not how this works, Dad. This isn't a problem or a mistake or an accident.” I glanced over at River again. “And it's not a tragedy. We … Flor and I didn't want you to lose your baby either.”
Silence settled on the kitchen and I wondered if I'd said the wrong thing. Had the possibility of a shared sibling been a hardship on Flor and me? Yes, it had. But like I'd told Flor before, you can't wave a magic wand and make that kind of stuff go away. If love had no hardships, if it was easy, then it wouldn't be worth so much.
“I know,” my father said, voice strangely soft. When he looked at me, I found myself staring into the same shade of blue that I saw in the mirror everyday. My eyes were really the only part of me that looked like him. The rest, I guessed, was from a mother I'd never know. My dad had said she was from Latin America, but that left a lot of countries and a lot of questions that even he didn't know the answers to. I wondered if his mistakes in love were what made him so fearful for me. “You're not cruel, Abi.” He took a deep breath and, reluctantly, glanced up at my stepbrother. “And neither is Florian.” The words rang with truth, even if he didn't look happy to be saying them. “It took me some time, but I realize that what happened was not your fault.”
I felt a well of hope spring in my chest.
“But that doesn't mean I'm okay with the rest of it.” My heart dropped as Flor squeezed me tighter, breathed warm against my hair. My dad's eyes narrowed in on us like he was staring through a magnifying glass, studying, analyzing. It was what he did best, after all. “But I'm also not okay with losing my daughter either. Florian, I know I've never really been able to accept you as a son, and I'm sorry for that, but I'm willing to try out a new relationship with you. This time, I'll look at you not as a child, but as a man. You're going to need to prove yourself to me.”
Flor nodded once, a sharp militaristic movement that made me want to roll my eyes. The man talk was starting. But all I could really do was smile. I felt the expression pull my lips apart in a grin. If my dad was lecturing Florian, then maybe that meant … we could be a family again? A different kind of family, maybe, but still a family.
“So you accept us?” Flor asked and I saw my dad's lips purse. He looked to River for help and I watched as she finally turned her gaze to me.
“We love you,” she said, “both of you.” Her emphasis of the word didn't escape me as Flor squeezed me even tighter against his chest. “The acceptance part we'll have to work on.” She held up a hand before anyone could speak. “This is not a commentary on you or your relationship, although that will take some getting used to, but a process, journey. As a family, we'll have to make it together.” River took another deep breath and adjusted the flawless aqua top she had on. She pretended to smooth out a wrinkle although I didn't see one.
“Mom,” Flor said, his voice cracking a bit with emotion, “you're doing the shrink shit again.”
My dad gave him a sharp look, but I broke from Flor's arms before he could say anything, and I hugged him like I hadn't done in years, wrapping my arms around him and squeezing tight enough that he grunted and carefully tried to untangle me. My dad was never that good with displays of affection, but he'd been there for me, that was more than I could say for most people's parents.
“No intimacy in the house,” he grumbled, glaring at Flor the way most fathers probably glare at their daughter's boyfriends. I didn't clarify what he meant. Obviously, it wasn't kissing he was worried about. “And don't disrespect your mother. I won't stand for it anymore now than I did before.”
“Whatever,” Flor said, pulling out a pack of cigarettes and sliding one between his lips. Nobody else might've noticed, but I'd been studying Florian for most of my life: his hands were shaking and the pulse in his throat was pounding a mile a minute. We stared at each other as a strangely peaceful (although somewhat awkward) silence descended on the kitchen. In that look, I saw a million unspoken truths, a few understandable fears, and a whole hell of a lot of love.
I moved towards him, deciding that it was better I test our parents' declarations now than wait till later, and pulled the cigarette from his lips so I could press my own against them. Flor took me in his arms and kissed me until my father's growl sounded suspiciously close to something a demon might make on its way out of hell.
“And I've decided,” River said, trying to break the awkwardness in the room by drawing all of our attention over to her. “That Art and I aren't going to try for another baby. If it'll make it easier for the two of you, I'd do anything.”
I turned to look over at my shoulder at Florian and saw not a smirk, but a smile. A real smile.
Three years later …
“Twenty-one is a big birthday, Abi. I'm not letting you wear jeans from Ross Dress for Less.”
Addison tossed a short, sparkly dress at me, and I made a face. It didn't matter how hard she tried or how much she pushed, I would never be a fashionista.
“There's nothing wrong with ten dollar jeans,” I mumbled, pretending I didn't see her plant a hand on her hip and toss a 'mom' look my way. Even Patrick admitted that narrowed gaze was terrifying. Addison was so good at it, she could soothe Max and Rhonda's baby without breaking a sweat. Personally, I was just glad they'd welcomed Flor and me back into their lives. At this point, the hurt feelings and the awkwardness were long gone. Max and Rhonda had a baby, Flor's old place to themselves, and two of the infamous dumpster kittens. And we, we had each other and that was all that mattered. Well, maybe that and our two cats. Bets, the older one, the true love of his life and the only girl that I still feared giving me a run for my money, had just peed all over Addison's Alexander McQueen knit dress, so I guessed I really shouldn't complain about today's outfit. If Addi'd really wanted to, she could've given me something pink to wear.
I curled my fingers around the fabric and ran my thumb across it, wondering what Flor would think of me in the dress. Flor. It didn't matter how long we were together or how many times I got to kiss him, it never got old. His eyes cut straight into my soul and his hands were like fire, his lips like flame.
“Abi.”
My friend snapped her fingers in front of my face.
“We're gonna be late if you keep spacing out.”
I rolled my eyes and stood up, turning around and changing quickly into the dress. Underneath, I had a very sultry set of red lingerie on, you know, just in case. Oh, who am I kidding? Flor was a sure thing. That, and I'd found my old shrine box in the trunk of his car. I'd been looking for a jack and hadn't expected to see it, but there it was. And inside, there were more than just pictures and an old hair clipping (God, I'm a creeper); there was a ring.
No need to wonder what that was for. I sucked in a deep breath and shook out my hands, trying not to get too excited about the prospect. I would save that for the actual moment.
“Theo and Yuu reserved us a table. We're practically royalty, okay? What's the rush?” I turned back around and held my arms out to the sides like a mannequin. Addison looked me up and down once and then nodded, reaching over to adjust the silver locket that I never took off. I sighed again, but I knew better than to argue with her. Besides, I was spending my twenty-first birthday at a drag club with two of the most fabulous hosts the world had ever seen. It was doubtless that I would be dragged up on stage for some sort of humiliating something or other. And I would have to endure it all in heels. Best I look good doing it.
I groaned when Addi pushed a box over to me with her foot and leaned down to open the lid with tentative fingers.
Crap.
Red heels.
I knew she was serious now.
“Little black dress, cap sleeves, knee length hemline. A little sweet, but still sexy. Now, pair it with a burst of slut on your feet, and all eyes will be on you.”
“I don't need all eyes, just Flor's.”
Addison shook her head at me and fluffed her head of pink curls. Yes, she was sporting a pink Afro and looked pretty awesome doing it. That bitch.
“Just put the damn shoes on and let me touch up your makeup. Patrick's waiting in the car.”
I did as she asked. After all, our friendship had managed to survive and thrive while I dated Flor. I kind of owed her for that.
“God, Addi, your head looks like a fucking clit with all that pink. I liked it better blonde.”
Okay, so I owed her big time for that. Especially now that she had to live with him.
“Screw you, Florian,” she said, rolling her eyes as she sashayed out of the room in three inch purple heels. I stood stone still, nervous with anticipation as Flor moved toward me and wrapped his arms around my waist, leaning in close enough that I could feel his breath on my lips. My blue eyes found his green ones, searching his expression to see what he thought of my outfit. If the glint in his gaze meant anything, he approved.
“Your dad texted me a picture of his new shotgun. I'm not really sure how to feel about that,” Flor said and I grinned. It'd taken a whole hell of a lot to convince River not to make me a birthday dinner at home for my twenty-first. I think she and my dad were still irked about it. I was terrified to see what he'd do when Flor proposed to me.
“You should be afraid. Very afraid,” I said, trying really hard not to think about the time my dad had walked in on me and Flor doing it in the living room. That was his own fault for not knocking. It was still technically my apartment. Anyway, I was just glad that Flor wasn't dead yet. It certainly wasn't easy dating your stepbrother; if I hadn't thought family dinners could be anymore awkward, I was wrong. I think the worst part was when River had tried to talk to me about condoms. Shudder. “But don't worry, I won't let him hurt you, even if you're an asshole.”
“But I'm your asshole,” Flor said and I laughed. But then his lips brushed against mine and my entire body felt like it was coming apart at the seams. Flor kissed me like he'd never let me go. Good thing, too, because I knew I'd never let him go either. “And I love you,” he said again, making my entire body tingle from head to toe. There were some things in this world that you just never got tired of hearing. “Happy birthday, dope.”
“I love you, too,” I told him, kissing him again to keep from spilling my secret. I found the ring, you idiot. Stop hiding things in your trunk. That was okay, though, because I already knew what I was going to say.
I was going to say yes.
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