
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      His Young Maid

    

    




      
        Daisy Jane

      

    

    




      Smeared Ink

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Daisy Jane

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        1. Britta

      

      
        2. Britta

      

      
        3. Britta

      

      
        4. Brooks

      

      
        5. Brooks

      

      
        6. Brooks

      

      
        7. Britta

      

      
        8. Brooks

      

      
        9. Britta

      

      
        10. Brooks

      

      
        11. Brooks

      

      
        12. Brooks

      

      
        13. Britta

      

      
        14. Brooks

      

      
        15. Britta

      

      
        16. Britta

      

      
        17. Britta

      

      
        18. Brooks

      

      
        19. Brooks

      

      
        20. Britta

      

      
        21. Brooks

      

      
        22. Brooks

      

      
        23. Britta

      

      
        24. Britta

      

      
        25. Britta

      

    

    
      
        Epilogue / Brooks

      

      
        Stay Tuned…

      

      
        If You Liked This Story…

      

      
        Also by Daisy Jane

      

    

    

  







            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    




      Brooks: Four Months Earlier

      Reaching down between us, I unzip my jeans, my heavy shaft falling into the seam between her thighs. She whimpers, making a noise through her artificially plumped lips. Rolling my hips, I pierce her, tunneling myself inside, over and over.  It is the epitome of motion without heart, movement without thought, in and out for a purpose. 

      “Oh, you know just how I like it,” she whines, and my cock softens a little. I told myself I wouldn’t do this. I told myself I’d enjoy this simple thing with this fine woman. Though lately it was beginning to get harder and harder to orgasm, and orgasm was really the only point of our relationship.

      She was always nice enough, despite the fact that she talked too much and cared about far too little. She always had on these fake eyelashes that threatened to make a break from her face. Her hair had been stripped of color, colored added, curled and combed, or pressed and pinned. Her clothes always seemed to have a sheen, fit tight, and I could always see her nipples. Physically, she was just working so hard to be what she thought men wanted. She always seemed to be nosing around my house and she continually asked me far too many questions about my work, both signs of a woman seeking a sugar daddy.

      I may have been of the sugar daddy age, ripe old at forty-eight, but I wasn’t looking to be a sugar daddy.

      I just didn’t want to be alone. I didn’t want to be the jerk so lonely and sexually frustrated that behind his back he was known as an asshole, a recluse, a complete lost cause.

      Forcing myself to date casually, I'd told myself, would help with that. And now, as this woman’s forced saccharine dirty talk made me go limp, I realized, I just couldn’t do it. Not anymore.

      Despite our arrangement, I knew she'd hoped I was falling in love with her. I knew she was trying all the things that worked on the other men before me. But falling in love with her?

      I was not.

      “Did you lose your hard on?” she reached between us and I rolled away, my body language not the only barrier as I tucked the sheet down between us.

      “I did,” I admitted, not even a single ounce of embarrassment in my tone. I didn’t even care what she’d say about me after this, and that was a new low. Simply put, I’d grown tired of pretending that I could be with just anyone. Clearly, I couldn’t do casual sex. And since I’d already fucked up the whole love thing, I knew I’d not find it again. No one was that lucky.

      “Can you go home now?” I urged, rolling onto my side, checking the alarm on my phone to make sure it was set.

      She guffawed in shock. I could’ve said I was sorry, but the truth was, I was glad. Glad to have her out of my bed, out of my house, out of my life. It would have been nice to come, but a sad orgasm is not in fact better than no orgasm, let me tell you. And I had experience with both.

      She puffed and huffed as she put her clothes back on in my dark bedroom, me watching her impatiently. Now that I had decided, I just wanted her out.

      “I want to break up, end this thing,” I added, realizing just then that I hadn’t verbalized that yet.

      Her jaw clenched tight; a snort blew past her lips. “Fuck you, Brooks,” she hissed, tripping as she tried to angrily shove her foot into a nude pump. “You know, you’re a real prick. Why have you been wasting my time?” I could see tears forming in her eyes and while I should’ve felt bad, hated myself, felt something—I just didn’t care.

      “I don’t know,” I shrugged, wishing I wasn’t such an asshole. But the truth was that I just hit a point where I couldn’t fake it anymore.

      “Don’t come crawling back to me when you can’t find anyone else to put up with your selfish bullshit. You’re never going to get a real girlfriend. Ever.” She grabbed my shirt from the floor and wiped her nose with it, and dabbed at her running eye makeup before tossing it back to the floor.

      “You’re paying for the rest of the month, like the contract says,” she snorted, throwing her handbag over her shoulder, clearly preparing to storm out. She needed to verify she was still going to get paid, though, so the dramatic, shocked, storm-out would have to wait. Because it was all about money with her, always. Even if she did like me, it was always about the money.

      It was always about something.

      Being the same age. Knowing the same people. Having the same friends. The money. The house.

      It was never about love.

      “I will pay through the month, yes,” I nodded and then she narrowed her eyes at me and shook her head, a symbolic scolding which had zero effect on me. Finally, she stormed out and I remained still in my bed for a few minutes until I received the front door alert that she’d gone.

      Alone again. I sighed and it’s a cocktail of relief and depression.

      Dating hadn’t worked for me—I felt bad seeing women just for sex, knowing emotionally I’d never connect with them. Tired of giving women false hope by taking them on dates, I turned to a premier and private companionship service complete with promised discretion in the form of non-disclosure agreements. Dating service is what all the other men needed to call it, to justify it to themselves, afraid to admit what it really was—physical companionship for cash. But I knew what it was. Negotiated contracts—down to the details such as what days of the week you wanted her company and what you wanted her to look like—you’d be matched, you’d pay, then you’d date and fuck.  There were lots of rules, making it safe, discreet. It was guaranteed casual too because they were contractually obligated, though it was inevitable that some of the clients would catch feelings.

      I never did.

      I hadn’t wanted to date a prostitute, essentially, for the last four months. But I was tired of not having sex and I thought it would be better than being alone.

      But I was wrong.
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Britta: Three Months Earlier

      My cousin wraps her arm around my shoulders and squeezes me to her, tilting her head down against mine.

      “You did good,” she whispers, “and she was so proud of you for doing it.”

      I nod silently, not wanting to verbalize a response, fearful for another emotional rush. I’d cried so much in the last week that my face was sore and tight, like a piece of dried out leather. My body ached with fatigue, having not properly been taken care of for far too long. But you come last as a caregiver, especially when there’s no one there to relieve you.

      Finally, I summon the strength to speak without sobbing. “Thank you,” I tell my cousin, who lifts her head and turns on the couch, looking at me.

      “What’s next for you? Now that she’s at peace,” she reaches out and tucks a strand of my probably very unruly sandy blonde hair behind my ear. Had I combed my hair this morning? I’d dozed off around 4:30am finally, anxiety holding my brain captive all night, and I’d awoken late for the service, rushing around to make it in time.

      “That’s the really fun part,” I say, giving her a small smile. It is small and I wonder if my lips even move though mentally, I’m positive I’m smiling, at least a little.

      “What’s that?” she asks, reaching out and flattening the lapel of my cardigan over my dress. It’s my funeral dress. I’ve had it for years and I only wear it to funerals. As I put it on that morning, I remembered the day I bought it. It was pricey, for me at least, costing nearly $40 and not on sale, not a way I typically shopped. But my grandpa, the man who’d helped raise me, had just passed away and money seemed less important than showing up looking nice, the way he deserved. When I bought it, my mom was probably already half way to her own grave, though I didn’t know it then. Now, looking down at the faded fabric covering my thighs, exposing my dark nylons, the dress makes my stomach turn. The death dress, the one that only appears when great sorrow has flooded my life.

      “Mom’s medical debt. Legally, it rolls over to yours truly,” I answer, pointing my thumbs back at myself before dropping my hands to my lap and playing at the hem of the dress, afraid to look up and see the disappointment in her face.

      I’m disappointed, too.

      When I’d dropped out of junior college to take care of mom, my heart was broken. I was only partially through the boring general education in my first semester, but it felt so selfish and silly to be so sad about school when, in reality, it would always be there. Mom wouldn’t.

      I’d eagerly awaited reenrolling somewhere, even if I needed loads of financial aid, since I’d spent my savings on keeping us afloat when insurance failed us. Alas, this was the time things were supposed to finally iron out for me. After meeting with the lawyer from the hospital, however, I’d been informed that as next of kin and only listed living relative, mom’s debt transferred straight to me. Her only child. Her only anything. I’d learned within the first weeks of her illness that being sick wasn’t cheap. And now, after two years, she’d accrued what felt to be an insurmountable amount of debt. Culinary school – or college as my mom wanted - whatever I wanted to do would have to wait. And who knows how long.

      “How much?” Melody asks, her eyes wide when I finally get the courage to meet them.

      “A lot.”

      I’m afraid if I tell her the exact amount, she will fill with hopelessness for me and I can’t bear to see it, not today, not after the funeral just hours before.

      “Okay,” her voice is calm as she leans back against the couch, kicking off her black flats and crossing her ankles. “What’s the plan?”

      It was my debt to pay back, but I knew Melody would be there for me emotionally. Though we were two years apart and lived a few hours away, she was there for me when it mattered. She was the only one.

      Sighing, I kick my flats off, too and lay my head back on the worn couch, the same one I’d been sleeping on next to mom’s hospital bed for the last two years. The living room suddenly looked big without all the medical equipment.

      “I’ll need at least one more job, probably two more since the part-time job at the Stop’n’Shop won’t cut it. And they won’t make me full time there. So maybe I can waitress in the evenings? I’m not old enough to serve booze so the good tips made in bars and clubs are off the table. Maybe I can sweep and clean in a salon on the weekends or something.”

      I’m thinking out loud at this point, because though I knew this day was coming, I couldn’t bear to plan the future, the ‘after’.

      “How long will you need all those jobs for?” she asks, her eyes holding their size. My stomach churns with nerves as I imagine myself working multiple jobs day and night, just to hand over most of my earnings over to the dark hole of debt.

      “As long as it takes,” I say truthfully.

      I will pay this debt off, my last way to show respect to my mother.

      “How much do you need, seriously Britta?” she scoots to the edge of the couch and leans forward, the ends of her box-dyed hair sweeping over her knees as she does.

      “Oh, not much, just a tiny $237,563.20,” I smile, and then laugh, because what twenty-year-old will be able to pay that off within a reasonable time with zero education and no real skills. It is kinda funny. If you’re exhausted and emotionally depleted and you choose to laugh instead of cry.

      I won’t cry about this, it’s not good, but still, I know I could have it a lot worse. And crying won’t help. Laughing will, if even for just the moment.

      “Down to the cent?” Melody doesn’t see the humor; her voice is tight and strained. “That’s not fair. How can they expect a girl to pay all that back?” She scoffs and I look up in her eyes, which are darting all over the front door, her mind running like a hamster in a wheel.

      “I’m an adult. And trust me, there’s no loophole. I have to do this. I told her I’d take care of things after she was gone and I will. And the lawyer at the hospital said I can take as much time as I need.”

      It makes me laugh now, thinking of how the stout man wiped his head with an embroidered handkerchief as he graciously allowed me “extra time” to pay a massive amount of debt. Debt incurred by impending and resulting death, no less. How generous and kind the establishment had been to me, us.

      “Are you sure?” she asks, and I can see her mind still trying, desperately, to find some dusty, long-undiscovered ‘gotcha’ that just wasn’t there.

      “I’m sure, Mel,” I say, resting a hand on her knee. I don’t want this to be her worry, too.

      She sinks back into the couch and sighs heavily, a sigh I feel and understand so deeply.

      “I know,” I reply, matching her position, settling into the worn leather, the afghan on the back of the couch sliding down over my shoulders.

      “What about the house? Please tell me she owned the house.”

      I can hear the hope in her voice as she asks, and I turn my head, the afghan weighing me down with warmth, making me suddenly sleepy. I swear I haven’t really slept well in two years.

      “Yeah, it’s paid off. Thankfully she always paid the mortgage before she bought her booze,” I said, letting my eyes briefly close. “But it’s not worth much. The lawyer told me they work with a company that will help me sell it, to make it easier on me. I’ll probably call him this week.”

      “Hey,” Melody grabs my knee and is leaning forward again, jostling me from my sliver of rest.

      “You should come work with me. Seriously, now that I’m thinking about it, it’s almost perfect,” she adds, her head nodding to outwardly match her inner thoughts. “Mavis just put in her notice; they’ll need someone new soon. And if I tell them you’re my cousin, they will definitely hire you. They love me. And you want to sell this place anyway! So you need to move!”

      Melody had started cleaning high-end houses of the elite in the rolling New York countryside.

      “Why’d Mavis quit?” I’d never met Mavis, but she was described in detail to me by Melody a few years ago, and the image had always stuck. A middle-aged woman with a perfectly twisted white bun and long, boney fingers adorned with gold rings. She sounded eccentric, and kind of cool, honestly. After all, how many truly unique people did you come across these days? However, Melody always found her pretentious and strange.

      “She’s going abroad, that’s all she said,” Melody shrugged. “But seriously, you can stay with me and Donny until you find a place. And you can get a really cheap little place downtown and make way more money with just the one job. And you can save and pay back way faster.”

      Looking at her as she nodded, her dark hair shiny under the dim living room light, she looked so hopeful and happy. I wanted to be hopeful and happy, too.

      “How much do you make? You’re full-time, right?” I knew Melody had been cleaning the homes of the wealthy and elite for a few years but we’d never really gotten into the details.

      “Full time, yep. 8am to 5pm. Benefits, too. The pay is really good and the clients usually tip us too,” she smiles, still nodding, edging closer to me, her hands wrapping around mine in my lap.

      “Come on, it makes sense. Then you can be near me! And one job is way better than two or three. I mean, it’s cleaning houses. But it’s not like being a hotel maid. Half the time the homes are spotless anyway because most people don’t even live in them. These people are so loaded, Britta. Wait til you see these homes!”

      Her coaxing is enough, I need a change and it hits me in that moment that a move and a new job is exactly what I need to repave my road, to make sure going forward I have some slice of happy, not just darkness and debt.

      “How much?” I nudge her again.

      “You have to sign a non-disclosure agreement and you can’t bring your cell phone inside the house,” she says flatly, “no negotiating.”

      “Means nothing to me, I have no one to tell things to besides you, anyway.”

      “$100,000,” she whispers.

      I nearly leap from my seat. “What?!”

      She sticks her hands out and gives me the universal sign for ‘hang on a second’ as my eyes go wide and my jaw is on the floor. $100,000 a year to be a maid to rich people. “What?! Why didn’t you mention this earlier?” I ask.

      “I didn’t know you were going to move until now!” she shuffles a hand in front of her. “And, well, sometimes they party, and you know, that stuff is… out.”

      Briefly I think of Scarface and get worried. “What kind of stuff?”

      “You know, like coke and some pot sometimes. Empty bottles, nothing crazy,” she says, casually, like coke and pot are normal.

      “I will be okay with coke and pot for $100,000 a year because I’m not insane, I know my morals can kick in after I windex drugs off glass tables for a few years. Besides, it would put me closer to going back to school.”

      “Okay,” I say again, confirming I’ll do it, yawning, sinking back into the couch.

      “Okay? That’s it?” Melody seemed a bit surprised she didn’t have to convince me more, but really, she’s right- it is a good idea. I’m not above cleaning houses. I just want to pay off this debt and move on. May as well see beautiful homes and spend time with my cousin while I’m doing it.

      “Yeah,” I shrug off the afghan and rise to my feet. “I’ll get the ball rolling on this place this week. I’ll do it. I’ll move and be a maid, why not?” she rises and I pull her into a hug, which is hard because she’s taller than me but I manage. She feels warm and familiar, safe against my chest and safety is a feeling I realize that I’d been desperately needing.

      Well, safety and um, money.

      “Okay, yay, I’m excited. I’m going to step out and call my boss, call Donny and have him get his shit off the couch and you can come with me tonight, now that everything here is over here.”

      She’s right, everything here is, for lack of better words, over.

      Mom’s been gone for a week, equipment is given back, service is over, bills are piled and waiting. There aren’t many things in this house I hadn’t sold or pawned to make money for the mortgage and bills in the last year so I don’t have much to do.

      Melody makes the calls she needs to make and comes back inside more excited than before.

      “I knew it! They said as long as you pass the background check and have no problem signing the paperwork, then you can start in two weeks, after Mavis is gone. You can be on my route; we’ll be on the same service. It’s going to be awesome!” she’s thrilled and her excitement drifts from towards me, tingling in my toes, working its way to my belly. It’d been so long since I’d been excited for a new adventure, it felt good to have something to look forward to—even if it was slightly tainted.

      “You’re really lucky, you know, if Mavis wasn’t leaving, you’d never get an in. The girls at the agency hardly ever leave, of their own volition at least.”

      I do feel lucky with this job on the horizon. “What do I have to sign?” I’d only ever worked at the grocery store and there was no employment contract there. More of a “here’s your apron, you’re on camera, don’t steal” type of contract going on there.

      “Legal stuff. An NDA, that’s the most important part,” she says, typing away into her phone. It’s a new phone, in a protective case, and I watch her manicured nails dance over the screen. I look at her dress—it, too, looks new.

      “How much money do you really make?” I say, sizing her up, a smile on her face as she watches me do it. I know what she said but I’m in disbelief.

      She doesn’t look up so she reads my skepticism as curiosity. “After tips, a lot. I’d be in culinary school; I’d own my own house and a car by now if it wasn’t for Donny.” She rolls her eyes. “He’s in a lot of debt. Not like your debt. He gambled it all away and then some.” She shrugs it off. I’ve not once heard her complain about the shitty apartment she lives in, either. And the way she describes it, it’s pretty shitty.

      And then there’s her boyfriend.

      Donny. Worked a handful of days in his entire life, stresses her out, spends her money (and puts them in debt, apparently) and keeps her from her dreams. I don’t press her on why she stays with him—clearly, she stays with him because she loves him, so why bring that up? I want better for her, but I am not one to meddle in someone else’s happiness.

      “Well, I hope I can get the debt paid off and I can get back in school before I’m sixty years old,” I joke, though the fear of not being able to return to school is real. When we were younger, Melody and I had dreamed of going to culinary school together. The “real” Martha Stewarts, we said we’d call ourselves. “We won’t make all these weird things that real people don’t like! We’ll make stuff people actually want!” we’d said. Now, years later, the idea of culinary school seems so distant it could be a star in another galaxy. Untouchable, unreachable, almost make believe. I stuff it down and smile, staying positive, because that’s the only way to move forward.

      “You will. It will be great. And you know,” she slides the phone into her purse and pulls out a green marble square and opens it, blotting her nose with the pad inside. “Cleaning houses isn’t something to be ashamed of. Not when you’re making one hundred grand and promise to keep your eyes and ears to yourself.”

      “That’s so much money, I can’t even believe it,” I nod, my mouth agape. Three years. I only have to do this three years and I can have mom’s entire debt paid off and my nest egg for school, whatever that ends up looking like. That’s not too long. I’ve already given two years, what’s three more?

      Then I process what she’s said. “Wait, what’s an NDA? It’s not some weird sex thing, is it?”

      “Non-disclosure agreement. The agency makes you sign one and sometimes clients even have their own that they make us sign, too. Like, we won’t talk about anything or anyone we see in the house. Can’t take photos, can’t talk about their homes outside of work, stuff like that.”

      “Sounds serious,” I admit, wondering what type of clients are on the agency’s roster, to require such discretion. But then I would sign my soul over to the devil himself if I could make all that money in three years. Melody shrugs before stuffing her compact back into her bag.

      “Eh,” she is now finger combing her hair and sliding her feet into her shoes. “The houses are beautiful, I rarely see the owners, and I’ve never had a problem. Just mind your business, clean and get paid!”

      Standing, she smooths her dress and beams at me. “Let’s pack you up!”
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      Within five hours, the few items in the house we had were bagged and curbed, to be picked up by the local shelter. Though I wasn’t sure the needy would even want my mom’s old pots and pans, her couch and TV. But still, I needed the house empty.

      Every possession I owned I packed into the biggest suitcase we had. On top of my limited wardrobe, I added my mother’s photo album of she and I during my childhood and her afghan from the couch before zipping it closed.

      Standing on the walkway between the house and Melody, it feels metaphoric and I say a quiet goodbye and get into her car.

      “This is a good choice,” she says to me, throwing the car into drive as dusk settles in around us.

      “I think so too,” I say, throwing my mom’s old house one last glance before resting my eyes.

      I never thought becoming a maid was the first step to a better life, but life is funny that way, isn’t it?
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      Grabbing the liner from the laundry basket, I lifted it up and cinched it tight before hoisting onto my hip and dropping it down the chute to the basement. Melody was down there unloading our caddies, putting away the various cleaners and unused towels. We had a routine in each house we worked at, an order in which we did things. It made work quicker and more efficient.

      In this house, the house on the hill—as it so appropriately was built atop a very large hill—was my favorite. It was the easiest to clean, too, but that’s not why it was my favorite.

      I loved the design.

      Externally, the entrance at the bottom of the hill was a large, black iron gate with a keypad entry. You couldn’t even see the house until you’d made your way up the winding driveway. Lots of foliage, shades of viridian and various types of trees kept it hidden, but after making it past the second gate, there it stood, unlike anything I’d ever seen before.

      Modern, rectangular shapes sitting seemingly haphazardly on top of one another, the home was nearly all windows, framed in white. Externally, columns of natural toned bricks were the only contrast to the white and it was flat on top, no standard roofline or visible chimney outlet. Inside the house was nearly all walnut wood, whites, and creamy bronzes. Windows and doors invisibly bled into one another, as they were all made of glass and furnishings were modern, with either sharp or completely fluid edges, the two ideas fusing together in a square, tall-backed couch sitting on top of a soft, shape-shifting long-haired rug. All marble floors throughout, the entire home was always perfectly in order. It smelled like fresh paint and new linens, though Melody told me she’d been cleaning it for years and it always smelled and looked exactly the same.

      In totality, the house was, to me, perfect.

      But there was more. Another thing that made it my favorite of the ten houses I worked each week. Though I’d never met, spoke to or even seen the owner, I found myself deeply curious.

      I’d never met the man living in the house on the hill. Still, though, I had grown very curious and extremely interested in him over the last few months.

      I was embarrassed of the fact that I seemed to be developing a crush on a stranger; I didn’t even tell Melody. She was my cousin, closest friend, coworker—pretty much the only person my life. And I hid the crush from her. I don’t really even know why I hid it from her. She was a romantic at heart, she wouldn’t have teased me about it. But still, I just couldn’t.
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      My interest in the man living in the house on the hill all started about two and a half months ago, a little after I’d first started this job. I was emptying the bin in the 3rd floor office and a piece of paper fell stray, the words on it facing up, staring at me.

      I didn’t want to read them, those words written so clearly and perfectly in sharp black ink. But before I could crumple up the paper, my mind had cheated me and I’d absorbed them. I couldn’t stop myself.

      I remember my first vacation

      I remember my first heartbreak

      I remember my first drink

      I don’t remember my first kiss

      I remember everything

      It was a poem, I guessed, and though I didn’t know what it was about or what it was for but something about those few sentences grounded me to that office—right in that spot with the empty bin in one hand, the crumpled paper in the other. From that moment on, I couldn’t help but be drawn to him. And ever since that morning, my body stood on pins and needles when I cleaned that house, both dying to and utterly terrified to meet him.

      The man who wrote the poem. The man who remembers everything, except his first kiss.

      I’d imagined him so many ways. Short and soft with no hair or a big fuzzy man bun, moon faced or crooked toothed, greasy smile, silk jogging suits with gold pinky rings. Any possible way that I imagined him felt wrong. It felt off. And a part of me knew there was a very real possibility that I’d never know who he really was, as Melody told me a few times that in the years she’d been doing her job, there were plenty of homes where she never met the owners, or even saw them. I knew the house on the hill could be one of these.

      Still, I fantasized about the man behind the poem. Even three months later.
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      I was on edge as I pulled the sheets on the bed, tucking them tightly around the edges. He didn’t want us to change the sheets, Melody had said. Honestly, I wasn’t sure he even wanted us to make his bed but since I had to send the towels from the second floor down the chute anyway, I figured I’d check if his room was open and needing any services.

      I’d only ever been in his room once before. Usually, his door was closed and, in our business, a closed door contractually meant “do not enter”. Though we’d all signed non-disclosure agreements, there were still clauses added to the contracts that told us how to determine when a space was off-limits, and that was almost always dictated by a closed door, or something hanging off the doorknob. As I continued to fluff his pillows and make his bed, I remembered back to the first, and only other time, I’d been in that space.

      His door was open, so I relayed the information down to Melody using the house intercom. She’d replied that if it was open, we needed to at least check if the room needed servicing, like a vacuum, or an obvious mess to be cleaned. The green light from her let loose the butterflies in my belly—finally, I get to go into the bedroom of the man who remembers everything but his first kiss. The poem still excited and intrigued me, though I wasn’t sure I completely understood it.

      It was dark with the floor to ceiling walls of glass covered by an ash-colored curtain that seemed to fall straight out of the ceiling. The smell of amber aftershave hung in the air and though I’d still not seen him, my pulse zoomed. That’s what he smells like. My nipples pebbled under my white button up, and I inhaled—deep and slow—trying to commit his scent to memory. Looking around the room, I noticed everything was, as the entire home was usually is, neat and tidy. The bed was made, the closet doors were closed, the bathroom lights all off. My breathing grew heavy despite my racing heart, and suddenly I wondered if he had accidentally left the door open. As curious as I was about him, I did not want to invade his privacy. Nothing in here needed any housecleaning services, he probably left the door open on accident. Instantly I left the room, not wanting to be caught in there by him.

      Whoever he was.

      It was strange because though I didn’t know him at all, but I was aware of him. I supposed he could be a grouchy old troll, for all it concerned, but the idea that he wasn’t a troll kept me going. I needed something to keep me going while trying to repay this insane debt. A silly crush is harmless enough.

      Even if I were to meet him, I’m a maid. His maid.

      He’s clearly a wealthy, mature, intellectual man. He wouldn’t even see me.
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      After making his bed, I dusted the lamp on his night table, lifting the empty whiskey glass to wipe away the ring. Had it been whiskey he was drinking last night? Quickly, I glanced around me to make sure Melody hadn’t come upstairs then, quietly, privately lifted the glass to my nose and inhaled. Faint, but yes, it was whiskey. Probably really expensive stuff, too, because it didn’t smell like alcohol and I knew from my mom that the expensive stuff was smooth. “Virtually tasteless,” she’d say in a titled grin.

      I put the lid back on the laundry bin and held the glass to my chest as I made my way down the two flights of stairs to the kitchen.

      “Mel?” I called for her, but we were nearing the end of our four hours, so she was probably on the second floor, finishing cleaning the home gym—the room she liked to end on. She said it made her motivated to work out after we got off work.

      I stood at the sink, waiting for the water to get hot. It always warmed quicker if I turned it up so I pushed the handle, causing the stream of water to intensify.

      “I remember my first vacation, I remember my first heartbreak, I remember my first drink, I don’t remember my first kiss,” I spoke the words out loud, watching the water in the infinity pool ripple in the calm spring breeze outside as I slid the glass under the stream, letting it fill and run over, repeatedly. “I remember everything.”

      Mulling over his words again, I wonder if they’re about a lost love. Did he have a broken heart? Or was it simply about something else—maybe it was about sex, maybe he’d not been with a woman in years. Maybe he was a recluse who hadn’t left his house and had all these anxieties about returning to normal life. Maybe that was what it was about. Maybe the first kiss was symbolic for life or something.

      I’d thought of this scenario before. I’d thought of many scenarios. But the fact of the matter was simple—I didn’t know much about him other than he liked whiskey before bed and lived alone. And that just wasn’t enough information to decipher a small poem that I probably shouldn’t have read in the first place.

      “I don’t remember my first kiss, I remember everything,” I say it again, getting lost in a daze as the pool rippled, running over its seamless edge.

      “What did you say?”

      A thick, deep voice surrounded me, making me spin. The wet glass came with me and slipped through my fingers. Before I could really look at him, my eyes followed the crash of the glass shattering on the marble between us.

      It’s only broken glass between us but it feels metaphoric.

      “I’m so sorry!” I gasped.

      I dropped to my knees and began collecting pieces of shattered glass into my apron, apologizing on loop, my skin bright red from my blazing humiliation. I wanted to look at him, to see the man I’d been blindly fantasizing about for months. But I wouldn’t let myself look until the glass was picked up. I broke a glass! It probably cost more than everything I own! Mortification filled me as I scooped the shards off the tile, two large hands with thick knuckles suddenly in front of mine.

      “I’m sorry I startled you.”

      His voice sent a vibration through my body and into my thighs. Discreetly as possible, I took a quick deep breath and followed the bend of his wrist up his arm, traced his shoulder and found his face.

      This is him. The man who writes about poems about life and changes his own sheets and drinks whiskey before bed. And lives in this insanely cool mansion.

      I didn’t know I was holding a piece of glass so tightly that the palm of my hand was split down the center, blood swimming down my forearm.

      And he didn’t notice right away, either.
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      I was speechless as I devoured every inch of him.

      Neatly trimmed beard, sandy colored hair with some white peppered throughout, his eyes were a fusion of chocolate and amber, made more intense by his coffee-colored brow line glasses. Glasses, one of the scenarios I’d not considered. The way his shirt stretched across his shoulders and chest; I could tell that he took care of himself. My heart raced and I felt a hard lump in my throat as I tried to simultaneously swallow it down and apologize for the glass, again, for the fifth time. I found it hard to make my voice loud. I found it hard to breathe. My legs suddenly felt like butter on a hot pan and I’m very certain there was a stirring under those hideous khaki work shorts I was wearing.

      “Oh, oh my God,” his eyes stole away from mine for the first time in what seemed like a century but must’ve been more like a few seconds.

      “You’re cut,” he said, wrapping both of his hands around mine, putting his finger and thumb around my wrist, his other palm flat against the cut. We stood and he guided me back to the sink, where I flicked on the water with my other hand. He held me under the slow, stream, us both silently watching the water turn pink against the cream porcelain. I couldn’t feel the gash; I could only feel the way he delicately held me under the water, his skin warm against mine.

      Finally, I looked up at him. I’d gone too long without seeing him now that I’d laid eyes on him. God, he was so freaking handsome. Tall, too, and not just compared to me because I’m only “half past five” as my grandpa used to say. No, he was actually tall, probably over six feet if I had to guess. And the way his hair had body but was so neatly combed back, maturity poking through in shades of silver and white. His smile was neat and controlled, almost like he was holding something back, looking down at me over the sink in his kitchen.

      “I’m very sorry about your glass,” my voice was too quiet so I cleared my throat. His eyes swayed slowly between mine, as if he were studying me for the truth.

      “I really am,” I continued, unsure what else to say. Then I realized, he’d asked me what I’d said. My eyes went wide. I tried as hard as I could to control my reaction, so he wouldn’t see that I remembered what got us here—I’d been caught.

      I looked up at him again and his face had gone stoic, straight brow and even keel eyes. He held his jaw tight, mouth forced closed, chin up, shoulders back. He was so sexy but while I shifted uneasily on my feet, it occurred to me that he seemed…. angry. And that everything I’d dreamt about him in my mind was one-sided, false. I’d been the one romanticizing him, the one who’d read something I wasn’t supposed to, the one who’d broke the glass. He was just trying to figure out why’d I’d read it, nothing more. His amber and teakwood scent had made me heady, temporarily delusional.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, turning off the water and reaching for the towels, where I grabbed one and immediately wrapped it tightly around my hand, tucking the free end under perfectly.

      “Please don’t get me fired. If you don’t want me here anymore, I’d understand, but please, I need this job.” I was ashamed that it came out as a whisper, but I was so embarrassed that I’d allowed myself to build this fantasy then project it onto him just because he was what, extremely fucking good looking? He’d written a poem that was no business of mine? He was extremely fucking good looking? Wait, I mentioned that. I needed to get the hell out of there, before I made things worse.

      “You tied that really well,” he spoke again, his tone husky and unemotional. Nodding to my hand, he crouched down, throwing his necktie over his shoulder, and scooped the last of the glass into a dust pan that I’d been using earlier.

      “I’m a pro at tourniquets,” I said quietly, grabbing the other hand broom from the counter, kneeling down next to him.

      “Yeah? Are you in school to be a nurse?” his eyes were on mine as he swept, unhurriedly.

      I smiled. I wished I was in school to be anything, even if it was a nurse and not a baker.

      “No, my mom was a drunk and I wasn’t old enough to drive so I learned how to tie tourniquets and apply butterfly bandages and make compresses. A lot.” I could feel the embarrassment take its hold of me, my cheeks going red and my chest getting flush, too. Why did I just tell him that? Though I’d yearned to be around this man for months, I was overwhelmed with the urge to go. Go before I embarrass myself further and lose my job.

      You need this job so you can pay off that debt, Britta. Quit playing around!

      I hopped to my feet and grabbed the remaining items from the counter and held them to my chest, stepping behind him towards the butler’s pantry, which was where he kept our supplies.

      “I will pay you for the glass and the towel. Tell the agency how much and they’ll take it out of my check. Again, I’m really, really sorry that I broke that glass. Thank you for helping me clean it up and letting me use this,” I held up my wrapped hand and, seeing the blood was soaking through, I put it back down to my side immediately. “Okay I think I should go. Again, I am so, so sorry,” and I rushed out of the kitchen, through the back pantry, into the service driveway. I was in the passenger side of Mel’s car quicker than I’d done anything in my life.

      “You gonna help with these?” she shouted through the window; a step ladder tucked under one arm, an adjustable cob web sweeper under the other. She had just come out of the house and was loading the trunk with the stuff we brought. I usually helped.

      I shook my head no as fast as I could, making my eyes wide, I leered at her with my head tilted. She turned and looked back at the door, where Mr. House on Top of the Hill was now standing, watching us. My heart raced, my thighs instinctively drew tightly closed and thank God Melody wasn’t in the car yet because I swear, I made a little noise seeing him again. A cross between a heated moan and an exhale, it was just between the car and I, how bad I wanted this silver fox. He was better looking, more handsome, taller, sexier—he was more than I’d ever imagined.

      Melody put her hand up to acknowledge him and he waved to her, too. Then she slammed the trunk shut, jumped into the car and started backing out.

      “What did he do to you? Did he do something to you?” she nearly shouted through clenched teeth, a fake smile still on her face as she began driving to the road that would take us down the hill, away from him.

      As soon as we made it around the corner, I sighed and cradled my face with my hands.

      “Did he? Oh my god, if he did, we will call the police!” Melody was screaming now that we were out of eye line of the house and I immediately stopped her.

      “No, no! no! no!” I repeated. “Okay, first of all, I need stitches so please take me to the hospital, and then second of all,” I took a moment to catch my breath, Melody waiting silently. “Don’t judge me, okay?” I held up the bloodied-kitchen towel-wrapped hand for sympathy and she nodded, glancing between me and the road, her eyes wide.

      “Jesus, Britta, I can’t keep looking at that hand! It’s making me dizzy. Tell the story already,” she said, taking one last glance, her skin going pale.

      “Okay, when I first started this job with you, when I was cleaning the office here at the house,” I nodded over my shoulder to where the house was behind us now. “There was a piece of paper on the ground, near the bin, and it was face up. A little poem or something was written on it. And I didn’t want to read it, but it’s like, impossible to have your brain not just automatically read a couple of sentences. I mean, I knew I shouldn’t have read it and I didn’t want to be nosey. But I read it.”

      Her eyebrows dipped between her eyes and she shook her head, slowly, her mouth moving silently.

      “What did it say?” she looks to me quickly twice, panic rising up her throat. “Oh my god did you read some weird thing he wrote after he murdered someone?” Though we were alone, she whispered those last few words.

      “What?! No! Why do you think he molested me or murdered someone?!” I don’t know why, but suddenly I’m defensive about Mr. House on Top of the Hill.

      “Because you’re being really weird and your hand is all bloody,” she said, and when she spoke it so plainly, it actually seemed fairly reasonable.

      “Okay,” I took a breath, “I can see where that makes sense. But no. No, okay back to the paper,” I said, taking another deep breath, holding my hand tight between my knees. “I remember my first vacation, I remember my first heartbreak, I remember my first drink, I don’t remember my first kiss, I remember everything,” and I went silent, and so did Melody. We stayed quiet for a few minutes and just when I wondered if she’d followed the story, she spoke.

      “Okay,” she was pensive and spoke slowly. “Now what does that have to do with whatever happened today?”

      “I made his bed and got his whiskey glass off the nightstand. Then when I was washing it in the kitchen, I said aloud ‘I remember everything’ and I guess he’d come in through the back and was standing behind me. And he heard me. And, and he said something like, what did you say, and then I freaked out and dropped the glass.” I took another deep breath. “Then I begged for him to not fire me because I need the job. And somehow, I also told him my mom was an alcoholic.” I shook my head profusely before letting it fall against the head rest, forcing my eyes to shut. I was too humiliated to even look at the world.

      “I’m so embarrassed. He’s, he’s going to think I’m some crazy girl that reads his papers or, or, oh I don’t know. But I’m so going to get fired for this!” I cried, and knowing it was my fault only made me feel worse.

      Melody snorted. “You’re not going to get fired. He’s probably going to avoid us forever now, but you won’t get fired. Consider it a lesson learned.” She was shaking her head, a small smile at her lips. I’d wondered then, had Melody ever had any inappropriate interactions with any of the clients in the past? But still, whatever the reason, her certainty that I wouldn’t be fired reassured me.

      “It’s interesting, though, what you read. Think he’s a writer?” she wondered aloud, and I knew that she’d see the romanticism of the poem after my poor choice had been properly scorned. In this case, the gashed-up hand was working well to do that for her.

      “I don’t know,” I said, not admitting the part where I had a mental list of possible jobs for my previously faceless, dream man.

      “Can I tell you the bad part now?” I cringed that I was about to come clean, but I also hated that I’d felt strange lately because I hadn’t told her. She was like my sister. And crushes were always better when someone else knew. That’s a fact.

      “Hit me with the bad part,” she said, pulling off the freeway, the hospital coming into eye sight.

      “Ever since I read that poem, I’ve been fantasizing about him. And today I finally saw him. I mean, obviously.”

      Silence fell between us because she was a woman with eyes and therefore she knew what I finally saw him meant. He’s utterly, totally, dangerously handsome, and to have already been wanting him before I saw him? She knew I was sunk.

      She found a spot and put the car in park, exhaling, sending a worry up my core.

      “Britta, these people are like, billionaires,” her voice was quiet, to let me down gently, as if I didn’t already know this man was completely out of my league. But still, she was right, and it was the reminder I needed.

      “I know,” I said, facing forward, looking at the red pillar directly in front of me with the word Emergency running vertically down the side of it.

      “Okay, I won’t mention it again. Thank you for the ride,” I said, leaning forward, kissing her cheek. “I’ll pop by after they stitch me up so you know I’m okay. And please, don’t mention this stuff again, okay? I’m seriously mortified that I even had a thought,” I shook my head and grimaced, and she smiled softly, knowingly before saying her goodbyes and driving off.

      She was right. I’m a twenty-year-old maid living in a studio apartment that smells like won tons, with nearly $250,000 in debt, no skills and no family, besides my cousin. What was I thinking?
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      For the past three months, there’s been this smell all around my house. I’m not a guy who knows the notes in his cologne, so I sure as shit don’t know exactly what I’m smelling. But it reminds me of cake and body heat, something faint enough as to not overwhelm me but so indistinct that it drives me crazy, wreaking havoc on my cock. When I catch the scent, I want more, I turn around, and I’m unable to find it again. It’s fucking aggravating as hell and I have no idea where it is coming from and why it just started three months ago. No one comes over to my house. The last person to come to the house that wasn’t part of my service staff was my ex-girlfriend, if you could call her that, and that was over four months ago.

      This morning I woke up a few minutes late, I hit snooze too many times. I was going to be slightly behind schedule today, and it was my fault, which made me even more irritated when I finally got out of bed. Then as soon as I dried off after my shower, I smelled that fucking smell again. That one that makes my cock stiff and my chest tight. It was kind of starting to piss me off a little, having something so intoxicating be invisible and impossible to trace. I knew I was going to be an extra special slice of asshole today, and as I got dressed, I tried to take deep breaths to relax.

      I nodded and smiled my way through an entirely awful investors meeting that I attended only because I made a promise to a friend. It was a complete waste of time. And to make matters worse? There was a massive pothole in their parking garage and I ruined my shoe. Instead of my normal lunch meeting with my partner, I went home, not wanting to walk around in a wet shoe and sock a single moment longer.

      It’d been a long time since I’d been at my house in the middle of the day on a Tuesday. Because I’m a fucking grown man with a job. But I was already grouchy and it would be a cold day in hell before I sat in a wet shoe through a work lunch. We didn’t have a lot of new stuff on our plates right now, since most of our work provided plenty of residual income.

      I parked in the service driveway, next to a little shitty silver car who belonged to someone who worked for me, though I couldn’t be sure exactly who. I think I’d seen it once or twice over the last few years, but I couldn’t remember. I trusted all the services I used to hire people to take care of my place, so I never felt the need to worry or question anyone at my home for anything. I trusted the processes.

      Walking in through the back door of the butler’s pantry, which was directly off the kitchen, I could hear the sink was running. Fuck, I’d hoped the maids that were here today would not be downstairs, so I’d be spared the small talk. I hated to sound like a prick, and it wasn’t the fact that they were service people. It was just small talk in general. It was so painful and such a waste. I kicked off my shoes and socks, dropping the socks in the washer, setting the shoes onto the drying rack. Walking through the pantry, I came into the kitchen just as a gentle voice crept out in front of me, my head turning to see the back of her as she spoke out some familiar words: “I don’t remember my first kiss. I remember everything.”

      My mind fogged. Those simple words sent a thrill tearing through my stomach. I couldn’t stop myself.

      “What did you say?”

      She turned and my god, she was fucking beautiful. Her skin was so soft it looked like it was angelic, and I could see the faintest of freckles melting into her, everywhere. Green eyes, bright and expressive as she dropped to her knees, trying desperately to salvage the glass she’d accidentally broken. I didn’t care about the glass. I wanted to see the way her eyes looked through those full lashes, I wanted to pull that long braid over her shoulder, wrap it around my knuckles before freeing it, letting the mane of honey colored hair flood her face. Her chest heaved nervously as she apologized, and I couldn’t help but notice her generous breasts, nipples piercing through the white collared work shirt. I watched her lips move and noticed the exquisite shade of pink they took on, like the dahlias my mother grew in our garden when I was a child. Her beauty stopped me, it stopped time in my kitchen, I swear it did.

      Then, before I could say anything else, I saw the blood running down her arm. Her hand was cut, and I took her to the sink. She was talking, doesn’t want to lose her job, mom was an alcoholic. I was trying to focus. I wanted to listen but my cock was so hard, my stiff flesh pressing up against my zipper in heated agony.

      Fuck, usually I had better control. Why was I so hard? Standing this close, I realized, she was the smell I’d been smelling, it was her. It was her shampoo or her lotion, something, but it was her. Sweet like cake. My cock twitched, threatening still against my zipper, so I squatted down and began to clean up the rest of the shattered glass.

      She was so fucking beautiful. Made by God just to torture men, make them drool and pant.

      The kind of pure beauty that definitely has a boyfriend. Definitely wants nothing to do with the lonely forty-something man who sneaks up on his workers.

      But this fucking fox, this vixen. She’s so plainly gorgeous and yet she moves so self-consciously, as if she hasn’t the slightest clue. Even with her cut hand I want to hold her against the fridge and slant my mouth over hers, pin her with my hips and feel the smooth curves of her perky young tits under my palms.

      Stand down, old man, I told myself.

      Even though I didn’t feel old and I certainly didn’t look old, as I’d never had a problem with meeting women of any age, I was still nearing fifty and the years for me to fuck a twenty something were probably all long behind me.

      But as she nearly ran out of my house and flew out of the driveway with the other girl, I knew I didn’t just want to fuck her. I wanted to know her. Something about her pure loveliness and real disposition had me deeply interested. I hadn’t been interested in anyone in… years.

      See, it was never meeting the women that was the hard part. It was the staying interested in them that never quite panned out for me.

      After less than five minutes around this fucking creature, I was hooked. I needed more. Even though I knew she was way too young, I couldn’t help myself.
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      I wanted to know more about this girl, immediately. When you’re wealthy, you don’t have for phone calls, or wait in lines and your table is always ready. I sure as shit wasn’t about to wait another week to see this girl again. As it was, I had meetings scheduled for next Tuesday, the day the maids come, so then I’d be playing hooky just to talk to her. Weighing out the options, it seemed more reasonable to call the agency and get her information, if they’d even give it to me, than to cancel a full day of work and wait around my house, hoping the fucking maid shows up.

      It’d been a few years since I’d signed the paperwork with the agency I was currently using, which supplied me with housecleaners, gardeners, lawn care and personal home management. I didn’t even know for sure who to call to get her information. And I did realize there was a good chance they wouldn’t give it to me. After all, to them I was just a dirty old man who liked the looks of a sweet young maid. I wouldn’t want them to give me the number, either.

      Ed, the head gardener, walked past the side of the house, a potted pygmy palm in one hand. They all were contracted through the same agency, and though I didn’t make a point to regularly discuss things with Ed, I knew this was my first and best shot.

      I made my way out of the slider, startling him as it slammed back against the inside track. Taking a breath, I dragged a hand through my hair and then smoothed it down my face, pulling my glasses off and tucking them into the breast pocket of my suit jacket.

      “Ed,” I nodded, outstretching my hand to his. I clearly didn’t do this enough, because when he looked at my hand, he looked behind him, as if there was probably another, more important Ed standing there, one I’d actually want to talk to. Jesus, I really am an asshole.

      “Sir?” his tone was unsteady and questioning and he slipped his worn, soil-coated hand into mine. His shake was strong, though, and I respected that. Everyone hates the man who puts their hand in yours and lets it go limp like a wet noodle.

      “Do you happen to know the name of the um, housecleaners who work here, through your agency?”

      As I asked, I realized I had no idea how much or little interaction these workers had with one another. Just because they all work for you doesn’t mean they all get together and hang out, you jackass, I scolded myself.

      I’d never second-guessed anything about myself, not really. But this girl, trying to find out who she was, it had me behaving in a way I didn’t recognize. I liked having someone kick me into gear. It made me feel young, it made me… feel. Period.

      He surprised me, pulling his hand from mine then reaching back for his wallet, rummaging through to find a single sticky-note, blue, folded in half.

      “I know them both,” he smiled, pleased with himself and somewhat relieved that he was able to answer my question.

      “Here,” he outstretched the blue note to me and I unfolded it, reading the handwriting scrawled across.

      Britta 127 S. First Street, Apt 2B

      “She’s the new one,” he added, referring to the girl from the kitchen. “Other one is her cousin. Got her the job.”

      The other one. That must’ve been the dark-haired girl that drove the silver car. I’d recalled seeing her maybe once before, when Mavis was still around.

      “What happened to Mavis?” I wondered aloud, trying to think of when the staffing changed.

      “She moved abroad. That’s all we know. Three months ago,” he shrugged, clearly not interested in Mavis at all. Neither was I. All I wanted to know was how long Britta had been in my house, under my nose, without my knowing.

      “Three months ago, is that when Britta started?” I asked, following the delicate lines of her cursive, rereading her name for the fifth time. Britta.

      “Yes, sir,” he said, crouching to set the potted palm in the soil near the pool. “Britta tutors my son. First day I met her here at your place, she introduced herself. I told her about my kids, that I had a high school aged son who was struggling with his school work. She offered to tutor him for free. That’s why I have her address. I take him to her place twice a week, usually. I try and fix things while I’m there, as a way of repaying her, but sometimes she won’t even let me do that.”

      She tutors a high school kid for free.  It surprises me that she does this. Your early twenties are the most selfish time of your life, everyone knows that. And here she is giving up two evenings a week to help a family she just met.

      “She’s a good girl,” Ed added, rising from his kneepad on the concrete, dusting his gloves off.

      He knew so much about her. He’d been to her place. Unexpected jealousy climbs my neck and I clench my jaw, force a little smile.

      “Is this downtown?” I held up the note with her name and address and Ed looked at me once, quickly but not so fast that I didn’t see the hesitation in his eyes, then nodded. He no doubt thinks I’m a creepy rich guy who wants to pay to have some maid fantasy-fulfilled.

      “Yes, sir. You need to me to take something to her? I’m going tomorrow.” Now he seems protective, as if he doesn’t want me going to her place. Normally, this would greatly annoy me. But Ed worked for a few other assholes like me, how was he supposed to know I wasn’t like them? For all he knew, I was just like Ted Nolan down the road, whom Ed worked for as well. Ted “I’ll stick it in anything with a pulse and I don’t care who knows” Nolan, as I like to call him. In a way, it pleased me that Ed was protective of Britta. That she had someone looking out for her. I made a mental note to give Ed a big Christmas bonus.

      “No, that’s okay Ed. May I keep this?” I asked, and before he could respond, I’d slipped the paper in my pocket. He’d been taking his son to her place twice a week for three months, surely, he remembered how to get there.

      “Thanks, Ed. And, good work,” I added, though it felt disingenuous, even though it wasn’t. The timing was perhaps poor but I did truly appreciate and respect the work that they did for me.

      In my Britta-induced haze, I drifted up to the third floor, went into my office and locked the door behind me. I don’t know why I locked it. No one was in the house for the rest of the day, but it was a habit that stuck with me. My last ‘girlfriend’ was fucking nosey and I hated it, so I locked doors. That was four months ago and I was still doing it. Habitually locking people out, I guess.

      I sat at my desk, emails flooding my screen with work I wasn't in the mood to do. All I'd done my whole life was work. I didn't have a spouse and kids to fill my spare time, so instead, I filled my spare time with more work. Well, and, writing. Or trying to write.

      I didn't claim to be a writer but writing was what I'd wanted to do when I was in college. My dad was in finance, smart with money and steered me into investing. He told me investing made "big money" and money made a life, not "writing how you feel in hopes that people understand". I'd taken his advice, though looking back I realized I had never really made a choice on my own, rather, I accepted the choices that were presented to me. With my father, it was unspoken but clear: get a job in investing or I won't pay for school.

      My Dad had been gone for many years and I’d like to think I made him proud while he was here. Though he wasn't pleased that I never remarried, the copious amounts of money I made did please him. Wealth, to him, meant guaranteed happiness. Maybe it was the old way of living, and maybe that's what success actually looked like in the 70s. But I had been wealthy for many years and I'd grown more and more unhappy with each passing year.

      It was okay, I knew, to occasionally be lonely. That was part of life. But it was how normal it felt now, to be so profoundly alone that my entire being ached, feeling hollow and devoid—that was what scared me. That I'd grown accustomed to my loneliness and had simply accepted it.

      A house full of people and I was still alone.

      A warm body in bed next to me and I was still alone.

      The back nine of a beautiful golf course with executives and I was still alone.

      The rush I’d gotten from seeing Britta, how the warmth of her soul radiated when I stood next to her in the kitchen, those brief, fleeting moments—it all made me think of my Dad, and his advice that investing and money would create happiness. As I had grown more and more comfortable with the overwhelming feeling of loneliness, I realized how wrong he was. And how uncomfortable I was with being so complacent in my current life.
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      Closing my computer, I made my way downstairs, grabbed my wallet and keys and slipped on some socks and shoes from the mudroom. As soon as I was in my car, her address filled the screen and I started driving.

      I hadn't been downtown in ages. Last time I was downtown it was so fucking overrun with drug users and pan handlers that I opted out of being an angel investor in a struggling t-shirt printing company. The location was cheap but the number of vagrants and crime in the area deterred me. I couldn't imagine Britta—the thoughtful young woman from the kitchen who recited my words like poetic gold—living fucking downtown. I didn't want to imagine it, either.

      After an aggravating drive on the freeway, I found myself navigating the downtown streets, hunting for South First. My car alerted me I'd arrived at my destination but once I sidled up to the curb and peered up out of the passenger side window, I'd wondered if Ed had given me the wrong information. But, no, surely, he knew where she lived if he went there twice a week? And then, just as I was about to pull away, I spotted a small rectangle sitting on top of the Chinese restaurant sign. Apartments above. It was painted in red on a piece of wood, and it was so subtle I was sure that no one would see it if they were just walking by. That reassured me somewhat, hoping that none of the vagrants from the street ever wandered up to her apartment.

      Making my way through the outdoor seating, past the restaurant entrance, I gave a nod of acknowledgement to a kid taking a drag of a cigarette at the bottom of the stairs.

      "You sure you're in the right place, my man?" he asked, exhaling a cloud of sweet-smelling nicotine towards me. Greasy unkempt dark hair with clean shaven face, he pulled a breath of smoke from the cigarette again. He wore a white tank top which fit his torso like a glove and he had sweat shorts and high tops on and as he gripped the railing to the stairs, I wondered if this was Britta's boyfriend. My fists curled at my sides, thinking those rough, cigarette smoking hands got to cradle her soft face and kiss her sweet lips.

      "I am," I said, walking up the stairs past him. I didn't turn back to see, but I heard him follow me up. Once I found her apartment door, one of the only three on the second floor, I turned to face him. He tossed the cigarette down to the ground and stepped on it, blowing one final exhale of smoke into my face.

      "Who you looking for?" he asked, narrowing his eyes on me. He was trying to intimidate me, I think, but he was short and therefore had to look up at me, which was more childlike than intimidating.

      "Britta," I said, wondering if I should be sharing her name with him, in case he was a stranger.

      "Oh, no shit?" he smirked, pulling a stray cigarette out from behind his ear, resting it between his lips.

      "You know her?" I asked, watching him pull a Bic lighter from his pocket and light his smoke.

      "That's my girl’s cousin. But Britta ain't home. Sliced her hand open at work or some shit. She's getting stitched up," he said, this time turning his head to exhale the smoke. A sign of respect, perhaps. I didn't care to decipher. Britta wasn't here and her hand was worse off than I thought.

      "What hospital?" I asked, my tone stressed.

      "I don't know. Give me twenty bucks and I'll find out."

      He smirked, a strand of oily hair falling over his dark eyes. Something told me this is how he made his money, swindling and hassling people. Immediately, I pulled a crisp bill from my wallet. I don't care about twenty dollars, or how this individual makes money. I just want to see Britta.

      "Aight, let's find out," he said, climbing the next set of stairs, pushing open the first door we came to, which was directly above Britta's. He popped his head in and shouted "Mel!" to which a female voice bounced back, irritated and sharp, immediately.

      "If you want to talk to me Donny, come inside but do not fucking shout at me from the door!" the voice shouted back, and the irony was not lost on me.

      He turned to face me, giving me an indifferent shrug, then dropped the cigarette to the concrete, stepping on it.

      "Hold up," he said, wandering into the apartment, leaving the door open. Glancing inside, I saw him wrap his hands around the waist of a girl with dark hair, her hands against his chest, shoving him away. She looked at me over Donny's shoulder and instantly, I recognized her. The girl with the little silver car. Shoving Donny off her, she made her way to the door, her eyes narrowed on me. I was learning that everyone that worked for me possibly found me to be sketchy and creepy. Interesting.

      "What are you doing here?" she asked, her tone clipped, annoyed.

      "I'm looking for Britta. Donny here has told me that she's getting stitches and it's my fault that she's hurt her hand. I startled her while she was cleaning my home. I'd just like to know what hospital she's at so I can take care of the cost," I said, watching her process me carefully. I didn't know if she distrusted me, I'd never really even met her, but she clearly wasn't happy that I was trying to find Britta.

      "You shouldn't know where she lives, you know?" she said, leaning against the doorframe. "It's not really fair. We gotta sign NDA's for all you guys but then you can just show up, know our names and how we live and track us down. Doesn't seem right."

      "You know where I live," I said to her, unsure of what her real point was. I could see in her eyes she was concerned, though I don't think it had anything to do with me knowing where she lived. “Like I said, I feel bad about the incident at work, and just want to cover the cost.”

      "Listen, dude, I don't even know what your name is or what your whole deal is but—Britta is twenty years old and she's already been through a shit load of stuff and I know how guys like you operate."

      "Maybe he likes her, Mel," Donny called from behind, sticking the partially smoked cigarette back behind his ear. Ah, we were in this together now apparently. "He gave me twenty bucks to tell him what hospital she's at. Seems like he really likes her." Twenty bucks meant to them that I liked her. I sighed.

      The girl flipped around, a vein bulging from her neck. "What! I fucking work for this guy, Donny! You want me to lose my job? Lord knows you certainly aren't gonna pay the bills! Or your own debt!" she looked back at me with an anger so intense I felt my head jerk back from her stare, then she redirected her wrath back to Donny. “And twenty bucks is nothing to guys like this. Trust me.” She turned to face me and, as much as I knew it pained her, she apologized to me. She wasn’t sorry, but she wanted her job and she thought she was protecting her cousin. I understand all that.

      “Look, I’m sorry if I was too direct with you. And, Donny,” she shouted over her shoulder, the greasy-haired guy standing up to her call. “Give him his money back,” she bossed, chin raised.

      “No,” I said, “it’s fine. And you’re right. I probably shouldn’t have come here. I just wanted to make sure she was okay,” I said, not even knowing if it was the truth or not. I did want to make sure she was okay but what did I think was going to happen? She’d be on her stoop, waiting for my old ass to come and rescue her? She had an apartment. A life. She had said she needed to keep the job. All I was doing was muddling the waters for her. Her cousin was right.

      “Listen, I do want to pay the hospital bill. That was my fault. Will you at least give her this and have her call me?” I pulled my wallet out and handed her a business card.

      She looked down at the card for a few seconds then looked back up at me.

      “Investor huh,” she tilted her head and looked me up and down.

      “Not what you were expecting?” I asked. “What’s your name?”

      “Melody,” she said, leaning her shoulder against the doorframe, her eyes still focused on me, tightening in. Of the few impressions I’d already given her, I could see she wasn’t impressed. And if this was Britta’s cousin, it stood to reason that I should probably get her on my good side.

      “Not what you expected?” I asked again.

      Leaning in, clearly not wanting Donny to be part of the conversation anymore, she whispered, “we thought maybe you were a writer.”

      “What made you think that?” I asked, fully aware that Britta had read at least one thing I’d written. She ran away so quickly I didn’t get to talk to her about it. Why was she repeating it? I’d written that months ago and I didn’t even know I kept it. I didn’t know where she saw it but somehow, she made it sound eloquent and I wondered what it meant, to her.

      “You seem smart Brooks. I’m sure you can figure it out,” her tone was cool, nearly clipped, as if I’d worn out my welcome and she wanted me to go. I took the hint and thanked her for her help and again, asked her to pass my card to Britta. Though with her skepticism of me, I wondered if Britta would ever even know I came by.
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        * * *

      

      As I drove back to my house, I thought about that scent that had driven me crazy for the last three months. It had been her, all along, and for some reason, it sent a jolt of heat through my veins. Poetic, I thought. But it was highly unlikely that a beautiful young girl like her would want anything to do with a man of my age. Big house and money aside, Britta didn’t strike me as a creature who went looking for a sugar daddy.

      Pulling into my garage, I thought of all the questions I’d wished I’d asked Melody about her cousin, but then I was glad I didn’t. No, I wanted to learn about her first-hand, face-to-face, preferably not holding broken glass or while she was working in my house. This whole day had felt off, but for once, I wasn’t overrun with loneliness. Something about chasing Britta had me more excited than ever.

      I’d already accepted that she wouldn’t be interested in me. Or she could be a Donny-type and be falsely interested in hopes of getting something from me. Or worse, she could end up feeling like the last handful of women had felt… good at first but then, for some reason, leaving me feeling cold and disconnected. And all of this could lead to a toppling tower of disappointment.

      I knew it would be stupid to pursue her, but when I closed my eyes and thought about her intoxicating scent, it was as if I didn’t have a choice.
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      By the time I got out of the hospital, it was nearing midnight and all I had to show for the time lost was another $1,246.90 added to my debt. Well, that and six stitches. Even though Melody was probably asleep, I’d promised to pop my head in after I got home so, though my legs felt dead after the first flight of stairs, I made my way to the third floor and knocked gently against the dilapidated apartment door. 

      Donny was almost always awake, or so it seemed, and when I heard footsteps coming to the door, I prepared myself for it to be him. 

      Melody, dressed in a tank top and pajama shorts, pulled open the door, her dark hair in a tangled heap on one side of her head, eye makeup smeared to her temple. 

      “Hey, sorry if I’m interrupting anything,” I said coyly, winking, but she immediately yawned and I knew I’d woken her up from the couch, not from a round of sex with Donny. 

      “There’s nothing to interrupt these days girl,” she yawned again, this time pulling the door in for me to come inside. 

      “I’m exhausted, Mel, I just wanted to tell you I’m okay. I’m broker now than when I started the day, but I’m okay. Just going to head downstairs and heat up a cup of noodles then go to bed,” and as I said it, I wondered if I could even keep my eyes open long enough to eat the three-minute cup of salt.

      “Can you work like that?” she nodded to my hand, yawning again, Donny snoring from inside the apartment.

      “Yeah, the hospital gave me these extra bandages and a glove, so I can still work,” I held up the brown paper bag of supplies that the nurse had given me. I didn’t know if she was supposed to give me all that, but I had emotionally dumped on her in a big way. Poor lady was just trying to do her job.
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        * * *

      

      “How’d you manage a gash right in the center of your hand sweetheart? Usually these don’t run in the middle of your palm like that,” the kind nurse said, peering down at my wound while pulling open a sealed medical package of something. I turned my head away, having seen enough blood for the day.

      “I broke a glass then I held a broken shard, very tightly, accidentally,” I said, relieving the thrill that rippled through me when I let myself lay eyes on him. I never knew brow-line glasses could be a turn on but I didn’t know poetry, the smell of amber cologne and the sight of a house could turn me on, either, but they did.

      The nurse paused, hovering over my hand. “Now, tell me dear, how does one hold a piece of broken glass both tightly and accidentally?”

      She returned to my wound with a cold piece of cotton, or so it felt. I still couldn’t look.

      I sighed. “Well, I’m a maid. For very wealthy people. And I’ve been working in this house for a couple of months,” I said, kicking off my shoes as she continued to blot away the moisture from my palm. “Wait, how long is this going to take?” I glanced back at her and she titled her head a few times, sizing up my wound.

      “Five or six stitches, bandages, I’d say we have at least ten minutes.”

      “Okay, so my mom was an alcoholic her whole life. Shitty mom, but she tried, she just, you know, couldn’t get it together. Anyway, liver and kidney failure for a couple years, she passed away three months ago. I was taking care of her on my own. Drained my college savings on everything that insurance didn’t cover. Then once she passed, I was left with her debt. And I mean, you’re a nurse, you know. Dying isn’t cheap.”  We both paused for a moment as she gave me an empathetic glance before I continued. “I moved here because my cousin is a maid for this agency that just services fancy schmancy rich people.” I leaned over to her, and added, “I had to sign an NDA about the people’s houses I clean.” Her lips curved down in interest as she nodded for me to continue. “Okay so I was cleaning the office at this one house. You should see this house. It’s so beautiful. Every week when we get past the gate and the house comes into view, I swear I get excited. Tingly. It’s, it’s breathtaking, seriously.”

      “I bet,” she added, “little sting here in three, two, one,” she warned before putting the anesthetic in my palm.

      “I came across this crumpled piece of paper on the floor. Like he’d missed the bin. And I didn’t want to read it but it was like, just a few sentences and the paper was face up.”

      “Your brain just reads things when they’re short like that,” she said, pulling a stitch through my hand. I couldn’t feel it, but I knew that’s what she was doing. I’d seen my mom get stitches plenty of times. The stitches come after the little sting, always.

      “Exactly!” I said, “that’s what I told my cousin. Anyway, it was just a short poem, I think, But… it hit me, you know?”

      “What did it say?” she asked.

      Nervously, I recited his poem to her, staring her down, trying to capture her first reaction. She paused, her hands hovering over mine, her eyes straight forward to the wall.

      “Mmm,” she said, before getting back to work on me. “A lonely soul. I see how that’d get your interest going. Especially if you’d never met him.”

      “Exactly! Geez, you get me. That’s exactly it. I’d never met him, seen him, heard him, nothing. Then I read this, whatever this is, and I’m in this beautiful house and, I don’t know.”

      “It did a number on you, did it? Wait—if you read that three months ago, catch me up to how you cut your hand.”

      “Well, I was washing his whiskey glass in the kitchen today and he came home from work early for some reason. He’s never done that. Even my cousin who’s worked there for four years has only seen him once before. Anyway, I was washing the glass at the sink and I was thinking about those words. And I said them out loud, you know, like talking to myself.”

      She gasped and looked up at me with wide eyes, fully invested in the story. “And he was behind you! Oh no!” she shrieked, pulling the last stitch through my palm.

      “Yep. And I dropped the glass and I said things and begged him to not fire me and the most important part of this is obviously that he was undeniably the most handsome man I’ve ever seen.” I exhaled, my head throbbing, my hand now tingling with slight discomfort.

      “How old are you, dear?” she asked, not looking up.

      “Twenty.”

      “He lives in that great big old house, drinking whiskey, working all the time. Something tells me he’s not twenty-five years old and a perfect match for you,” she said, pushing her glasses up her nose with the back of her wrist.

      “I don’t know how old he is but yeah, I mean, he’s rich and could have anyone he wants. He doesn’t want the maid who breaks his stuff and gets blood on his floor.” Reaching out, I held the end of the bandage as she began rolling it around my hand, finally pinning it closed. She filled a bag with more supplies and handed it to me.

      “Good luck with the hand. And just because you’re a housecleaner doesn’t mean you aren’t worthy of a great person’s love. You just don’t know who can make you happy yet, dear, you’re still so young. Have fun.” She hugged me and I think I hugged her back too. It felt tight, too long, but it felt so nice to be cared about.

      I knew she was being paid to care about me but still, it felt good to be listened to and hugged.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay,” Melody said, not even glancing at the bag. “But wait here,” she paced to the tiny kitchenette and grabbed a business card from underneath the magnet on the fridge and held it out to me as she walked back to the door. 

      “If you tell me I got fired and this is a lead to a new job I’m going to cry,” I admitted, realizing I couldn’t make this kind of money doing anything else but stripping. Or selling my non-essential organs on the black market, maybe.

      “Brooks,” she said, as she slipped the card into my hand. “That’s the house on the hill guy,” she nodded down to the card and I pulled it up to the light outside her apartment door so I could see it. 

      “How’d you get this?” I said, unable to read the rest of the card in front of me, the outdoor light flickering, leaving the unread portions of the card in darkness. 

      “He came here, looking for you,” she whispered, glancing over her shoulder. I peered over her into the apartment where Donny was passed out in front of the TV on the apartment floor, a small pillow under his head. “I don’t know where he got your address from but he wants to pay for the bill, for your hand.” 

      I wanted to ask what else he said, what he was wearing, the exact verbiage he used and if he asked about me, but judging by the annoyed look on Melody’s face, she wasn’t into it. And on the drive home earlier, she was right. I needed to be realistic, I told myself. Just because he had reached out to pay my bill didn’t mean he was interested in me. Maybe he just felt bad and knew, after I begged for my job, that I was broke. He was just trying to help out a member of his staff.

      That was all.

      In the span of a minute, I’d felt a rush of excitement—he came here? —then, with Melody’s words in the back of my mind, I realized he was just being kind and perhaps even protecting his image. I’d been so lonely and alone for the last few years, taking care of mom, that any attention or kind gestures now felt far more powerful than it should.

      After all, I’m just a freaking maid and he is… wait, who the hell was he?

      I looked down at the card under the single light in my kitchen once I returned to my apartment, eager to devour the information I’d been given.
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      Below that was his email address, a phone number that appeared to be a land line and his cell phone number. For no particular reason I couldn’t put it down, I stared at the card.

      “Brooks,” I said out loud, to see how it sounded. It sounded the same way he looked. Really fucking good.

      He wanted me to have his card and he wanted to pay for my stitches, even though I’d read something of his that I wasn’t supposed to read. I’d breached the trust between an employee and an employer and, to make matters worse, I then broke his glass, bloodied his towel and basically ran out of his house like a scared child. Cringing, I vowed to apologize again, this time without the intensity between us. I could control that, since it was all one-sided. He was a very handsome man but he was most definitely ogled and flirted with by beautiful women much smarter than me all the time.

      I decided then, to keep my job and salvage my dignity, I’d apologize as soon as possible and pay him for the glass I broke, put it all behind me and move on.

      Moving on meant no more thinking about him, which would be significantly harder now that I knew he was an absolutely and utterly delicious fox. But I could do it.

      It should be easy to stop thinking about him, looks or not, because really, I didn’t know him at all. My fingers on my temples, I attempted to rub away the growing lascivious thoughts in my brain. I needed to stop thinking about him.

      It should be easy.

      I’d turn to my hobby, my anxiety-shielding, worry-thwarting, mind and hand occupying hobby of baking.

      After I got paid my first paycheck from cleaning houses, I did something I didn’t usually do. Instead of rushing to the consolidators to make my massive payment or paying my rent straight away, I went to the grocery store. And not just any grocery store—the expensive one with whole and natural foods. The one where everything was organic, premium, new, improved—the one where ladies had dogs in purses and wore patent pumps to buy their milk. I perused the aisles and dreamt of the day where my cupboards would be full of the best ingredients—not what was on sale or dented. And, though I should’ve put every extra cent to my debt, I purchased the biggest, best bag of blanched almond flour that I could find. It wasn’t on sale; it was fancy and it was mine. And then I bought myself fresh hazelnuts from the per-pound nut silos—none of the bagged and salted stuff. After a few other ingredients, I proudly handed over a crisp $100 bill to the cashier and took my ingredients back to my tiny hole in the wall and made, for the first time since my mom died, a fresh batch of perfect French macarons with fresh hazelnut butter filling. The smell that filled the apartment was finally something that brought me happiness and peace.

      I’d wrapped up a couple in some cellophane I’d picked up at the market and taken them with me to make my payment. It was the first time I’d gone to the consolidator in the city—I made my payments back home to a friendly little woman in an older office building that was adjoined to a shady dentist. This was New York City though, and even debt consolidators wore suits and worked out of high-rises. The Uber to the office was the hardest—paying money so that you can go pay more money is a hard pill to swallow when you’re broke. Another jagged pill? Holding a bi-weekly paycheck for $4,000 and knowing that if I didn’t have the debt, I’d easily be building a nest egg for a new, perfect life.

      “Hi,” I greeted the man behind the metal desk, one of six, three on each side of the room. There were no privacy partitions, no white noise—not a lot of discretion is afforded to you when you’re a financial deviant. “I called last week. My account was transferred here by your sister company in Connecticut.” My hands worked on the edges of the envelope, folding them and unfolding them, the most cash I’d ever had at once all in my hands, ready to turn over to a complete stranger.

      “Last name,” he said flatly, his eyes never leaving the old rear-projection computer screen.

      “Moore,” I said, “Britta Moore.” He typed two letters then scrolled, clicked and turned to me. Whistling, he shook his head a few times. “That’s a lot of debt for a young girl like yourself. Tell me sweetheart, you like to play cards or chase the high?” I stared at him for a moment, his thin mustache wiggled on his lip as he smiled, a trickle of irritation making its way into my hands. I gripped the envelope tight.

      “Medical debt. My mom was sick and our insurance fell through.” As if I needed to explain it to him.

      “That’s a shame,” he said, outstretching his hand to me, palm up. “You know the drill. Payment minimum is $200, but the more you pay, the faster you’re done.” As if he needed to say that. I’m sure he could see I’d been making these payments for some time. Taking out my rent in cash, I shoved the bills into my coat pocket and put the envelope in his hand without making contact. He lifted it, thumbing through the bills quickly. “$2,500 this month?” his eyebrow quirked slightly before he typed the number and hit enter, before I had a chance to verify. “See ya next month sweetheart,” he said, without looking, handing me a receipt printed off of a printer that I think was in existence when dinosaurs were around. I knew it was collecting debt but still, with that amount of cash I’d have thought there would at least be coffee, or a mint. Instead, the interaction took less than two minutes and I was being shooed away to free up space for some other poor broke soul.

      “Okay,” I rose and walked slowly to the elevator and rode it down, eating my own macarons that I’d brought for him, before finding my way back out into the city streets. It would never get easier making payments like that but I reminded myself of the big moment, walking into that shitty office and slapping down the last and final wad of cash and being able to say “see ya later, suckers!”. I dreamed of that moment; it kept me moving, back to the subway, back to my side of the city, where the smell of macarons had been replaced with egg rolls and fresh garbage.
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        * * *

      

      Macarons helped me with my first payment here, a few months ago. They’d help again with this confusing feeling in my head, around my heart. With my hand bandaged and a plastic bag wrapped tightly over the top, I stood in my microscopic kitchenette and made French macarons until 2am, willing myself to forget about Brooks.

      As soon as I apologized, I’d forget him. Now that I had something to avoid, I’d be baking a lot more.

      I’d need to add macaron ingredients to my budget.
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      Sun poured in through the glass wall of my bedroom, crawling across my legs and chest like fire, and I squinted away from it. I grumbled, reaching across the pillow to the remote on the nightstand. I hated being woken up by the sun forcing my eyes awake, why the hell did I build a house of glass? With one eye closed and one grumpily open, I fumbled with the plastic rectangle until ah, the ceiling opened and the curtain descended, slowly but surely covering me in shade and darkness. Just how I liked it.

      Rolling onto my back, I stretched my legs and rolled my neck, forcing my eyes open to another day. Just as I was about to roll out of bed and get on with it all, again, I remembered.

      Britta.

      All that thick, golden hair woven in a tight braid down her back, those full pink lips and bright green eyes. And the freckles. I never knew I liked freckles until I saw her, how they got darker on the bridge of her nose. The way her cheeks went flush under my gaze. That body, too. Closing my eyes, I could see her full breasts straining under that white cotton top, the little peaks of her nipples. I bet she’d never had them licked or bitten, or at least I hoped she hadn’t. I wanted to taste them, taste her, and be the only one. She was a natural beauty, radiating some genuine kindness and warmth that I’d not yet discovered in my forty-eight years. Unique and kind, tutoring a mere stranger’s kid for nothing in return. She said she’d needed this job, too, which led me to believe things hadn’t been easy for her. With an alcoholic mom and her obvious sense of responsibility, something told me she’d yet to do anything enjoyable for herself in life, she’d been too busy thinking of others.

      I’d love to give her an enjoyable time.

      I’d love to lace my fingers through her hair, stare down into those green eyes, find her worries and take them from her. My lips would meet hers and god she’d taste so sweet, like the way she smelled—purity and heat. Kissing her mouth, tracing the curve of her jaw, down to her neck, my tongue would discover every inch of her hot, sweet skin. Little moans would get trapped behind her pink lips as I pushed my hands under her top, letting her perfect breasts fill my palms. Oh, that feels good, she’d purr, her hands filtering through the sides of my hair, as she let my palms wander down. She’d be shy and try and resist but eventually, I’d pull those shorts down and find the seam of her, my lips and tongue sweeping through it, tasting her, making her melt under my touch.

      A mix of morning wood and the fantasy of Britta had me hard, so I reached down and held myself, tightly.

      “Oh yeah you like it when I get this hard for you, don’t you baby?” I said aloud, imagining myself now standing with beautiful little Britta on her knees before me. Can I taste you? She’d ask, innocently, sweetly, that long hair of hers draped over her breasts, pink nipples making their way through. She’d be nodding eagerly, hungrily, her tongue out, waiting for the head of my straining cock. Hand wrapped tightly around myself, I stroked hard and quick, imagining I was in her mouth, her tongue teasing the underside of my cock. At first her eyes would be shut, but then as I rode her face quicker and harder, she would open her eyes, watching me glide in and out of her with awe. Little gasps of pleasure transferred from her tongue to my cock and just when I thought I couldn’t take anymore, she’d reach up and gently, cautiously, cup my balls with her palm.

      Fuck, I growled, spilling out into my boxers, on my belly, rope after rope of warm spend coating me.

      This is why I changed my own sheets.

      After I came, I showered and trimmed my beard, going over the list of things I had to do that day. I had a meeting in the city in a couple of hours, I needed some dry cleaning picked up, and I had a conference call later in the afternoon. But I had time. And time is all I needed to lay a plan into place to get to know more about Britta.

      As I was halfway down the stairs, the doorbell rang. When you live on a hill and your house has not one but two gates keeping people away from you, your doorbell isn’t something you hear very often. Glancing at my watch I saw it was not even 7am. Whoever it was had the gate codes, which narrowed it down to my business partner, who didn’t often visit unannounced because we were partners, not fucking girlfriends. Trying to run down the remaining list of people in my mind, I made my way to the door realizing the irony of living in a glass house with a solid wood door. The one place you want to see people is the one place you can’t.

      A familiar scent flooded in as I pulled the door open, instantly making my cock stir and my heart jump. There she was, standing on my porch, wet hair over her chest, her uniform on and a white envelope and a cellophane bag of little blue cookies hanging from her bandaged hand. Dark half-moons rested under her eyes and I wondered how long she had to wait in the emergency room last night. Tired or not, she was still fucking beautiful. But she looked so young, so fucking young.

      “Hello,” she spoke quietly and I could see how nervous she was, her free hand unable to stop tangling with the hem of her polo.

      “Hello,” I repeated, surprised she’d come back to my house. Surprised, shocked, and getting quite fucking hard, too.

      “My cousin told me that you want to pay for the hospital bill,” her voice trembled as she spoke, her eyes gripping mine.

      “I do,” I said, and before I could stop myself, I pulled the door open all the way. “Please, come in.”

      She took a cautious step forward then froze. Her eyes flitted between mine as she gnawed at the corner of her mouth, seeming hesitant.

      “I shouldn’t. I don’t think the agency would like that,” she said, stepping back.

      “Britta,” her head jerked up when I spoke it, as if she didn’t think I knew what her name was. Oh baby, I know your name. And I know the face you make when you suck my dick… well, in my fantasies at least.

      “Brooks,” she replied. She got the card. If she knew my name, her cousin had given her the card I left, not just told her I’d come by.

      I was normally a man of manners and restraints, but that man was gone. He’d been replaced by a man made of only primal and carnal urges. It would’ve taken a divine intervention to stop the feelings that were coursing through my veins after hearing my name on her sweet lips. I couldn’t stop myself. I was growing unrecognizable.

      “Come in, now.”

      My tone was rigid and low and her eyes flared. She wasn’t scared. Was she? Or was she excited?

      She stepped inside and I closed the door. It was silent for just a moment, her lip trembling slightly as pink crept up her chest and into her neck and cheeks. If she didn’t want this and if she were scared, she wouldn’t have come here.

      I needed to know if she tasted as good as she smelled. And here she was, in the flesh, nipples hard, batting her lashes at me, those lithe legs twisting nervously underneath her.

      Gripping her by the hips, I lifted her up easily. Instinctively she wrapped her arms around my neck as I backed her up to the front door, pinning her there between the wood of the door and the wood in my pants. It usually took me some foreplay and fucking around to get as hard as I was right now, but something about Britta instantly turned me into a rock. Pushing my body tight to hers, she moaned quietly, as my cock pressed up against her through her shorts.

      “Do you like macarons?” she asked, breathless, her eyelids growing heavy with need. Seeing her so turned on floored me, blood surging through my thighs, my body awake, buzzing, skin growing hot under her erotic gaze.

      “Never had one,” I snarled, slanting my mouth over hers, fast, desperate. She opened her mouth to whine, a cry of her need, and I took the opportunity to drive my tongue inside, hotly, destructively.

      Fuck she tasted so good, sweet, sugary and warm. And cake, always there, the scent and taste of cake. She kissed me back, hard, our passion growing out of control. Her hands drifted down my chest and struggled at the buttons of my dress shirt. She wanted me, she wanted to touch me, feel me, but not yet. I needed her too much first. Reaching out, I grabbed her wrists to still her.

      “Not yet,” I growled, burying my face into her neck, dragging my tongue down, kissing along her collarbone as she panted and moaned. With my arms wrapped around her back, I carried her into the kitchen and sat her down on the counter top.

      “I wanted to do this to you yesterday,” I whispered, not scared to let her know just how much I wanted her. In the past, I’d always been hesitant, even coy, but with Britta, I didn’t want to play any fucking games. I had to have her and I wanted her to know it.

      “Oh,” she breathed as I worked the buttons on her shorts while kissing her ear, followed by her cheek, then finding her full sugary lips again.

      “Stand,” I commanded, and she did instantly. Pulling down her shorts, I saw she had on pink cotton panties with little yellow daisies on them. It made me stall for a moment—she felt and looked so innocent, so young. And right when I started to wonder if she was too young and if this was wrong, she reached out and placed her hand over the bulge in my pants, my erection swelling brutally from her touch, my breath now rapid, uncontrollable.

      “Oh my,” she seemed surprised, her voice was low and quiet, almost shy.

      “Not yet,” I said.

      Maybe when I was twenty, I wouldn’t have been able to stop myself. I’d probably ripped those panties clean off, spun her around, bent her over my counter, parted her lips and fucked her hard until I came, not caring at all about her getting off or if she even enjoyed it. But at my age, I knew the beauty of foreplay.

      I lifted her up and sat her on the counter, again, and positioned myself between her knees. Wrapping my hands around her face, her hair weaving between my knuckles, I kissed her again, wild, our breaths jagged and urgent.

      “Do you want me to touch you?” I asked, pressing my forehead down to hers, still being taller than her, even with her sitting on the counter.

      She nodded, her breath hot on my nose.

      “I want to hear you say it,” I said, another surprise to myself. I usually wasn’t a talker during foreplay or even sex. But all I wanted to hear was my name on her lips, again, hear her say how much she fucking wanted me. This beautiful young creature who could have anyone, I needed her to tell me she fucking needed me.

      “I want you to touch me, Brooks,” she whimpered, taking my mouth with an unexpectedly passionate kiss. A kiss for a lover, not for a casual fuck.

      “Say it again,” I said, running one of my hands up her polo, cupping her soft breast over her bra. She filled my palm so perfectly, and I squeezed, gently.

      “Oh,” she moaned to my touch, trying to keep her eyes open, to catch her breath so she could speak. “I, I want you to touch me, Brooks. Please, please touch me,” she begged. Then she leaned in, breathing out all at once – “After I read your poem, a storm starting building inside me everywhere, for you.”

      Fuck. Whether she knew it or wanted it, I had to have her. I needed her to be mine.

      Slowly, I drug the back of my knuckles up the inside of her thigh, smooth and silky. She watched me through heavy lids, her nipples in spikes under that white shirt. Touching her felt so fucking good but watching her watch me was an entirely different thing. It was erotic and that wasn’t a word I thought would ever be a part of my life, sex or otherwise.

      When I got to her panties, I slowly slipped one finger under the elastic, running it up and down, only slightly touching her bare pussy. She was hot and wet and when I looked down between her thighs, I could see excitement on her seam, dark on those little panties, unable to be hidden. My mind raced with the heady realization: I knew myself, and now that I’d felt her, tasted her—I knew no one else could please me but her.

      Moving my face to the side of hers, my lips pushed up against her ear, I told her how much I liked it. “You’re wet and it’s making me so fucking hard, Britta,” I growled, letting my tongue drift up the underside of her earlobe, my finger now playing at the apex of her thighs.

      “Oh my God,” she panted, her head dropping back, the bottom of her hair dragging against the marble countertop. How easily she’d let me put my hands on her, taste her lips and touch her. She wanted me, maybe only physically, but she wanted me and being wanted by Britta made a masculine, primal urge inside me come alive. And it made me want her that much fucking more.

      Slowly, I drove two fingers into her wetness, my thumb coming to rest on her clit. God she was so fucking wet. And tight. So tight. Fuck, her sweet pussy would strangle my cock. As her breathing quickened and her hips began to buck gently yet impatiently against my hand, I could feel my generous length straining inside my pants. Sorry to suffocate you buddy, but not now. I need to please her first.

      Knowing she was getting close, I wrapped my arm around her and pulled her up, tight to me, pressed my head down to hers.

      “Open your eyes and look at me when you come,” I commanded, having never made a sexual command in my life. The commands I made were always business related, which paled in comparison to this.

      Her eyes fluttered open and met mine, hazy and lust-filled. Tucking her lip in, she nodded yes, her cheeks flush.

      “Say it,” I said, driving my fingers inside her, to the hilt, curling them deliberately. Her pussy was hot and tight, and her clit was puffy as I combed it down with my thumb.

      “I’ll look at you when I come,” she agreed before kissing me unexpectedly, her tongue sweeping mine as I pulled my fingers from her, driving them in again with more force. She curled her fingers around the collar of my dress shirt and tugged until our lips were touching, her body trembling at my will.

      Moving from my collar, she held my face in her hands, kissing me, her hunger staring me in the eyes. Though I’d asked for it, I’d never actually looked a woman in the eye and kissed her as she came. It was never that personal with anyone.

      Until now.
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      Without saying a word, Brooks had full control of me, body and mind, the moment he opened his front door. And now I was on his kitchen counter, his powerful fingers pushed all the way inside of me, touching places no one has touched. He kneaded the back of my head as he held me, my hands woven through his short beard, our lips tangled in a frenzy of heat and passion.

      He wanted to look in my eyes as he made me orgasm. Oh my god, is this really happening? And right my release drew nearer, he pulled his fingers from me slowly, leaving me hollow and aching with need.

      He was teasing me, making me want it so bad I’d do anything for it. And he was right. I would. Even though I knew my job was more important than one-morning-stand with a gorgeous man, I couldn’t stop myself. Under his gaze I belonged to him, without limits.

      “Don’t stop,” I panted, wanting nothing more than to feel his huge dick against my thigh while he filled me with his fingers. I could see his raging need for me in the ravenous look in his eyes. In one strong push, his fingers were inside me again, my lips on his. He finger-fucked me like that, our lips tangled, his thumb playing tight circles on my clit until I couldn’t handle it anymore.

      “I’m going to come, Brooks,” I panted, lips grazing his. Then his finger was under my chin, forcing my face up to his, our eyes locked.

      It was intense.

      I couldn’t believe I was doing it. I’d never been attracted to intense guys but something about being so intimately touched and looked at in that way—it made me feel close to Brooks, like he didn’t think of me as Britta the maid, but just me.

      My orgasm took control, my thighs squeezing around his tight waist, fingers holding him by the belt. The warmth of his waist against the back of my fingers sent me over the edge, my sex gripping him so tight. Releasing, tightening, over and over as I panted out, screamed out, moaned out his name. “Brooks, Brooks, oh Brooks.” His name echoed inside my veins as the fog of my orgasm lifted. It was intense. It felt so fucking good.

      I’m so screwed. I want more of him now and forever.

      He kissed me, his tongue discovering my mouth thoroughly before pulling away and grabbing me a napkin. He washed and dried his hands before gathering my shorts off the floor and pulling them up my legs for me. As his hands grazed my thighs, my body tingled hotly, as if I hadn’t just had the orgasm of my life. I’d never been aroused after orgasm before, but with his amber scent whirring around me, the heat of his body so near, the outline of his rock-hard cock visible—I knew I had to have more.

      He kissed me again and then leaned back against the counter across from me, a smirk on his lips. God he was so sexy, how in the world was he single? The strands of ash in his sandy hair were amplified in the morning sunlight, and all I wanted to do was straddle him and feel him push that magnificent cock inside of me.

      The way which I wanted him surprised me. Maybe it was just because it felt so good to finally feel good. After everything that had happened. It was euphoric to be desire by him.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he said, his voice low, the compliment unexpected to me. It wouldn’t have mattered if Brad Pitt had shown up in that exact moment and told me I’m attractive. After hearing those words from Brooks, I knew it only mattered that he found me attractive.

      “What are you thinking about, Britta?” he said, and the way my name sounded coming from a cruelly handsome man like him nearly melted me.

      “How surprised I am,” I said, taking him in as he informally leaned against the counter, magical hands now in his slacks. I wasn’t surprised to feel that his body was sinewy and tight with muscle under those expensive dress clothes. I was surprised that he took me that way, so powerfully and dominant.

      “Surprised?” he questioned, one peppered brow raising.

      “Yeah,” I said, smoothing my hands down my tangled and messy hair, which now made me feel insecure and juvenile. “Surprised that you find me attractive, surprised that I did that… surprised I want to do more…now and, honestly, surprised that you even see me.”

      “See you?” his tone was confused.

      “You know, I’m me. I’m a maid. I breached your privacy. And I know you saw where I live so add ‘I’m broke’ and yeah,” I seesaw a hand in the space that separates us. “You’re you and I’m me. So, why are you doing this?” I sounded more like Melody than myself, but it all tumbled out of my mouth so quick, I couldn’t stop it. My truest feelings out there—I felt inadequate.

      He paced to me, running his palms up the outsides of my thighs, his touch making my spine ripple. How could someone make you feel this good? It scared me. My breath caught.

      “With my eyes closed, I would see you,” he said, leaning down, slanting his mouth over mine. I let him kiss me how he wanted, to see how he liked it and I committed it to memory, so I could kiss him just how he desired later. When he broke the kiss, I wrapped my hands around his neck and barely touched my lips to his.

      “I want to make you come,” our mouths grazed as I said it, and I felt the weight of him against me again as he leaned in to me.  He groaned, raw and guttural, his cock pulsing against my thigh.

      Then an alarm sounded. Not an emotional alarm, an actual alarm, making us both jump.

      “Oh my gosh,” I squealed, looking down at his fancy watch, as he stopped the noise coming from his phone. “7:43! I still need to call an Uber!” I panicked, hopping off the counter, racing towards the door. I made it just a few paces before Brooks was behind me, grabbing my hips, pulling me back.

      “You have 15 minutes. I’ll drive you. Where are you going?” he pulled my hair back and kissed my neck. His lips were warm and though it wasn’t overly seductive, my chest tightened, and my panties were put to the test.

      “Just, um, just up the road. The Nolan house,” I panted, head drifting to the side, Brooks’ length pushed against the back of me. God, I wanted to touch him, feel him, taste him, something I’d never done with any guy.

      “Okay, I’ll take you there and tonight you can come back here, whenever you want.” Releasing me, he walked ahead towards the mudroom. He turned back once to cast me a wink and it made my entire being tingle. I followed him outside the butler’s pantry, to his garage and I knew where we were going because I worked there, cleaned the same counter I’d just had an orgasm on. It felt surreal.

      After he opened the door for me, I slid onto the seat, the smell of leather overwhelming. I’d never been in a car with leather seats. I peered over my shoulder to the back seat. Spacious. He got in the car and I couldn’t help but just stare at him. He glanced at me a few times as he navigated the long driveway off his property, a pleased expression on his face.

      “You’re very handsome,” I said, finally, knowing he knew because of course he fucking knows!  But I felt like I couldn’t stand having it inside me one more minute. He laughed and rested his hand on the inside of my thigh.

      “Hey, where are your glasses?” I suddenly realized those sexy teacher-from-the-1950s glasses were missing. But obviously I had no problem finding him to be a hunk without them.

      He eyed me. “I wear them for reading and working, mostly.” He glanced at me and in just a brief look, studied me. “Do you wear glasses, Britta?”

      “I don’t,” I admitted. It was a simple question. But he wanted to know me and it was nice.

      “Can you come over tonight?” he asked, watching the road in front of us, his foot pushing the pedal to the floor, the car tugging quickly and silently in response. I couldn’t even feel the road beneath us, despite its uneven surface and the speed with which we were traveling.

      “This is a really nice car,” I said, my hands wandering over the edge of the smooth seat.

      “What time do you get home from work?” he asked.

      “We get home around 5:30 every day. What time do you get home?” I replied, trying hard not to focus on his hand on my thigh. The way he casually touched me like this, as if we were comfortable and known to one another, made my heart slam against my ribs, my thighs fill with heat.

      “Come over for dinner. When do you normally eat?” he said, ignoring my question, as the Nolan’s driveway came into view. My heart dropped a bit, knowing I was going to work now, away from him.

      “Seven, I guess,” I said, unable to think of the details of a normal day. All I could think is how he’d just touched me, the way he’d kissed me, the things he’d said. It scared me to do this with him, a man like him. I was already growing attached to who I thought he was and if he turned out to be even a sliver of that, I knew I’d drown in him. My head already felt only slightly above the surface.

      Then a thought occurred to me. What if, for him, I was just something to bring life to a rough patch? Something for fun because he was bored? Men that looked like him didn’t need to do anything to receive attention from women and they certainly didn’t need to settle—they could have exactly who and what they wanted.

      And I found it hard to believe that what he wanted was me. The maid.

      “Then come over at seven,” he said, pulling up to the gate outside the Nolan’s. They only had one gate and no hill, so after I input the code, I could easily walk up the driveway. Glancing ahead, I didn’t see Melody’s car there yet and as much as I wanted to stay in that car with Brooks for as long as I could, I didn’t want Melody to know where I’d been this morning.

      Because I know she’d tell me not to do what I was doing, and I knew she’d probably be right. But I just wanted to feel good. And if it came crashing down around me in flames then I’d deal with it. But for now, I had to chase the feeling I had with him. It was too good to ignore.

      “Okay,” I said, “I’m excited.”

      He lifted his hand from my thigh and brought it to my cheek, then leaned over the console and kissed me, gently. I opened the door and after I got out, he called to me, so I bent down.

      “How do you like working for Ted Nolan?” he asked, propping his face on his knuckle, elbow on the console.

      I shrugged. “It’s the same as every other house. I rarely see him. It’s fine.” The only reason I even knew their last name was Nolan was because it was on a very crafty looking doormat leading into the garage.

      “Is he a friend of yours?” I asked, casting a glance back down the drive, checking for Melody again.

      “Hardly,” Brooks snorted. “Okay, see you tonight and hey, what was in the envelope?” his eyes drift down to my bandaged hand where I’m holding the envelope.

      “Oh,” I said, feeling embarrassed and somewhat silly. “Money. For the glass I broke. The macarons are for you.”

      Brooks gave me a small smile and sighed, looking forward. “I’ll see you tonight, Britta.”

      My breath caught, hearing him say those words. I couldn’t believe what had already transpired and now I was getting to see him again. How was this happening to me? Nodding, I closed the door and walked up the drive. I didn’t hear him pull away, I guess expensive cars are quiet, and by the time I made it to the back door, Melody was pulling up.

      “Hey, why’d you Uber here? Are you mad at me?” she said, getting out of the car, her dark hair up in a high ponytail. Silver hoops drooped from her earlobes and she wore her signature red lipstick, this time with matching nails.

      “I had to go back to the hospital this morning. They called me late last night. I left my wallet there,” I said, unable to look her in the face. I did not want to lie to Melody, but I couldn’t stand stopping things with Brooks, not yet, and I knew that’s what she’d tell me to do.

      “Oh,” she said, popping her trunk. “How’s your hand?”

      I’d been so preoccupied with Brooks’ hands—or, one of them at least—I’d forgotten temporarily about the six stitches running through my own palm.

      “Not bad at all,” I admitted, eyeing the bandage.

      “I’m glad. And I’m sorry if I came across harsh last night. It’s just, I don’t want to see you get hurt, Brit,” Melody said, pushing the back door open with her hip, arms full of supplies.

      “I know,” I replied, and I knew it was true. She didn’t want me to get hurt by some guy, especially a mature man whom I never had a chance with in the first place. She was right. She really was trying to prevent the inevitable—me falling for Brooks Bennett while he used me to cure his boredom, or fill a sex-with-a-young-woman fantasy. If that was what he was doing.

      “So, are you gonna let him pay?” she said, sliding the supplies across the granite in the mudroom. Even the rooms they never used had granite, crown molding, fancy light fixtures and extravagant doors. She settled onto a stool at the counter as I started refilling the bottles of cleaner.

      “No, I mean, it was my fault. I dropped the glass then cut my hand,” I said, realizing I hadn’t actually given any thought to his offer because I’d been so busy remembering the way his fingers felt curled up inside me, his lips hot on mine. The neckline of my polo grew warm as I relieved the memory. It had been less than an hour ago and I was already thinking about it, feeling a familiar tingle between my thighs.

      “But he scared you, coming up behind you like that,” she said, a blend of defensive for my role as a maid and as her cousin.

      “That was my fault, too. He only even said something to me because I was reciting what he’d written. He probably would’ve just gone up to his office without saying a word had he not heard me,” I finished pouring the concentrated cleaner into the bottle, the neon yellow liquid dripping down to the counter. “Toss me that rag, will you?” I asked, wanting to change the subject and get to work, to be left with my memories and fantasies.

      She tossed the towel and leaned forward slightly, to find my eyes as I cleaned up the mess.

      “Hey,” she said, “not everything that happens to you is your fault, you know that right? What happened with your mom, she had a disease. You did what you could. And Brooks Bennett? I think you should let him pay. He scared you. These rich people, they think they’re so above us.” She waves a hand flippantly in the air above her. “We’re all just people trying to be happy,” she said, standing up from the counter.

      “Sorry I woke you last night,” I said, seeing the bags under her eyes as she watched me load the caddies.

      “No, it’s okay. I was up fighting with Donny most of the night anyway. But hey, you should have him pay the bill. That kind of money is probably nothing to him, but it’s a lot to us,” she rose to her feet, tying her smock on, grabbing the supplies from the counter. “Ready?”

      “Ready,” I added, knowing silently I’d never ask Brooks to pay the bill, not now.
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      As I made neat triangles up and back the carpet pulling the heavy vacuum, I thought about Brooks. Surely, he could have any woman that he wanted. Was it just because I’m young? He could probably get any young girl, too. Was it because he had power over me, being my employer? I paused in front of the mirrored closet door, vacuum tipping from my hand, and studied my reflection.

      Messy, long hair, wavy from drying natural, a bit wild, too. Thin legs with little definition, unintentionally narrow waist, green eyes a bit too wide and skin peppered with freckles. Make up was a luxury and I couldn’t afford to wear it to work. Like everything in my life, I had to designate it’s worth and use it accordingly. As I looked at my plain reflection, I couldn’t help but wonder, why did handsome, established Brooks Bennett take interest in plain, unimportant me?

      I didn’t let my mind linger there too long. Instead, I tried to let myself enjoy whatever it would be, while telling myself “this is just a physical fling, nothing more, do not get attached.” Knowing it’s just a fling should make it easy to not get attached. Focus on the fun of right now, I told myself, finishing the guest room, moving down the hall to the master. Taking me by complete surprise, as my hand rested on the doorknob, a man pulled open the door, sending my nerves into a tailspin.

      “Oh, oh gosh. I’m sorry, I had no idea anyone was home,” I said, realizing that the door was closed, the universal sign for don’t come in. I was so lost in my thought about Brooks that I hadn’t realized what I was doing.

      “Do you make a habit of sneaking around places you don’t belong?” the man snarled, his thick gray hair falling down across his head as he leaned forward aggressively, putting his face in front of mine. He was a large man, both tall and heavy, with a far too-tight white dress shirt and light khaki slacks that nearly swallowed his lower half. His face was red, allover, a fusion of anger and alcohol. I knew the tint all too well.

      “No, I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking. I’m sorry. I never go into rooms with closed doors, I don’t Mr. Nolan, I’m sorry,” I met his eyes just long enough to see him stepping towards me, ominously, my heart beating heavily. His voice was lower when he spoke, ripe with anger. And booze.

      “You should follow the rules if you like this job. What if you had walked into something you didn’t want to see?” his breath was sour on my face, reeking of gin and agony.

      “I’m sorry,” I repeated, taking a step back, trying to put distance between us. I knew that Melody was working in the kitchen and was out of ear shot. If I needed to call out for her, she’d never be able to hear me.

      He stepped closer to me, my stomach rolling into itself, my pulse flipping. Putting my hurt hand up, I waved apologetically. “I’m sorry,” I repeated, stepping back again. He moved towards me once more and whatever part of me that wasn’t frightened was now completely gone.

      “Do you want to walk in on me? Do you want to see what I’m doing in there? Do you want to go in that room and spread those sweet thighs for me? Take me inside and accept every inch of me because I’m your boss,” he reached out, wrapping his sausage fingers around the bottom of my face, squeezing. My stomach churned hotly, acid crawling up my throat, sweat suddenly under my arms and on the small of my back.

      “What do you say? Do you want to go in there with me?” His tone was too easy, as if this wasn’t the first time he’d done this. I pulled my face away and turned, fast, taking the stairs by two as I ran down. I left the caddy behind and I didn’t turn around when he called after me to come back, then threw threats of losing my job at my back. I kept going until Melody came into sight, mopping the kitchen floor, carefree.

      “We are going, now,” I hissed, tears filling my eyes. “Come on, seriously, we’re going. I don’t care if I lose this job. We have to go, now,” I whispered hastily, the weight of Mr. Nolan causing the stairs to creak as he padded down them towards us. Glancing over my shoulder, I made eye contact with him again.

      “You think I want anything to do with some trash that cleans the house? Get the fuck outta here. I don’t want you here anyway. And your agency will be hearing about this. Consider your jobs gone, both of you,” he growled, his belly bouncing as he made his way off the last step.

      Melody’s eyes flashed shock at him, then back to me, where I nodded before linking my arm through hers, both of us tearing through the kitchen to the back of the house, out the door.

      “What the fuck happened?” she hissed, digging frantically through her purse, trying to grab her keys.

      “Hurry,” I panted, my hand eagerly tugging at the still-locked passenger door.

      “Okay, okay,” she clicked unlock frantically and we jumped in and before I could buckle up, we were halfway down his driveway, approaching the exit gate. It pulled open as we neared and as soon as the car was through, I turned and looked out the back window. No sign of Mr. Nolan.

      Immediately, I started sobbing.

      “I thought he was going to, I don’t know, hurt me or, or I don’t know,” I sobbed into my non-bandaged hand. Melody drove slowly down the private road, glancing at me frequently, resting her hand sympathetically on my leg as I cried. She didn’t speak but she knew what I don’t know meant.

      “I was vacuuming and just, you know, in the zone,” I left out the part where I was fantasizing about Brooks’ lips sliding down the curve of my neck, making me tingle everywhere. She nodded. “And I was going to the master, to clean. The door was shut but I was just, you know, not thinking about it. I put my hand on the doorknob and as I did, he came out. He thought I was going to go in, I guess, and maybe I was. I mean, I would’ve realized once I opened the door, I think, what I was doing,” I couldn’t stop the sobs, they came heavily and freely now, and I wiped my nose with the back of my wrist.

      “What did he do?” her voice was firm but low, helping me to steady my emotions.

      “He, um, he said…” I took a breath, trying to remember exactly what he said. “He said, do you want to go in there with me, spread those sweet thighs and take me, and he grabbed me here,” I said, touching my face where his fat fingers had been. “He only grabbed my face,” I clarified, before Melody’s mind wandered.

      “I don’t want to lose this job, I don’t want you to lose this job, either. I’m sorry. I should’ve stayed,” I was thinking out loud, unsure if leaving was the right thing, trying to regain composure. He probably wouldn’t have done anything anyway, right? “He was drunk,” I added.

      “Britta, he can’t touch you. There’s no only. He can’t touch you anywhere, period. He can’t threaten you. He can’t force you into doing things just because you’re a fucking maid. Like, seriously. Of course, leaving was the right thing.” Her hand squeezed my knee to reassure me, and she began talking about heading to the agency, that she’d talk to the woman in charge and explain what happened. She thought that she’d be able to get a handful of our current clients to vouch for us, the work we do, and our professionalism. We wouldn’t lose our jobs, she promised. I nodded as I listened, in a daze. If I was just a trashy maid to Mr. Nolan, a girl he could just have his way with, is that how Brooks saw me too? Suddenly what had transpired this morning looked a lot different in the tarnished, rusty light I sat in now. I wrapped my arms around myself and leaned against the window, letting my eyes close.

      “It will be okay,” Melody reassured me.

      I nodded, remaining silent for the rest of the drive.
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      My meetings felt extra unbearable today, as all I could think about was how wet and tight Britta felt around my fingers earlier that morning, eager on the kitchen counter. I also thought of her, and how she came to my house to pay me. She knows I’m wealthy, but she wanted to fix what she thought was a wrong. That’s a quality you don’t see too much in twenty-year-old’s, that’s for sure. It didn’t surprise me though because she was reciting my poem, she’d thought about it and it meant something to her. Or maybe the words didn’t mean anything yet, but she was trying to figure them out. Either way, I knew she was a thoughtful soul and when I thought about her, I wanted more.

      I wondered if I may hear from her throughout the day, a casual text message to confirm or say hello, but I never did, and it was the first day of my life I checked my phone often, disappointment branching out inside of me each time I saw no new messages.

      After work I took a long run. I thought a few miles would feel good, help me refocus and dispel some of my pent-up energy. Four miles turned into seven and fifteen miles later, I realized it was already a quarter after six. Hopping off the treadmill, I made my way into my bedroom, excited like a teenage boy hoping to have sex on prom night. She was going to be here, I thought, toweling my neck after my shower, staring across the room at my lush bed. Jesus, I had plenty of women here, but a Mack truck couldn’t have squashed my excitement for Britta being here.

      Pulling on some jeans and a t-shirt, I padded down the stairs and poured myself a whiskey. One quickly turned to two after the first did nothing to soothe my frayed nerves, but I stopped there, not wanting liquor dick to prevent us from having a perfect night together. Perfect. A term I’d not considered would be in the wheelhouse of words that described my personal life or any of my relationships. But now that I’d met Britta, it felt possible.

      I tried not to stare at the clock on the wall, I tried not to glance at my watch, I tried not to look at the oven clock. But each direction I turned my head, I found the time and each one told me it was well after seven. Ten minutes past turned into twenty and anticipation quickly became nerves. Britta wasn’t a girl who’d stand me up, after all, she’d have to see me here next week when she worked. And she wanted me, maybe not me but she did want my body, and for that, I felt certain she’d return. Though she had my phone number, I realized I didn’t have hers. Just her address.

      Drinking a glass of water, I pulled on my baseball hat and some sneakers and got in my car. She hadn’t come. I didn’t know her well enough yet, but something inside me told me this wasn’t normal. Something was off.

      The drive to her side of town seemed to last forever and I recognized my impatience in dealing with the world while I tried to get to her. I’d never felt impatient or in a hurry to get to anyone before. Not even my ex-wife, or even Darcy. Hell, I was mostly impatient for her to leave.

      The Chinese restaurant that her apartment rested on top of was alive with people, paper lanterns glowing almost magically around the arbor. The small window that belonged to her apartment was radiant, and though I didn’t know what room it led to, it gave me hope that she was home and okay.

      Making my way up the stairs, I heard noises coming from outside the third floor where her cousin’s apartment was. Glancing up, Donny was there, looking down at me, a cigarette strangled between his lips.

      “My man, you’re back,” he gave me a grin, and I wondered if I’d be paying him another $20 to find out what was going on with Britta. I’d pay him a million if it brought me closer to her.

      “Hello, Donny,” I called up, pausing a few stairs below the second-floor landing. I’d almost made it to her door. Almost.

      “You here for Britta?” he asked, taking a thick drag from the unfiltered cigarette, loose pieces of tobacco stuck to his lip. Who the hell else would I be here for? I internally retorted.

      “I am,” I confirmed, and he nodded in approval, his chain clinking against the railing as he leaned forward.

      “Alright then. So, did I or did I not see you?” his voice was lower and he rolled his head back towards his apartment, in acknowledgement of Melody.

      “I didn’t know that not seeing me was something Melody wanted,” I admitted, and I could see confusion in his brow as he thought about what I said. “Does she not want me to come around?” I simplified.

      “She doesn’t want you fucking around with Britta. Says you’ll get bored and leave her worse off than you found her,” he said, dropping the cigarette down, his high-top pressing the embers into oblivion.

      “You tell her I was here, if you want,” I said, not wanting to lie, not particularly caring about Melody’s need to protect her cousin. She didn’t know it yet, but no one could protect and take care of Britta as well as I could.

      “Aight then, see ya man,” Donny said, disappearing back onto the third-floor landing, the traces of his cigarette lasting in the air above me.

      I knocked gently three times at Britta’s door before stepping back and waiting. There was movement inside, small but I heard it and I leaned in, waiting anxiously. She didn’t answer.

      “Britta,” I called gently, hoping she’d open up. I needed to know she was okay.

      Just as I was losing faith, I heard one lock click, another, the sliding of a chain and then that sweet and warm smell drifted towards me as she pulled the door open, slightly.

      Her eyes were swollen, cheeks were tear stained, honey hair in a heap on her head. She looked disheveled and exhausted, distraught and concerned and still, she caused a heavy thudding in my chest. So fucking beautiful.

      “Are you okay?” I was nearly whispering, my voice trapped somewhere in my chest at the sight of her.

      “I don’t think this is a good idea, I’m sorry,” she attempted to close the door but I put my hand in, instinctively, so she couldn’t.

      “Is this about today?”

      Had I moved too fast? I wondered, since my hand was the only thing keeping me in her life at the moment. But she’d wanted it, she really had. If I’d been wrong, I’d been so far off-base. It had to be something else.

      “Yes,” she nodded, not meeting my eyes. “I mean, no, not the part of my day with you,” she explained, and the simple clarification allowed me to breath. Thank god I hadn’t been the source of her current state but still, I needed to know what was wrong.

      “Can I come in?” I lowered my head, tilting it slightly, trying to force her to look at me. She still wouldn’t and her hesitancy sent a panic through me. This can’t be it.

      “I don’t think so,” she said, an uneven sob breaking free from those pouty lips, her bandaged hand covering her mouth as she did.

      “Britta, please, what’s going on?” I found myself needing to know what’d turned this beautiful young creature into such a mess. What, or, as I was about to find out, who.

      “I like you,” I said, my fingers curling around the doorframe, pulling myself a little closer to her. “If you want me to go, I will.”

      Finally, she looked up at me. The tip of her nose was red, like her eyelids, and her bottom lip trembled before she tucked it under her teeth, pulling the door open to let me in.

      The apartment was tiny, nothing but a couch and a small table, adorned with a lamp. It was the end of summer, the evenings beginning to cool off, yet the apartment felt stuffy and warm. Paint chipped from the walls and the floor was bubbled, lifting from water damage throughout. It smelled clean, like my house - she had clearly tried to make it as nice as she could. She settled onto the couch, covering her body with an old, multi-colored afghan, drawing her knees to her chest underneath.

      “May I sit?” I motioned next to her on the couch and she nodded, her hair wobbling on top of her head. I hated myself for it, but my cock stirred at the sight of her under the dim light, how innocently she wrapped her arms around her blanketed legs, resting her chin on her knee. Those wide green eyes so bright, despite the sadness around them.

      I sat on the couch—which also looked old and worn—and another wave of sickness washed through me, that this beautiful woman had to live like this. She deserves so much more.

      “Please, Britta, please tell me why you’re upset,” I spoke softly, reaching out, resting my palm on her exposed cheek, my thumb sweeping her smooth skin, finding some dampness there.

      She lifted her head to the comfort of my hand, and I felt pride that I gave her that feeling. That meant something to me. I was merely a stranger, still, and I made her feel safe. How badly she needed someone, safety, love. I had to fight the urge to scoop her up off the couch, into my arms, and cradle her against my chest, plant kisses in her hair and make it all okay for her. I had to take my time; I didn’t want to scare her.

      “Please,” I coaxed, and then there was a sharp knock at the door, and Melody sailed in, hands on hips, concern and fury twisted on her face.

      “What are you doing here?” she looked directly at me, and I looked back at Britta, unsure if she had shared with her cousin what transpired between us today.

      I wasn’t sure what to say and it was unlike me to be speechless. I didn’t want to admit to Melody that Britta had planned to see me, not if she didn’t want her cousin knowing. The last thing I wanted to do was cause her more grief. I looked back to Melody.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, rising to my feet, wanting to cut through the veil of bullshit. Something was clearly wrong.

      “Did you tell him?” Melody questioned, walking past me to take my place on the couch next to Britta.

      She shook her head.

      “Tell me what?”

      I had to know now. Because clearly, I hadn’t been wrong. Something had happened. And it was bad enough to make Britta this upset.

      I took a breath, their nervous eyes on me, both of them silent.

      “Look, I understand you both want to keep your jobs and you don’t want to say anything that could jeopardize that, but if—” Britta leapt off the couch, the old afghan puddling at her feet. Then Melody was on her feet, too, with Donny lingering in the doorway.

      “Some fucking guy said some nasty shit to her at work today, he touched her they took off,” he said, pulling the loose cigarette out from behind his ear. “There, now he knows what’s up.”

      “Donny, what the fuck!” Melody hissed, rushing to his side, grabbing him by the arm like a mother scolding her child in the supermarket. It occurred to me right then that Donny had taken a liking to me for some reason or another. He had to have, after all, he was helping me.

      “What?” it was a cross between a shout and an accusation, aimed at no one and everyone at once. Immediately, I knew. Sickness brewed in my belly as I remembered that I’d driven her there. I’d taken her to him. Ted Nolan. My hands rolled into tight fists at my side. Inhaling, I knew I needed composure. Rage and anger would not help Britta to feel better. I took a steadying breath.

      “Thank you,” I nodded to Donny and he nodded back, our allegiance silently substantiated.

      “Well, fuck, you may as well just tell him now,” Melody hissed to Britta, her eyes still on Donny. “I can stay, do you want me to stay?”

      Britta’s brow crinkled as she shrugged the offer away. “It’s fine, okay, I’m fine and it’s fine,” she said, her tone lacking life. She was exhausted, I could see it. It killed me.

      “Call me when he goes,” Melody said, dragging Donny out by the arm.

      “Later bro,” he called to me, and I raised my eyebrows in acknowledgement.

      Once the door closed, my arms were around her, pulling her into my chest. I wanted her to tell me everything, I wanted to fucking kill that sick piece of shit Nolan, I wanted to make her quit and come live with me. But it was too much for her to handle right now, I could see that, so instead I held her as she wept into my chest, broken yet steady sobs.

      “Come to my place for the night, please. I can’t leave you here. I don’t want you to be alone.”

      “I don’t want to be alone, either,” she admitted, “I didn’t think I’d sleep at all tonight.”

      “What do you need?” I looked around the small space, wondering if there was a bag she needed to bring with her, and then I said fuck it. “Whatever you need, we’ll get you. Come on, I don’t want you here a minute longer.”

      She pulled away, using the heels of her palms to wipe away the tears under her eyes.

      “Here? I know it’s a shithole but you can’t rescue me from my life, Brooks. I live here.”

      Fuck, I’d offended her. And I really hadn’t meant to come off condescending. I just don’t want her alone, in this condition, after whatever had happened today—which still had my blood boiling, rage clawing under the surface of my skin.

      “I didn’t mean it like that,” I said, reaching for her hands, taking them in mine.

      “He just thought he could touch me. And it made me think, what if that’s how you see me, too?” her eyes dropped to my feet as she spoke and I could see the darkness inside of the confession. It had been eating her, tearing her ideas and beliefs about me to shreds.

      I could’ve been outraged. I could’ve said I can’t believe you’d think that about me. But, to be fair, she didn’t know me that well. Not yet. And though I physically pleased her, that wasn’t emotionally reassuring. And that’s clearly what she needed now.

      “Britta,” I said calmly. “I want you to know me. And I want to know you. And after that happens, you’ll see that I don’t see you the way that he sees you.” I pause to pull her hands to my face, brushing her knuckles with a kiss. “I see you. Let me prove it, please,” I pulled her back into me and she returned my hug but I could feel the hesitancy in her touch.

      “Come to my house, we’ll eat, you can have a bath and sleep in the guest bedroom. It locks, I can stay away. But please, Britta, don’t shut me out. I don’t want you here alone.”

      It was all I had, the only thing I could think to say in the moment. And just as the panic made its way up my throat, heart racing with the adrenaline brought on by her silence, her head nodded up and down against my chest.

      “Okay,” she croaked out, her voice tiny and strained.

      In my arms, against my chest, I carried her down the stairs and put her in the car, buckling the belt around her. Her eyes were filled with tears as she stared blankly out the front windshield. My heart strained seeing her that way. She’d gone through something awful which was bad enough but then her trauma made her rethink a very good thing with me and question everything.

      As I walked around the back of my car, I couldn’t help but think of Nolan. At my age, you didn’t pop off and hit people—all that got you was injured and sued. But a spark was ignited inside of me, seeing Britta hurt this way.

      Maybe I wasn’t too old to throw a good punch.
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      She’s silent on the drive and I don’t press her. I hate that she’s hurting and that for some time she believed that I was part of that. I hope that she believes I wasn’t taking advantage of her, treating her like a thing to be used, like Nolan was. Then something burned hot under my skin, around my collar and I found myself uncomfortable, shifting in my seat. I had treated a woman that way, though, and it wasn’t that long ago.

      The last girl I dated, Darcy, she was a woman I signed a contract to have sex with, to have in my home, attachment free. I looked over at Britta, her knees pulled to her chest, her head resting against the passenger window, the moonlight drifting inside the car making her skin glow. I’d told her I didn’t see her like Nolan did—like a plaything for a wealthy person, as if her feelings made no difference—but if she knew I’d been paying a prostitute for months, she’d never believe me. She’d never trust me. But if I wanted her to trust me, I had to tell her.

      Fuck. Why hadn’t I thought this far down the line before I paid a high-end hooker to sleep over twice a week for four months? Didn’t I think that if I ever had another real girlfriend, I’d have to come clean? Maybe somewhere inside I didn’t believe I’d find anyone.

      I didn’t believe that now, though. Not now that I knew Britta.

      I want to get her talking, get her mind moving, so she’s not focused on whatever the fuck that piece of shit Nolan said to her. I’ll get that out of her, I will, but I can’t push. And there’s still so much I want to know, though somewhere inside I know it doesn’t matter how she answers any of my questions. I fucking want her, no matter what. It’s primal and unstoppable, my starvation for her.

      “Britta,” my voice is controlled and smooth, as to not feel dominant over her in her current state.

      “Yeah?” she sounds so raw and I wondered how long she’d cried alone up there. I wished she’d have called me.

      “Where does your mom live? You mentioned your mom before, the day you broke the glass,” I shift my eyes between her and the road, letting my car’s smart driving take hold as my eyes drift to her like a magnet. I can’t help but look, I want to see the expression on her face when she talks to me, so I can read her. I want to see the feelings there on the surface that she doesn’t want to put in words.

      “She’s back home, a couple hours away. Small town, you wouldn’t know it,” she snuggles her chin into the crook of her elbow, still looking out the side window. “Well, her ashes are. She died three months ago. I came here the day of her funeral, after of course.” She went silent again, and held her legs a bit tighter to her chest.

      “I’m very sorry to hear that, I’m sorry,” I wanted to hold her, kiss her head and tell her it would be okay. I remembered when my Dad passed away. The loss seems unbearable at first and you can’t imagine not having them there to talk to, share laughs with, get mad at—all of it. But we were driving and she was still purposefully withdrawn from me, and I couldn’t rush her. Especially since I knew at some point, I’d have to tell her about Darcy and the agency.

      Not yet though. I just needed a few more good times before that.

      “It’s okay,” she turned to me, sending a stream of excitement through my core, like the cold water from a hose.

      “I mean, I loved her and I miss her so much but I was taking care of her for so long and,” she paused, sitting up in the seat, tucking loose strands of hair behind her ears. She looked so beautiful, I didn’t know I was even capable of seeing this type of life in someone, but I did.

      I saw a new life, with her.

      She’s so young, I’m old, I should let her have a full life with someone else. I don’t want kids, I’ve already traveled. It was just another sign that pointed to leave her alone. Let her go. But I can’t.

      Knowing she will hate me when she finds out about my past, I can’t bring myself to make that hate come any quicker. She’s a new drug to me, I have to have her, she is vital to my existence now. I’m putting off withdrawal for another day.

      “And?” I wanted to know the rest.

      “And I just got so tired. And scared. Scared that I’d be too tired and I’d mess up in a crucial moment, like changing the IV bag or, or giving hers meds, you know? I was trying to balance school but then had to quit. But I had to work because... I’m sorry,” she covered her mouth with a closed fist, her knuckles pressed hard against her pink lips.

      “I want to know, please, continue,” I caught her eyes across the cab, light flitting in and out of the moving car, and she smiled. Small, but still a smile.

      “Well, she needed a kidney transplant but they wouldn’t give her one because her illness was related to her liver disease which was caused from the drinking. And she had it in her record she’d been an alcoholic for some time, so it was a preexisting condition. Made all chances at getting help from insurance nonexistent. I had to work to pay lots of bills, pay the minimums on the consolidated bills. I sold nearly everything except the couch I slept on, next to her bed, in the living room. Kept a table and the kitchen things we needed but the rest… gone.” She took a deep, pensive breath, her eyes fixed to nothing on the dash in front of her. Jerking her head up, she spoke again, looking at me this time.

      “When she passed, I was relieved because I needed my life back. I was drowning, and I felt so selfish for it,” she admitted, tears streaming down her smooth cheeks, bottom lip trembling. “Who is happy when their mom dies? I’m an awful person. That’s why this stuff is happening.” She pulled her sleeves over her fists, balled up, and put them to her head, sniffling quietly.

      “Britta, listen to me. It is normal to be relieved when an extremely difficult situation comes to a close. Emotionally, you are not fit to withstand that type of situation for such an extended period of time. To celebrate and welcome your freedom returning is normal. It does not change the love you had for your mom, at all.” I spoke with authority, my voice solid, raised. She nodded, I saw in the peripheral, my eyes now locked on the road, unable to look at her so close to me. It was driving me nuts. Even in her state of despair, she drove me nuts. I wanted to toss her on my cock and bounce her in my lap until she was screaming my name, no mention of guilt allowed. I’d make her feel better.

      But she wasn’t ready for that yet, so until then I had to use my words.

      A few minutes of silence passed and by the time she spoke, we were approaching the gate at the bottom of the hill, at my house.

      “Thank you. Thank you for saying that. I know you’re right. I guess I’m just trying to feel bad for myself and I shouldn’t. I don’t have it bad. It’s a rough patch and I’m fine. I was lucky to have had her.”

      She smooths her hair and tugs at her skirt and it’s only now that I realize she’s wearing a short plaid skirt and an oversized sweater that resembles the fur of a teddy bear, same tanned color, too. The skirt immediately makes my cock stir and that twist in my stomach grows tighter, too.

      “When you’re ready to tell me about Nolan,” I say, following the curl of the hill leading to my home. When I’d had the place built, the hill seemed like a good method to keep people away, let me sulk in peace. But now that I actually had someone that I wanted to be home with, it felt like a barrier to happiness.

      She sighed heavily, but nodded and I parked my car outside of my garage, reaching over to hold her hand with mine.

      “It’s a bit ironic but its your fault,” her lips curled, a soft smile there, teasing. “I was thinking about you, actually, and I put my hand on the doorknob to the master bedroom. I didn’t turn it, or open it but he – Ted Nolan - was coming out as I did. I guess he thought I was trying to walk in on him or something. He said I should follow the rules if I want my job,” the words set fire to me as she spoke them, imagining Ted Nolan’s fat fucking fingers, greasy and immoral, itching to touch her and wrap his round gut around her smooth curves, pressuring her to do it. Acid formed a thick wad in my throat and I had to swallow it down twice.

      “Anyway,” she said slowly, her eyes focused in on mine, trying to parse out my feelings, see what was happening behind the understanding nod and slightly dark gaze.

      “He just started getting close to me, stepping towards me. I kept stepping back and he just kept coming forward.” That fucking cowardly piece of shit, who takes advantage of a young girl like that? Okay, so she’s an adult and can handle herself but still, this shit was pretty fucked up, even for the ugliest drunk in town.

      “What,” my jaw nearly comes unhinged as I attempt to control my mounting anger, nostrils threatening a flare. “What did he do then?”

      “He said, um, well he did this,” she cradled her chin between her pointer finger in thumb, and tugged and tightened it with slight aggression. I let myself imagine what Nolan’s fingers looked like against her pure, sweet skin and it felt like a fucking knife slicing through my gut. My mouth tasted copper.

      “Then he said, umm,” and I could see the flushness creep up her neck, as the tendons in mine tightened with pain, my jaw flexing tight. Her voice was low, her eyes staying on our hands, fingers woven together. “Do you want to go in that room and spread those sweet thighs for me? Take me inside and accept every inch of it, because I’m your boss.”

      To say I was filled with a fiery rage would not do justice to how I felt. How the fuck did Ted Nolan think he was going to talk to her like that and get away with it? Because she’s a young girl? A maid? What the fuck! My hand broke free from hers and I smoothed the sides of my hair, then skated a hand down my face.

      “It’s okay,” she leaned in, resting one of her hands on my knee across the cab.

      It wasn’t okay. It wasn’t even fucking close to being okay. In fact, I was worried I might actually kill Nolan and never get to see Britta again.

      But her hand on my thigh sent jolts of bliss through all of my nerve endings, temporarily easing the fire for revenge in my belly.

      “I don’t want to stay in a guest bedroom, either,” her small hand drifted down my thigh, leaving the casual touch of my knee in the past, her fingertips curling into my leg. “I’m sorry I doubted you. Mr. Nolan just had me confused. It all just got to me,” the ends of her fingers brushed against my balls, full and heavy. “I have wanted you since the first day I came into your house.”

      The confession comes as news to me, and I wonder if it was simply the house or the appeal that had her interested. I had to ask.

      “Why?” admittedly, it sounded silly for me to ask. I’m a wealthy, handsome, established, mature bachelor. And yes, mature is what the agency called guys over forty, like me.

      “The note by the bin, the poem, the words just kind of floated through me, settling inside me somewhere, making an appearance in my brain nearly every day. And I just wondered so much about you, and what you were going through.” Her response is mature and eloquent, and I realize she is emotionally so much older than her age. So sharp and sweet.

      “Are you sad?” she asks me again, her eyes tugging at mine, wide and innocent.

      I take a breath, and speak to her with all walls down.

      “I had come to accept that I had been in love once and because it didn’t work out, I wouldn’t find love again. I didn’t want to believe it, but I accepted it. And then time… a lot of time passed. So much that I became a self-fulfilling prophecy, I started to wonder if I’d even know it if it were under my nose. If I’d even had it right the first time—if I’d ever had it at all.”

      “Oh.” She said simply, a slight hesitation lingering in the air, Britta too scared to ask me if I thought I’d find it. She wanted to know, if it was even possible for me to be capable of love, at least. But we couldn’t go there, not yet. I’d just started building her up after an awful day. I just wanted to make her feel good, so badly.

      “Why did it stick with you?” I asked, truly wondering.

      She chewed the corner of her lip and nodded soulfully before responding.

      “Because I had those same questions. But mine weren’t about love. They were about happiness. At the time I started working as a maid, I just wondered what there was left for me in life. And I wore a smile every day to hide the fact that I didn’t see a future that wasn’t miserable.”

      Though I’ve not been in as challenging positions as Britta has, I understand what she’s saying.

      “Are you miserable still?” I ask.

      “Not anymore,” she exhales against my face, her body inching closer to me in the car.

      “I’m glad,” I say, controlling the heaving breaths that soar in my chest, controlling the urge to grab her and pull her onto my lap and feel that hot pocket of flesh pushed tight against my steel cock.

      “I know something that will make me feel better,” she muses, her eyelids growing heavy, lips falling apart as she awaits my answer.

      “What is that, Britta?” I know as I ask that it will be something sinister. She isn’t asking for lobster, she’s going to ask for me, in some form or another, and I want nothing but to give it to her.

      To give everything to her.

      “I want to make you feel good,” she rasps, her pink tongue drifting over her top lip. “And I want you to make me feel good, too.”

      Jumping from the car, I grab her from the passenger seat, hoist her over my shoulder and make my way inside.
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      I climb over her slowly, like a predator, my cock dragging against her core, her body heat radiating onto me.

      “I’m going to flatten you to the mattress and fuck you hard,” my voice is a growl, the flare in her eyes turning my dick to steel.

      “I’ve wanted to fuck you like this since the moment I heard your voice in my kitchen,” I say, as my confession laced with a primal urge comes free.

      With Britta, I want to indulge in all my most carnal desires, I want to live to please her, fully. It’s sex, of course it’s sex, she’s a fucking glowing, gorgeous thing. But it’s more. Forty-eight and I’m getting a hard-on whenever I’m around this girl. Making my heart race and filling my mind with possibilities, fantasies of the future. It’s familiar and new, all at once. It gives me a rush of excitement just to be next to her and in her presence, I feel like I am truly myself.

      “Do it, I want you to fuck me hard,” she exhales, her nipples like sharp peaks dragging through the short, barbed hair on my chest. Our clothes lie in a heated trail to my bedroom and god her body feels so good against mine. Her palms stretch out over the Egyptian cotton sheets, head rolling in a tangle of blonde hair as my lips drift down, making a hot line down her core. Any thought of where we’re going or what we are doing is cast aside when my tongue finds her clitoris, swollen and wet. Using the pad of my tongue, I massage it carefully, gently, then with more and more firmness, my own groans pulsating all the way up through my scalp, down to my toes.  Her hips raise off the bed as she pushes her pussy into my mouth, grinding and grating against my tongue. Her words are a heated jumble in the air.

      “More.”

      “Don’t stop.”

      “Oh, baby.”

      “Make me come.”

      Those last words bring me to a halt and I lift my face from the warmth of her slickness.

      “I want to watch you,” I say, wrapping my arms under her thighs, driving her up on the bed, to partially sitting. Her eyes are hazy, cheeks rosy, nipples pouting at me. She nods, as if love drunk, my tongue driving her mad. Nothing but the urge to come is on her mind now. I hold her there, like that, cupping my mouth over her sex again, swirling my tongue around her sensitive, swollen little clit. The way she rolls her hips against my mouth while I have her pinned, holding her down, my tongue driving deep inside - it drives me fucking crazy. My cock is thick and hot against the bed, throbbing, precome leaking freely. I should have better restraint, at this age, but that sweet taste of cake she holds between her thighs makes me so hard, my balls feel like they may explode.

      Her head tilts back, her golden hair dragging against the pillow as her tongue slides over her bottom lip, legs falling apart, giving me more room to work. I hold her thighs apart, working her pussy with my tongue, her sweet honey coating my mouth, bringing my own needs closer to the surface.

      Her breathing quickens and I know she’s close. Looking up through the valley between her breasts, I watch her eyes flutter closed as my tongue sweeps through her folds once more, twice more, the last time resting over her clit. Then her thighs fight my hands, her spine curls delicately as she grabs the sides of my head, tugging at my hair. She rides my stiff tongue as she orgasms, her wet flesh all over my face, her little whimpers nearly burning me alive.  She screams, I growl into her and when she comes down, I find my place next to her on the bed. I need time to catch my breath but she’s young, she doesn’t need time, she needs me, and she shows me.

      Crawling between my legs, she wraps one small hand around my cock, her fingers not quite meeting. She begins to move her hand up my length, and the sight of her there with the taste of her still on my lips, it drives me mad. I become young again, a young man chasing his need with no finesse or art. I need to come and I need her to make me come, again. No matter how unrefined the way.

      I don’t recognize myself as I sit up, grabbing her head in my hands, guiding her down onto my cock, her sweet little mouth open and eager. Her purrs of satisfaction ripple through my aching balls and make my thighs tighten. She’s new to this, I can sense, as her teeth periodically graze my length while she sucks me, slowly, up and down. But it’s the best fucking blow job I’ve ever gotten, because her need to consume me is raw and visceral. It’s the hottest thing ever.

      I should be able to let her blow me, watch her work on my dick while I pull that silky curtain of hair away from her face. I should. But when I watch her take my length, feeling her gag as she pushes me to the back of her throat, I feel my orgasm snake up my thighs and tear through my core.

      “Fuck, baby, I’m close,” I warn her.

      But she doesn’t relent. She shakes her head and continues to suckle and swallow me, eagerly, faster and faster. It’s nearer now, I know as the coil in my stomach tightens unbearably, I feel it happen.

      She makes a noise on my cock as the first spurt leaves me, then whimpers with delight as I continue to release, and what a fucking release it is. I’m a fucking water hose in her mouth, unloading shot after shot, her throat working with me to take it all down. And as I feel the last of my orgasm leave me, her tongue keeps working the underside of my cock, milking me. God it feels so good that I don’t know if I can handle it and before I know it, I come again, unexpected for us both. An innocent giggle slips past her lips as she tries to keep swallowing, a trickle of spend dribbling down her chin, onto her bare breast. When she finally releases me, she holds my softening cock in one hand and uses the other to collect the stray spend, pushing her finger into her mouth, eyes on mine.

      As she crawls up to me, settling in the spot between my chest and arm, I realize it.

      She’s ruined me.

      I can never be with another woman. I know it.
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      I feel silly admitting it, but I tell him anyway.

      “That was my first time doing that,” I pressed my lips to his chest, kissing him gently. I loved how he smelled like sweat and cologne, his skin salty on my tongue.

      “Which part?” he asked, adjusting in the sea of pillows behind us.

      “What I just did to you,” I said, running my hand over his solid, fuzzy chest. He felt like a real man, made of muscle, showing age, capable and strong. I loved touching him. I loved what he’d said to me in the car, about finding love. It was so honest and quite unexpected coming from a man like him. It was true, we all just wanted to be loved but didn’t know if we’d ever have it. “And what you did to me,” I admitted in a small tone, my hands drifting down his tight belly, resting over his softened but still impressive cock. I couldn’t keep my hands off him. I need to feel his warm skin, everywhere.

      “First time giving and receiving oral sex?” he asked with surprise.

      “Yeah,” I said, letting my fingertips comb over the length of him, slowly. “I’ve only been with one other guy. My boyfriend when I was nineteen.”

      “How long has it been since you’ve been with him?” he asks, his palm smoothing its way down my bare back, making my pussy throb. His hands on me are unlike anything else.

      “We broke up on my birthday. And I’m close to 21 now. It’s been,” I count in my head and am surprised when I realize just how long it’s really been. “Almost two years.” It sounded so long out loud. Like decades.

      He’s quiet, and I think for a moment he’s embarrassed for me that I’ve been celibate for two whole years. Wondering what’s wrong with me. Then he speaks, his palm on my back, pulling me on top of him.

      “I’m glad no one else found you before I did,” he says, his dark eyes carrying a serious expression.

      My lips find his and as much as I want him to think I’m a good lover, sexy and skilled, I can’t calm myself when my naked body is pressed to his. Our teeth grate and I’m everywhere, hair flying, legs flailing, moans escaping me. After a few crazy minutes he’s on top of me again, the weight of his hard cock on my belly making me wet, hungry.

      “Fuck me,” I pant against his lips, the threat of his solid body on top of me making me tremble with need. I just told him to fuck me! It was out of character for me yet it felt so natural.

      He slants his mouth over mine and I can still taste myself on him, and it drives me wild. I savor the sight of him hovering over me, full of desire, cock hard against me.

      “Hold on,” he rolls off of me and pulls open a drawer, bringing back a gold packet with him. On his knees over me, he tears open the package, his eyes locked to mine. But I can’t help it when my eyes magnetize to his hands, fondling his thick length, rolling the rubber onto himself. I’d never seen a man touch himself before and though it was utilitarian, it floored me. In response, my thighs dropped further apart, exposing my wet heat to him. His eyes went there for a moment, to the apex of my thighs, before he crawled over me again. Our hands tangled together between us, both of us fighting to guide him into me as fast as possible. The groan he made when he pushed inside of me nearly made me orgasm right then—deep and raw, filled with pent up lust. And how it feels for him to fill me, its inexplicable.

      “You feel so good,” he said on an exhale.

      “You too,” I say, adjusting to his size as his hips roll into me, pushing me higher up on the bed. I wrap my arms around his neck, kiss his jaw, my lips ending at his ear.

      “I want you,” I tell him softly as he impales me with his glorious cock, stilling when he’s to the hilt.

      “Don’t tease me,” he groans, and though it’s a light warning, I take it as an admission of his fear, fear of getting hurt.

      “I want you,” I breath to him, moving slow circles with my hips. Motionless as he holds himself deep inside, my heart begins to race. “More than tonight,” I say, his brow cinching with strain, his sinewy arms caging me in.

      It’s true, I want him. I don’t know how I could possibly know—there’s no logic in this choice. It comes straight from my heart. I want him, body and soul. I know it, as he fills me with his hard heat, his soft lips pressed to mine, the scent of our writhing bodies making me heady.

      “Britta,” he growls, one of his hands going to my hip, forcing me to hold still, to stop moving. We lie there together, still, his cock stretching and filling me, pulsing gently as he holds his orgasm back. “Be mine.”

      His erotic valentine sends a jolt of ecstasy down my spine, ignites a spark inside me, my body flaring with confidence, security. I didn’t know I needed this as much as I do.

      I lift my head to meet his lips and our mouths clash together, ruthless and raw, and his hips move a few more times before I feel my core tighten, my legs tremble.

      “That’s right,” he coaxes. “Come, come Britta, I know you want to.”

      Hearing him say those words gives me a thrill I’ve never known. My heart thuds in my ears, fireworks fill my brain, my vision goes black. My body wants to snap closed, like a Venus fly trap, the pleasure is so intense. I can’t breathe yet I’m speaking but not real words, just jumbles of feelings on heated breaths. And as my body grabs and releases, taking pleasure from the steel inside me, I feel him go still again, holding himself there, deep, so deep. My entire body is whirring with pleasure as he fills the condom, throb after throb, pulsing into me, his breath heavy against my ear.

      When we come down, he slides out of me and I feel hollow, placing my hands over myself, wanting to remember how he felt there just a moment ago.

      He disposes of the condom and comes back with a small towel, wiping the insides of my thighs and my swollen and tender pussy. When he settles back into the bed next to me, the curves of my body seem to meld to him, our skin sticky and warm.

      My eyes go closed as my body grows exhausted. He’s so comfortable, safe and though we’ve just had sex, my heart continues to flutter like a butterfly in storm. Being with him is too good and suddenly I’m afraid to not be with him.

      “He’s not worth it,” I say, wanting to take my brain’s focus off of how utterly and completely I’m falling for Brooks. He’s forty-eight years old! My mother was only thirty-nine! But I find the silver that peeks through his sandy hair a complete turn on. The way his skilled fingers know just what to do and where to go, for how long and how much. He says the right things and treats me like I’m just a normal person; not a maid, not a young girl—just his girl.

      “Who?” he questions, his hoarse and throaty voice sending heat searing down to my toes.

      “Mr. Nolan. Going over there, hitting him, threatening him, doing anything to him. He will most definitely call the police and he’s just not worth it.”

      I know he’s not because Brooks suddenly being plucked out of my life for hurting someone like Mr. Nolan? Awful. I may be on borrowed time with Brooks, in case he gets tired of me, so I don’t want to speed up the time we have together. I know it must be limited. Britta’s don’t end up with Brooks’.

      “You’re worth it, and that’s all it was ever about.”

      His answer is unexpected and the wires from brain to my heart works so fast is makes my chest twist. That was incredibly romantic and causes a heavy breath to flutter up from my belly, but I cage it in before he hears. My fingers dig into his bare flesh as my lips press against his chest.

      “He said he was going to get us fired. We talked to the agency, but I don’t know what’s going to happen,” I admit to him, my fingers working circles around his nipple. I’m mesmerized by the sight of his ripped body and while he felt solid through his clothes, naked is something else.

      “Britta, I will make sure you don’t lose your job, I promise you that.”

      I believe him.

      That’s the problem, I believe him because I trust him.

      Because I’m falling in love with him.
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      I bring her downstairs and sit her at a barstool in the kitchen, grabbing a handful of things from the fridge, tossing them onto the counter. She looks sexy as fuck wearing just my t-shirt, the hem just a few inches above her knees. She’s petite with ample curves and I’ll never forget the way they feel pressed against my naked body. She’s so beautiful and she doesn’t even realize it. Her lightness and gentle demeanor make me want to put a ring on her finger so I can wake up and have a breath of fresh air in my life every day.

      I’m the older one of the two of us. I should know that things can’t move this fast, it’s not rational. I’ve known her, what? A couple of days? And I’m getting her address, hunting her down, time after time, fucking her then making her an omelet and marrying her? That’s not it’s supposed to go. I knew that I should steer us away from what I thought we were both feeling right now, which was the intense and overwhelming feeling that this is more.

      “Anything you don’t like?” I ask. I watch her eyes move over the vegetables on the counter. She breezes past the items and looks to the eggs then up at me. She takes a bite of her dahlia pink lips as she thinks.

      “I like it all,” she says finally, a shy curl in her lips. “I’ve never had an omelet actually.” Her cheeks flash a pop of color and I realize she’s embarrassed. Still gorgeous.

      “No?” I slice the peppers and scoop the seeds out, her eyes steady on my hands, mine on her. She watches me and the way she looks at me is like I’m her hero, though I’ve done nothing to deserve it, it fucking feels good. Tossing chopped vegetables into the bowl, I realize she’s saving me. Bringing me back to life. And I’d do anything to chase that feeling. I try to push away the fact that I have to tell her about Darcy, because it will likely be a hurdle.

      “I grew up a cereal kid,” she rested her chin in her palms, elbows on the counter, and I have a flash of taking her there yesterday, my fingers curled to the knuckle inside her tightness. My cock stirs as I turned the omelet over in the skillet.

      “Is your father alive?” I’ve not heard her mention him, and I want to slowly pull all the details of her existence from her.

      She shrugs casually, though when she looks down to her plate, I see a dip in her brows, just for a moment, and I know there’s more there.

      “Don’t know him,” she admits, and I let it sit. I just want her to feel good when she’s with me and let those admissions come organically, so I don’t press her. Instead, I tell her about myself. As her chest lifts and her eyes come back to me, I realize she’s very interested.

      I tell her about my first and only wife, Lucy.

      We married when I’d just started working with my dad, making small investments while under his wing, to get my name out there. Lucy was working in a law-firm, trying desperately to make partner, but finding herself exhausted and overwhelmed. She and a handful of other associates there were spending a lot of hours together on briefs, vying for perfection, trying to stick out of the bunch. Because we both worked so much, the time we spent together was limited. A lot of dinners in the car, conversations in the dark, rundowns of our days over a quick cup of coffee. With that, I still loved Lucy very much. She was fun, bright, intelligent, and caring. But after our first year of marriage, she told me that she didn’t love me. She had, in fact, fallen in love with another man at her firm. She didn’t want to work it out with me and she almost immediately wed him once our marriage was annulled. It destroyed me. For many reasons. I didn’t love investing but I did it for us to have the life she’d wanted, the life my dad told me I needed. And I stuck it out because I knew once we got through the difficult years, we’d have time together and that time would be more enjoyable by being financially comfortable. Without her and the dream of our future together, I lost the drive to do anything.

      I took a full year off of work, living in the house we used to share together, though she’d paid me for half of it so she could be completely done with me. I wrote a ton. A lot of poems, loose thoughts, some short stories. Finally, after wallowing and wondering what life is about, I decided enough was enough.

      My broken heart healed as I devoted myself utterly and totally to work, growing Bennett and Barrow into a thriving investment firm, building my current home, and taking vacations whenever I pleased. I dated and fucked a myriad of women but never felt emotionally connected to a single one. Never had a single fucking butterfly in my belly since Lucy.

      Not until I met Britta.

      And I shared that with her, which caused her to grow silent, pink-cheeked, a smile on her lips. It was true, though, and as hard as it was to admit out loud, I hadn’t thought I’d ever be in a relationship—a real one—again, until Britta.

      I tell her my parents were married many years before my dad had a heart attack and passed away, over fifteen years ago. High-stress investments, lots of booze and cigars, little exercise and lots of indulgences—I explain, made him a prime candidate. Ripe for the cardiomyopathy picking.

      “So that’s why you take good care of yourself?” she says, blowing on a bite of hot food. The way she eats and moans with pleasure after nearly every bite makes me never want to eat another meal without her.

      “That and exercise helps combat depression.”

      It’s true. A long run always puts a good chip in the mounting darkness I feel when the loneliness feels all encompassing.

      “You’re depressed?” her eyebrows lift and she stops eating, and the empathy that drips from her face nearly melts me. My chest pulls at her expression. How can this person be so young and yet converse like a woman twice her age?

      “I’ve been depressed,” I rake a hand up the back of my head and take a seat next to her on the bar, picking up her fork and passing her a bite. Her lips wrap around the metal then I kiss her as she chews, the taste of peppers and eggs mixed with her sweetness.

      “Seems silly, right?” I smile to her, dropping my head into my hand resting on the counter, watching her eat.

      She chews a bite thoughtfully and stretches her legs out over mine and I rest my hands across her knees. I could do this every night, a hot omelet after scorching sex, a conversation about life with my hands on her soft skin.

      “No,” she says finally, resting the fork on the plate, pulling her glass of water to her lips. “Some of the best times in my life had nothing to do with what I had. It was who I was with.”

      My hands work the spot above her knees, kneading her soft skin, making my cock lift from my thigh. I’m growing insatiable for her; I feel like we’re both twenty.

      “What do you like to do, when you aren’t working?” she takes the last bite and pulls her legs from me, taking her plate to the sink. She starts washing it and I tell her she doesn’t need to do that.

      “What, you gonna leave it for the maid?” she throws a playful wink over her shoulder as she rises to the balls of her feet, reaching to turn the water off. The bottom of her ass is exposed, a strip of pink in the form of her panties settled in the split of her. Before I can stop myself, I’m behind her, smoothing my palms down those delicious little mounds, her spine curving, ass pushing back into me.

      “Mmmm,” a rumble of delight comes from deep within her, getting trapped behind her closed lips.

      “You can be loud with me if you want, you know,” my lips are at her ear when I tell her and I inhale her scent, sweet cake and raw heat. My dick stands on end now. I spin her around by the hips and drop to my knees in front of her, peppering her thighs with rough kisses. She moans again, broken and quiet but her mouth is open, emerald eyes darkly fixed on me. Sliding my fingers under the waistband of her panties, I tug them down and let them pool at her ankles, exposing her to me.

      Leaning forward, I cover her bare pussy with my mouth, roughly sliding my tongue through her folds, against her clit. Her fingers tug at my hair and with each pass I make and I feel her thighs begin to tremble, more and more.

      She’s soft and sweet, selfless and gentle. She’s fiery hot and sexy, more than meets the eye. She’s my wildest dreams come true. She’s the promise of something more, a happier life.

      “Take me back to your bed,” she whimpers, and I rise immediately, hoisting her over my shoulder, padding across the living room to the stairs. I never carried Darcy. I never made her an omelet at ten o’clock at night. They’re both small things in the big picture, but it my neatly organized life, they are something. It isn’t lost on me that this is something.

      Once in my bed, we’re reckless and wild, hands and legs everywhere, mouths twisting together. We fondle one another, searching for any pockets of untouched skin, desperate and hungry to explore it all. I kiss her deep while I fuck her slow and she moans, god she moans so loud when I fill her. The sounds of her coming undone will be my undoing, I know it.

      When we come down, I hold her hand, our fingers interlaced against my heart.

      We lay together that way, naked, sticky, our hands one against me, and talk. She tells me about her mother and how it was growing up with an alcoholic. She shares with me how going to culinary school has always been her dream, and that she did a semester at junior college for her mom, before dropping out to be a caretaker. Much like my dad steered me away from writing, Britta’s mother steered her from baking, saying a “regular education” has more potential with it. I listen, committing it all to memory, down to the tiniest of details. She begs me to share more and I do—though I am far less interesting despite being more than double her years. She hasn’t had it easy but her ability to see it through rose colored glasses is tremendous and makes me want to take care of her, give her everything she’s ever wanted.

      As light creeps into my room, we drift off, not moving for the few hours of sleep we manage to get. I wake and despite not getting my normal eight hours, I feel energized and ready for the day.

      Sleeping next to her felt more intimate than sleeping with her. And it felt really fucking nice.
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      Brooks isn’t annoyed when I wake in a frenzy to get back to my apartment before it’s time to leave for work. I don’t want Melody knowing I spent the night, not yet. After what happened with Nolan, she’d be skeptical and distrusting of Brooks, much like I was. And I just didn’t want to explain anything to her, not yet. It would ruin the small honeymoon vibe I was getting from my time with him.

      “Thanks,” I breathed against his lips after a passionate goodbye kiss.

      His tanned hair was poking out from the sides of a baseball cap, glints of age in his trimmed beard catching the morning light. He was sexier like this, rough and tired, than in his suit and glasses. I like how he looked when he was relaxed.

      “Call me, I don’t have your number,” he said, lips turning up coyly as he wove his fingers through mine in the air, my arm the last part of me in the car.

      “Oh yeah,” I pulled my hand back and stepped back onto the curb, throwing a quick glance up at the apartment on the 3rd floor. Lights were on. “I’ll call you,” I said, then I blew him a kiss like a reckless fourteen-year-old, and it felt great. He smiled, my chest tingled, and I went inside to get ready for work.
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      I’m running a little late when Melody knocks at my door, asking me if I’m ready to go.

      “Yeah, it’s open,” I call back, pushing my hair into a loose ponytail on the top of my head. I slide into my work polo and grab my smock and step out of the bathroom to see Melody there, in the doorway, tapping her foot.

      “We gotta go, girl,” she says, hand on hip, gum popping in her cheek.

      “Okay, okay,” I grab a banana from the counter, throw my bag over my shoulder and pull the door closed behind us. Not too bad for less than twenty minutes, I think to myself, a private smile on my lips as I walk down the stairs behind her.

      Once we’re settled in the car and headed towards that hills that linger just outside the city, Melody brings him up. We made it exactly three minutes.

      “You know, I’m glad you were at the apartment this morning,” her tone is cautious and low, as if she thinks the ice could be thin.

      “Why?” I hate playing dumb, but I do it anyway.

      She selects her words carefully. “I thought maybe you’d go to his house last night, you know, I could tell he wanted you and I thought he’d try to, you know, rescue you.”

      “And you’d be against that, had he rescued me?” I ask plainly, not crabby. Okay, maybe a little crabby.

      She exhales a laugh, a cross between sarcasm and surprise. “I’m not against you being rescued, girl. I’m not anti-fairy tale!” she glances in the rear view, her hoop earring swaying gently back and forth. “But I want a good guy to rescue you, not just a convenient one.”

      “Can’t convenient also be nice?” I ask, silently refuting the idea that just because Brooks happens to be under my nose doesn’t mean we aren’t good together. We are. We are very good together, despite the years (and everything else) between us.

      “Sure,” she answers too loud and too quick, and my stomach rolls over at the breath she sucks in after she speaks. “But,” she begins and I knew there’d be a but. There’s always a fucking but.

      “But with a good guy. I mean, Brooks Bennett is probably no different than the Nolan guy. I mean, he slept with a prostitute for like, months,” she whispered to me across the cab of her car, despite the two of us being alone.

      “He what?” I control the shock in my tone, the surprise that soars through my veins and makes my fists curl closed. My heart twists in illogical jealousy and anger.

      “Yeah, like six months ago I was cleaning the second level. Mavis was downstairs,” she lets the wheel slip through her fingers, telling the story at a leisurely pace, not knowing her leisure is killing me, the anticipation of it all nearly crushing. “A woman came out of the master suite; she was like, really pretty. Anyway, she stopped in the hall and just started talking to me about my job. Asked me how many houses I cleaned, stuff like that. I didn’t think much of it. Well, later on, Mavis told me that Mr. Bennett pays a service for her. I guess she slept with him twice a week. Mavis said he’d done it for months.”

      I am silent, mouth agape, staring blankly through the windshield at precisely nothing, my mind a marathon, zig-zagging everywhere. Brooks had paid a woman to sleep with him for months? He seemed so interested in getting to know me, he seemed to genuinely care—I really had begun thinking he liked me, and that maybe we’d work out.

      Now, knowing he views women as items to be rented for his leisure, a ball of acid claws its way up my throat. I roll down my window, gasping desperately at the fresh air, trying to will away the sudden feeling of sickness.

      “Now why a man like that needs to pay to get laid, I don’t know but it doesn’t sit well with me,” she trails off as she navigates a heavy patch of traffic. We come to a stop and we’re not far from our first house. She looks across the car at me, my face drained of color, my eyes fighting tears.

      “Oh Britta,” her tone is meant to soothe but it aggravates me, slapping me with condescension in my already tender state. “You didn’t fall for him, did you? Don’t let him coming to the apartment fool you, girl. He just wants to have sex with you. Guys like that, they don’t really care about women. Not women like us, at least.”

      Rage grabs hold and I find myself defending Brooks and what we’ve built in just a handful of days, rather than siding with my cousin, my only friend, a person who I know well and love so much.

      “Do you want people to make their mind up about you based on your relationship with Donny?” it comes out of me cruel, sharp edged and cold. “You should think about that when you disparage Mr. Bennett like that. We don’t know what his relationship with her was like.”

      She snaps back immediately, on her toes, like she’s thought about this exact scenario.

      “What else do I need to know other that he paid to fuck her? He paid to have her pretend to care about him, for months. He paid her to do what he says, for months. Think about a person that does something like that.”

      I don’t want to think about it. All I can think about is the fact that he didn’t tell me. He had a handful of great opportunities yet he didn’t tell me. Hell, I am a maid after all. He doesn’t take me serious or us seriously because I am no one and there is no us.

      “He’s the reason we still have jobs, you know. Nolan could’ve fired us.”

      It’s all I can think to say to defend him. I lean my head against the window, away from her, my stomach sick and my heart torn straight down the middle. She inhales and steadies her voice, as if she’s about to tell me something that enrages her to explain. It annoys me and I remain silent.

      “That’s the thing right there, Britta. It’s not a big deal for him to make a simple phone call and save the two poor maids from being fired. Guys like him have clout and pull everywhere because they have money. It means a lot to us and so the gesture feels so big to you. But for him, it’s nothing. It’s merely pushing a game piece forward on a game board. Gets him closer to you but means nothing to him.”

      I don’t want to think about what she was saying. I don’t want to think about it because I know she could be right. If she’s right, I am so humiliated. I told Brooks things about my mom, school, my deepest feelings of grief and guilt—my eyes close and warm tears stream down my cheeks as Melody puts the car in park.

      We don’t speak again for the rest of the day.

      All I can think about is the phone call I’m going to make to Brooks when I get home.
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      I’d let him sit and wonder but if I know Brooks, he’d show up my apartment. And as soon as I laid eyes on his end-of-day scruff and his lean and tight body, the silver contrasting starkly against his thick caramel hair, I’d melt into a puddle. I’d let him use and abuse me, I know it, because I want him so bad.

      That’s why it hurts so much to know he’s not told me about his previous relationship. He shared the story of his wife—was that even real or just a device to get me to swoon? I was so confused.

      Flopping down on the torn leather couch, I pulled the old afghan down over myself and a rush of familiar scent hit my nose. It smelled like my mom.

      Not the booze, not vomit, but how my mom smelled when I was a kid. The cold cream she used before bed, the rose hips of her shampoo, clean laundry and mouthwash. It wasn’t often I allowed myself to really remember the times before the alcohol because it felt like a cruel reminder of what wasn’t. But tonight, with my heart feeling fractured, my mind a jumble, a fight with Melody under my belt… I let myself go there. And I cried. I cried long, broken sobs, over and over, until I was too exhausted to keep crying, and I drifted off. When I woke up, it was nearing eight o’clock and I knew if I didn’t call Brooks very soon that he’d be on my doorstep. I couldn’t see him.

      Sitting up, wrapping the afghan around me, I quickly nuzzle into the blanket but I can’t find my mom’s reassuring scent anymore, and I’m filled with another gust of sadness as I pull my phone off the table, along with Brooks’ card.

      It rings just once before he’s there, greeting me, the baritone of his voice soothing my jumpy nerves, though I know it shouldn’t. I want to get shivers of anger from his voice, but my body betrays me by relaxing as he greets me, tells me he’s not thought of anything but me since I left.

      “That’s nice.”

      I hate to be this person. The one that gives short, clearly disgruntled responses without saying anything. But I’m so tired. I don’t know if I have the energy to say all the things I need to say.

      “Britta, what’s the matter?” he asks, and I can hear him sit down, I think on the couch, but I’m not sure. I do my best to try and not picture him, his commanding frame and chiseled jaw. Gooseflesh spreads down my arms.

      “Did you really have a wife named Lucy?” it surprises me that I’ve opened with that, and I realize as my belly contorts itself into a pretzel that I can’t just let this go. I care about him, as naïve as it may be.

      “What?” the shock in his tone is real. Or the man deserves an Oscar.

      “Did you make that up just to make me fall for you? The poor rich guy with the broken heart who doesn’t come alive until he meets me. It’s pretty poetic. I know you’re poetic.”

      It’s snarky, cool, accusatory and awful and I hate myself for saying those words to him. They feel like slime crawling off my tongue and I rise from the couch, my body full of nervous energy.

      He is silent for a moment and then he exhales, his hand swiping over his face, I can hear it. The crunching of his beard under the weight of his hand.

      “Lucy is a very real person and we were very much married. I did not so much as exaggerate a word of that, Britta.” He holds there, saying nothing else.

      “Okay, Mr. Bennett,” I say, cold, aloof.

      “Don’t call me that,” he snaps back, fast, as if I’ve found his trigger. “Call me Brooks. I am not Mr. Bennett to you.”

      “Sure, you are, you’re my boss, aren’t you?” I pause as if I don’t know the answer.

      “The agency employs you, and I use the agency.” He is careful with his words. “Britta, tell me what’s wrong. I called the agency as soon as I dropped you off this morning. They’re not firing you or Melody for what happened with Nolan. They’ve already got his house off your route.”

      “You called them? You did that for me?”

      “I said I would. Britta, that was nothing. Of course, I did.”

      The line is silent. He could be waiting for his thank you’s and I-can’t-believe-you’d-do-that-for-me’s but all I can think of is Melody and what she said to me in the car; it means a lot to us and so the gesture feels so big to you. But for him, it’s nothing. It’s not even that I didn’t want her to be right, it’s more that I didn’t want to be wrong about Brooks.

      “Look, thanks for the last few days but I think it’s best if I get someone else on your route. And maybe we chalk up the last few days to… just some fun.” Hot tears stream down my cheeks as I say the words, letting Brooks go.

      “What’s gotten into you, Britta?” he keeps saying my name and it’s making me itch, my neck, my arms, my face.

      “Stop, just stop with the Britta stuff, stop with all of it,” I cry out, rolling the back of my hand under my nose. “Is using me cheaper for you? More exciting to be fucking the poor maid? Is that what it is?” I shout through snorts and sobs and I thank goodness this conversation is taking place over the phone and not in real life.

      “Brit—”

      I don’t let him speak.

      “You know, I need this stupid, degrading, awful job so I can move on in a few years. It’s my fault for thinking a person like you would really be interested in me. That’s my fault. I take responsibility for that,” the tendons and veins in my neck are straining and my head throbs as I unload on him. “But what you’re doing? Acting like you give a shit—that’s just wrong, Brooks. Mr. Bennett. It’s wrong. Especially when you know how I feel ab—you know what, never mind.”

      “What makes you think I don’t give a shit?” his voice isn’t holding steady anymore; its raw and low. He sounds hurt.

      “I know about your last girlfriend. I know you paid her to sleep with you for months. Where is she now? How did that work out for her? You know what? Don’t tell me! I don’t care! I may be a maid and have no money and nothing to show for myself but I won’t be some young excitement for an old, bored, lost man. Goodfuckingbye!” I hang up and take my anger out on my phone, slamming it down against the side table.

      The anger of everything hits me.

      My mom gets to ruin her life and most of mine by drinking herself into an early grave and I’m stuck paying for it, picking up the pieces. I can’t even declare bankruptcy or else I’ll never get the loans I need for school. Then I land this job making a ton of money and I can’t even enjoy a single freaking cent of it, living in this complete shit hole, because I need it all just to get back to square one.

      And square one will take me years to get to. Angrily, I slam my body down into the sofa and press the afghan to my face, screaming with frustration. And while I try not to think about it, I am aware that he doesn’t call me back.

      Because Melody was right. He doesn’t really care.

      I just wish I hadn’t fallen in love with him.
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      “Listen, we already made an accommodation for you,” the woman snaps back into the phone.

      “I am so grateful for that,” I reply, through clenched teeth. Ted Nolan sexually harasses me and to be taken off his house is “an accommodation” for me. I want to tell her how wrong it all is, but I need the job because I need the money. Unless I want to be a stripper or sell a kidney, I need this diamond-in-the-rough job. Desperately.

      “Show your gratitude by doing your job,” she snarls, “because there are plenty of other girls who’d scrub toilets for the rich.” And with that, she hangs up.

      I guess I won’t be taken off of Brooks’ house… not unless he asks. Then it occurs to me that he may ask, and while I was trying to do that very thing, it will destroy me if he asks for them to replace me. It will mean Melody was right. And though I’d accused him of it, inside I didn’t want to believe it.

      “Listen, he was never around anyway,” Melody says to me as she throws her arm over my seat, backing out of the parking spot behind the Chinese food restaurant.

      “I know,” I say.

      It’s been a week since that phone call with Brooks, and today is the day we clean the house on the hill. I don’t know if I want him to be there or not, but the fact is, I have to go. I have to clean his house like I’ve not made love in it, make his bed as if I hadn’t experienced some of the most passionate moments of my existence in it and wipe down the counter I’ve orgasmed on, like it never even happened.

      The only plus to the current situation is that I made up with Melody. After that phone call with Brooks, I made my way upstairs, came clean and apologized.
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        * * *

      

      “What did he say when you told him you knew about his hooker?” she’d asked, taking a drag from Donny’s cigarette as he played video games, his headset keeping him blissfully unaware of our problems. Or any problems.

      “I hung up before he could talk,” I said, tucking my legs underneath me, taking a pull off the tequila bottle we’d been sharing. It wasn’t our first choice, but then again, is tequila anyone’s first choice? And maybe I should’ve let him talk. But the tequila was taking my maybe’s and carrying them far, far away from me.

      “Your mom never drank tequila, did she?” she asked, grimacing as the amber liquid resurfaced in a burp.

      “Nope,” I sneered just watching her take her drink, knowing how gross it was. “At the end she would’ve drank anything.” But it wasn’t as cheap as vodka, or mouth wash, so fortunately, as nasty as the tequila was, it had no dark memories tied to it. Yet.

      “Oh, it’s so bad,” she squeaked, covering her mouth with her hand.

      “It hurts so good,” I said, taking another swig.

      I got so drunk that night that I slept on the bathroom floor and woke up with the laminate flooring imprinted into my skin for the entire day. But it was necessary. I needed to make my brain forget it all, even if just for a few hours.
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        * * *

      

      We are both completely silent as Melody’s car drags us up the hill to his house. We park and unload things from the trunk and the entire time I wonder if he’s home, and I force myself to not look in the garage to see if his car is there.

      I broke it off. He was using me. He doesn’t care about me.

      I repeat that to myself as I drag my rag down the fridge, wiping it free of the non-existent smudges. I clean the counter, refusing to let my mind wander to the bliss of talking about life with Brooks, eating an omelet in his t-shirt. Don’t think of that, I repeat to myself.
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        * * *

      

      “He didn’t make an appearance when I wasn’t around, did he?” Melody asks as the gate at the bottom of the hill closes behind us.

      I didn’t see Brooks at all in the four hours we were cleaning. I didn’t see him but I felt him everywhere. The amber scent drifting through the linens as I folded them nearly took my breath away, like a punch to the gut, and when I made it to the second floor and saw his bedroom door was closed, my heart sank. I’d called it off. Told him to leave me alone. What was I expecting? The door to be open, to have a romantic note left on his bed for me to find? That was insane.

      And yet I couldn’t help but be disappointed that there wasn’t something. Some semblance of him missing me to be found. And the disappointment was so silly, that I got mad at myself and took it out on Melody.

      “No, Melody, he wasn’t there,” I snapped back, immediately feeling guilty but still too angry to apologize.

      “Hey listen, I need to talk to you,” she navigated the New York countryside seamlessly, like I’d watched her do so many times before. “Donny’s debt, I was done paying it off about six months ago.”

      I can’t let my self-loathing ruin her big moment. I’m not that big of an asshole. I’m not Brooks.

      “Wow, you have to be so relieved. I’m so, so happy for you both,” I smile and squeeze the back of her neck, lovingly. “That’s awesome.” My anger fades in the presence of her good news.

      To this day, I don’t know what’s keeping Melody tied so close to Donny, paying his massive debts and living in a shit hole with him. But I love Melody and that’s enough for me to not question her.

      “Yeah, it feels good,” she says, and I can hear the nervousness lingering in her tone. “But um, now that I paid it off and have a little nest egg, I’m going to start culinary school, back in Connecticut.”

      “Manchester?” I asked, remembering the times we’d sent away for pamphlets and material from the school back when I was just a sophomore in high school, Melody already a senior.

      Our dream in our early teens was culinary school, though I don’t think I ever really thought either of us would get the chance to go. Much like my mom, Melody’s parents also had substance abuse issues and though neither of us lived with Betty Crocker, with the help of the internet and lots of trial and error, we taught ourselves.

      Though I knew there was a light at the end of the tunnel for me, there was still so much for me to go through before I could see it.

      “That’s so great you’re finally getting to do that. What’s the plan? Admissions open for next fall?” I try to imagine Donny in a dorm room with Melody and I can’t picture it, and I know they’ll surely rub some future baker the wrong way.

      “Well, that’s the thing. When I met with the financial guy a couple years back, he set up this payment plan for me for everything and told me just when I needed to be doing certain things,” she digs around in her purse and produces a business card which is folded in half. She hands it to me. “This guy. He was really helpful. He told me when I needed to apply for culinary school too. And I was accepted. I actually start in six weeks.”

      Six weeks. She’d be gone in six weeks. I can’t say I moved here for her because I moved for the job and the money, but nonetheless, I feel as if any wind remaining in my sails has been taken. Without Melody and hell, even without Donny, I officially have nothing. No people, no money, no prospects. Just debt, and a lot of it.

      I clear my throat gently, as to not disturb the knot of emotion that rests there.

      “Where will you guys be living?” I force a little smile. I’m happy for her but of course I can’t pretend I won’t miss her.

      “We’ve got a condo there,” I can see excitement in her eyes and it kills me to think I’ve become the person that people can’t be genuinely happy around. I won’t let the bullshit with Brooks change me.

      “That’s awesome, please tell me all about it. Tell me you finally have a bathtub and a real closet!”

      Our current apartments have exactly one closet which serves for linens, kitchen items, clothes—everything. It works fine for me since I own less than an entire suitcase full of items but for Melody and Donny, it was a squeeze.

      “Finally!” she gushes and I can see she’s been holding back. “And the counter tops are like, granite. Not tile or fake wood or anything. Real stone.” She nods, nose scrunched in self-approval.

      “Wow, I bet it’s so nice. I’ll have to come visit as soon as you guys are all settled.”

      “Definitely. And after I’m done with school and get a job, we’re going to get married.”

      She stares forward for a moment before meeting my eyes. “Do you think that’s insane?” her voice is low and this is the first time I’ve heard her ask without asking if I approve of her choice. After all these years, she’s never shown doubt or insecurity until now. I doubted my bangs in 7th grade and Melody was right there to tell me, who cares what Shonna in 8th grade says, if you like them, then own it!

      “It’s not insane if you want it. You want to marry Donny?” I ask.

      “I do. It’s not just what you see, you know. There’s more to him. He comes off like a lazy asshole, I know. Trust me, I know,” she fiddles nervously with her hoop earring. “But he takes care of me in ways that I never had.” Her gaze goes out the windshield and I realize now we’re both just looking for all the things that we never had but always wanted. Love, security, money, all of it.

      “No dream is too small. He never tells me I’m stupid. He always reminds me how much I can do. He loves me, you know?” her eyes go dreamy for a moment and it’s a way I haven’t seen her behave in ages. It occurs to me then that Melody’s been under a lot of stress for a long time, too.

      “I know. You should do it, Mel. Do what you want. You’ve earned it,” I reach over and grab her hand with mine, squeeze her once before bringing my hands back to throw my long hair up into a ponytail. “I’ll miss you,” I say, smiling.

      “I’m sorry about what happened with Brooks.”

      I shrug. I don’t want it to cloud her happiness. “Let’s go,” I push the door open, “You can get fired but I can’t,” I toss her a playful wink and we enter the house we’d been parked in front of and get to work.

      All there is for me now is work.
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        * * *

      

      Once I realized my mom drank far more than what was normal and acceptable, I was too worried to leave her. Afraid that if I was gone too long, she’d drink too much, leading to me being up all night, pacing the hallways and checking her pulse, turning her on her side and making sure she stayed that way. In my mind, if I never left, I could always protect her. When my friends went to the movies or rollerblading, I stayed home to make sure I was there, in case. I still remember fourth of July weekend when I was thirteen years old.

      Mom had promised to come home straight after work but instead came home at two o’clock in the morning on the fifth, not knowing where she was or who she’d been with. As soon as I heard the scratching on the front door, I knew she’d been dropped off and was doing her usual “struggle with the keys” routine. I’d pulled her in, black out drunk, and put her on the couch. After taking off her shoes, getting the sick bowl, water and aspirin, I refused to stay up and just sit by her side, nervous and anxious all night like I usually did. Instead, I stayed up the remainder of the night trying to make French macarons. I failed the first four times but with the desire to keep my hands and mind busy, I got them close. And it was that morning at 6am, exhaustion and worry the only thing keeping me standing, that I realized baking was something I enjoyed. And it kept my mind occupied from my problems.

      Over the course of the next five years, I’d make nearly 1,200 French macarons and many cakes, cupcakes, sugar cookies and far more. The best part of baking out of anxiety and worry is that I never wanted to eat any of it, my stomach always the state of turmoil, waiting to see if mom would come through each bender or not. Around the time I was fifteen, Melody’s parents had split and her mom was coming to visit my mom a lot more. They partied together, leaving Melody and I at my house together. Instead of being scared alone, we baked together. And Melody fell in love with baking, too.

      Mom always told me I needed to go to college. “Cookies are great but they don’t put a roof over your head,” she’d say. To make her happy, I enrolled in a junior college and spent a good chunk of money I’d earned at the Stop’n’Save buying books, registering for general education classes I didn’t want to take, and bus passes. Without a car, I relied heavily on public transportation and nothing in life makes you want to be financially free as much as public transportation does.

      With mom gone and Melody pursuing her baking dreams, I was left wondering what to do with myself. I could go to culinary school, too, but in three years when the debt was paid off, I’d be nearing twenty-four—most bakers have finished school and done apprenticeships by that age. Would I ever get my foot in the door? I didn’t usually even let myself think this far ahead because it just brought me stress but with Melody moving forward, it made me think. And I returned to the same thought.

      All there is for me now is work.
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      I’m so fucking mad at myself for not telling Britta about Darcy. I had plenty of opportunities—especially since I’d told her about Lucy. I’d never told any of the agency girls—including Darcy—about Lucy. No one knew I’d been married before, except my business partner. While the reasons I didn’t tell her ended up coming true, the outcome could’ve been far less detrimental had I just told her. Why hadn’t I told her? She definitely misunderstood the relationship I had with Darcy but still, I’d broken her trust after what had happened with Nolan. As it was, she’d been through such a huge amount of trauma in the last few years, all she needed was a safe place, love and care. That’s all. And I fucked it up. Omissions, I’d learned in business, are as good as lies. And no one wants to be with a liar.

      She didn’t want to see me or talk to me; I know because the agency called to make sure I wanted to keep her on my service after they relayed that she tried to get me off her route. I told them to keep her on, everything was fine. She didn’t want to see me, though, so I remained away when they came last week. I knew if I said yes to having her on another route she’d be replaced. These high-end discreet services wanted girls who wanted to be there, not trouble makers. Another bump in the road would be the end of the road for her, no matter what I said or did.

      Instead, I wrote her a letter then threw it away. In the week since I’d spoken to her, I found myself swimming in a very deep pool of misery. And the amount of gloom which I was experiencing surprised me. I’d only spent a handful of time with her, we didn’t know each other’s nuances and annoyances, but still, I’d fallen for her. I know I had.

      The delicate way which she laced positivity into all situations—she did it without being annoying, in a way that made me see things more positively. Tutoring for free when she was in debt, offering to pay for the glass I made her break, that sweet tone she used when tracing out difficult questions. She was pure, gentle and kind and when I thought about her, I thought about all the things I thought I wouldn’t have but suddenly wanted, desperately, with her. I’d been lying in bed at night thinking of what sex had been like with her. She was wild, unbridled and real; never trying to act sexy or do things she thought I wanted. No, she moved on my body doing just what felt good, and when we were together, I could feel that she was pleased, in more ways than one. And god, she was so fucking beautiful. The subtle curves of her petite frame, the way she gasped when I took her nipple in my mouth, how fast she came for me when I finally tasted her. She was perfect and in the span of a week I managed to break her trust and turn her against me.

      The years of using services to take care of my sexual needs had my relationship skills rusty. She said she didn’t want to talk to me but it’s been a week. I’d given her a week. I need to see her one more time.

      I find her number in my phone and call her.

      “Hello?” I’m surprised when the line stops ringing.

      “Hello.” Her voice sounds tired and I look at my watch to make sure I haven’t woken her. I have hardly slept ten hours total this whole week. It could be three in the morning as far as I know.

      “Did I wake you?” I ask, seeing it’s nearly ten o’clock. I don’t let her answer. “Thank you for picking up.”

      She makes a noise to acknowledge I’ve spoken, and I can imagine her on the old couch in her pink panties, hair splayed out everywhere around her, perky tits visible through her thin t-shirt. My chest tightens at the image, and doubles down when I remember she doesn’t trust me and I won’t ever get to have her in that way again.

      “I just wanted to say a few things.”

      “Okay,” and there’s a rustling noise behind her, like she’s sitting up. I wonder if she has that afghan on her and if she’s eaten.

      “After Lucy, I just couldn’t see myself marrying again. And it took me a long time to date again,” I pour a few fingers of whiskey into a glass and lean over my kitchen counter, remembering how I took her there with my hands early that one morning. “After a couple of years of dating, I started to feel like a fucking asshole. Women wanted more and ended up disappointed when, after a few dates, I broke it off. But I just couldn’t connect with any of them. Everything felt so forced and fake.”

      She makes another little noise, a cross between mmm and hmm, so I know she’s there and listening. I keep going.

      “But I didn’t want to be celibate. And I didn’t want to lead anyone on. And the women I dated; they didn’t want to have just sexual relationships.”

      “They were looking for more,” she says, her tone wandering.

      “Yes, they were. And I knew that I didn’t feel more. I couldn’t remember all of what I felt with Lucy, it’d been so long ago, but I never sparked with any of the women I dated. And I remembered the spark.”

      She doesn’t say anything but I know she’s still there as I watched the seconds count up on the call timer.

      “My partner suggested I use this agency and at first I said no,” I settle into a seat at the bar, having moved around the house during the conversation, nervous energy setting me adrift. “I thought I could stomach being completely alone. But I guess I’m weak. I needed something.”

      “Sex,” she says flatly.

      “Yes. I wanted to have sex. And Darcy was just sex.”

      “I don’t understand how someone can be in your bed and make love to you and wake up next to you and you’re able to call it just a business transaction,” I can hear desperation in her voice, which has replaced the anger. She wants to understand, she’s trying, she really is. Blood flows quick throughout me, my heart beating hastily. I’m on my feet again, pacing.

      “Britta, listen, I know it’s hard to understand. But really, Darcy was just so I wasn’t alone and miserable all the time. She was under contract and understood exactly what we were. We were business.”

      “I’m under contract, too,” her voice is so small, I just want to scoop her up and feel her against me, kiss her head and take away her worries.

      “Not the same way and you know that. Britta, I wanted to tell you about Darcy and the agency. I just didn’t want you to see me as Nolan. I would never put my hands on you or anyone else the way that he did. You know that, right?” I ask, hoping that the things I’ve shared with her are enough to make her see the truth. Just let it be enough for now and then I will win her back, win her trust, make it right, show her who I am and how much I care.

      Seconds feel like hours.

      “I want to believe you aren’t,” she whispers on a sob. “But I just don’t know.”

      “Okay, okay,” I barter, “will you continue seeing me? We don’t have to have sex, or touch even. Just dinner at my house a few times a week. We can continue to get to know each other. We’ll start where we should’ve started in the first place. And then after a while, you can decide.”

      She sniffles and then she speaks the most beautiful word I could hear, even in its reluctance. “Okay.”

      “I’m not like Nolan,” I say it again because it feels like I can’t say it enough. “I like you. A lot. And you make me see the horizon, not the path behind me.”

      Money or no money, the same fear lies in us all, somewhere. Mine just happened to be at the surface, flaring brightly. I’d been in love before and left before and though I was well past those emotions, I never forgot how it felt. I wanted to be with Britta, but the idea that perhaps she didn’t or wouldn’t share those feelings—it kept those three words at bay. For now.

      “I don’t ever want you to think I want you for your money,” her tone is sharp, and it tells me she’s thought about me, about us. My heart settles after a flip and breathe my first relaxed breath in a week. It’s not all worked out. It’s not what I want it to be, not yet. But we’re closer than we were.

      “Come for dinner tomorrow,” I say, “promise me dinner tomorrow. We’ll start there.”

      “Okay,” she agrees, and its slight but there is excitement in her voice.

      Progress.
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      I don’t know if dating has changed that much or if I’m just not used to dating someone I actually give a shit about, but dating Britta is—at the risk of sounding like a twelve-year-old girl writing in a diary—magical. The days we’ve chosen to see one another are Wednesdays and Fridays, and I get to see her Tuesdays while she’s at the house. I despise her cleaning my house, I want her off my service—hell, I want her to quit that fucking job altogether. But we are moving in baby steps, to make up for the quick and somewhat disastrous start.

      She insists on bringing groceries on Wednesday evening and we cook together, swaying gently to the crooning of Frank Sinatra while we talk about nothing and everything. We share our favorite authors and favorite books; she shows me a whole world of music in the form of stripped-down acoustic covers. I introduce her to the world of Lionel Richie, we slow dance together in the kitchen to classical music, and I get lost in her presence when she tells me she’s going to teach me to make French macarons from scratch, her passion gleaming in her wide green eyes.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s the most important part?” I asked her, sifting almond flour over a bowl as she directed me.

      “Macarons have a lot of important parts. That’s why I started with them, back when I was younger. I knew if I could perfect a macaron, I could do anything else,” she smiled and dug around in my drawers and cabinets, a strand of blonde hair dancing in front of her face.

      “What are you looking for?” I asked, enjoying watching her blow the hair away from her face, her lips going pouty and edible as she did.

      “Would you know where it is, even if I tell you what it is?” she smiled and continued digging, knowing full well that I don’t make use of all the things in my kitchen. The microwave and the fridge but everything else may as well not exist.

      She pulled a food scale out from a cabinet and held it up like baby Simba, her eyes gleaming up at it.

      “Important?”

      I smiled, loving how my heart thudded wildly as I watched her move naturally around my kitchen.

      “Very,” she set it down on the counter and began scooping the almond flour from my bowl, pouring it into the bowl on the scale. “You did good. This is nearly 100 grams. You always have to use a food scale because a cup isn’t 100 grams,” she shook her head staunchly as she measured and sifted sugar in her bowl. “Now we sift them together.”

      We’d agreed to keep our hands to ourself while we dated and I’d been okay with restricting myself with her around only to abuse myself utterly and desperately later. But with her sweet smell of cake and body heat under my nose, the light inside her coming alive doing what she loves and how comfortable she is in my home with me… it was a real fucking test of willpower. And a stark contrast to how I felt with Darcy. I had to force myself to fuck her, so I wouldn’t be a horny recluse. And if she wanted to cook or use my home for any reason, it made me itch. My skin would literally crawl listening to her bare feet slap against the marble tile as she touched my things and existed in my space. With Britta, I never wanted her to feel like it wasn’t hers too and I never wanted her to leave, either.

      “The eggs need to be room temperature, too. Aging them,” she nudged a small elbow into my waist and while it was just a tiny jab, it electrified me. “You don’t seem to age too much so I had to explain it.” She tossed a frisky wink my way.

      We finished mixing the batter and when I didn’t have piping bags, she showed me how she made them at home with no real supplies. She cut the tip off of a Ziploc bag and put a piece of rolled tin foil inside to create a tip, spooning the batter in slowly, cautiously and piped little discs of carefully measured batter on the pan. We sat on the kitchen floor—something I’d never done with anyone before—and talked about our favorite childhood memories of cookies while we waited for the oven.

      She told me of the time she was eight years old, before she realized her mom had a problem, and they made chocolate chip cookies together from scratch and it was the single most perfect memory she could recall. I told her of a time that a girl gave cookies out as Valentines when I was in high school and it was the first time a girl had given me anything. She smirked at my story, then leaned forward, stopping before our lips made contact. “I hope you like sweets,” she bit her lip and leaned back, rosy cheeks and flushed chest.

      Those times we cooked and baked together, I’d watch her move around my kitchen and I’d collect delicious and sinister mental images, tapping into them after she left, fucking myself recalling them. But I can’t help it. She makes me feel alive in ways I never knew were possible. And of all the dates, the ones where she baked and indulged in her passions, were the dates where she was the hardest to resist.

      Fridays I cooked for her but because I don’t love cooking, we have pizza. We’ve tried all sorts of different crust recipes—cauliflower, traditional, stuffed, garlic and herb, two-ingredient. Together we chopped and diced all toppings, spreading them over our stretched dough, putting them into the pizza oven together. Though I’d done a fair amount of drinking before Britta, I’d stopped as soon as she agreed to date me. She swore she didn’t mind, she even admitted to drinking occasionally, too. But with her history and everything she’d told me she went through with her mom, it seemed like an obvious and easy choice not to drink. Instead, I bought a soda stream and we made all sorts of flavored waters and drinks, because, according to her, “carbonation goes with pizza like ice cream goes with cake.” Seeing her was the best part of every week, and talking to her was the highlight of each day. Her jubilance and positive outlook never ceased to surprise me, and when I’d comment on it, she’d chalk it up to our age difference.

      Then I would try to think back to being twenty years old. The world at your feet, nothing but fun ahead. But Britta’s not like the average girl her age. She’s taken care of a sick person most of her life, she’s sacrificed her dreams and given up her savings in the name of love, for family. And she was still a ray of light. And now she’d given me a second chance after I’d disappointed her, broken her trust. It’s nearly impossible to have such a forgiving, sweet, pure person around and not fall in love with her.

      If it was possible, I wasn’t capable.

      We’d agreed to no touching, keeping it focused on establishing open communication—we had to give legs to whatever beast we had in the bedroom, together. Occasionally she’d run her finger down the center of my chest as she anxiously awaited my taste-test response and that slight physical contact had me ready for sex. I did a lot of adjusting, shifting from foot to foot, handling my dick when she had her back to me. Just tasting her cookies had my heart fucking pounding, my cock standing at attention. She is the only one to bring me to life like that. I love how she does that to me.

      The last six weeks had been a cocktail of beautiful and torturous. I’d fallen in love with her, utterly, and it scared me to my fucking core. Going one million in on a business with a shady past was less terrifying than falling in love with a beautiful, sweet, young woman like Britta. And the fact that we’d agreed not to be physical was destroying me.

      She’d text me when she woke up, to say good morning, and I swear I got hard just from that. Sometimes she’d send a photo of herself blowing a kiss or waving hello, and though she never let the camera dip below her face, the photos always made me rock-hard. I loved that sweet dimple in her cheek when she smiled authentically, the rose hue of her lips and how gently they curled into a smile when she was feeling shy. Her long tangle of dirty blonde hair and that cake scent that still drove me fucking wild—everything about her was so good. For me, it was now her or no one.

      “Good morning,” she purrs into the phone, my cock lifting from its sleepy spot on my thigh. He knows her voice now, too.

      “Good morning,” I refrained from using any pet names, though the desire to call her by something just for us had been growing to an undeniable size. She could be Britta to everyone. I wanted something just for me. I wanted her just for me.

      “Today’s the day,” her voice turned glum and my cock slumped over. If she wasn’t happy, I couldn’t be happy. In the last six weeks, my happiness had been irrevocably intertwined with her existence and I hoped that she felt the same way.

      “Can I pick you up after you say goodbye?” I ask, hoping she’d say yes.

      I’d planned an entire day for her.

      “We don’t usually see each other on the weekends,” she reminded me.

      How could I forget. I spent most of my weekends with my fist wrapped around my cock, spraying the shower walls, panting out her name.

      “I thought we could change the rules now, if you’re ready.”

      Have seconds always felt so long?

      I love her. I know that I do. But I don’t say it yet. I won’t say it over the phone, like it’s not special.

      “Okay.” It’s the second time that word floors me, pedal to ground, a rush of blood to my brain sending excitement through my core.

      “Maybe you could come get me at my place? I’m saying bye to Mel and Donny here. They’ll be on the road by three,” she adds.

      “I’ll be there by three,” I glance at my watch and see I’ve got around six hours to finish putting the plans for the day into motion. “I’ve got some work to do but I will see you Britta. Not soon enough, but I’ll see you.”

      “Okay,” she smiles into the phone, “I’ll see you later.”

      Scrolling through my phone, I find the number I’m looking for, and hit the green call button. It rings a few times and I feel the frustration build, thinking he won’t pick up but fortunately, just in time, he answers.

      “Mr. Bennett, how are you this morning?” his voice is saccharine but in the money business, you get used to people pouring syrup on their words before serving them to you.

      “Fine,” I say, sitting up in bed. Everything had become to strikingly obvious lately—I was in love with Britta, and I needed her in my life.

      “The documents you’ve requested are ready and I have a messenger going out with them now,” he promises, and I can hear him snapping to someone in the distance.

      “When will they be here?”

      I’m impatient. For what I pay this douchebag, there should be very little waiting. But despite his annoying persona, he gets me what I need with little notice. Though this time, I’d given him notice.

      “No later than noon,” he promises.

      “Will it be everything I need, or just the paperwork?” I swing my legs over the edge of the bed, silently planning the rest of the day.

      “Yes, sir, everything!” he says, satisfied.

      I simply hang up. I have a one-track mind right now and without my coffee or even another hint of Britta’s voice, the niceties just aren’t going to happen.

      Today is a big day and I only hope Britta is ready for it.

      Also, Melody is moving.
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      “He wants to see me today, after you guys leave,” I’m pulling a comb through my wet hair as Melody sits on my couch, listening, watching. We’re soaking up the last hours of one another and though I’ve kept my happy face on for her future, I’m thoroughly sad she’s leaving.

      “Yeah?” she asks, her dark hair down, those same hoop earrings wiggling between strands of wild hair. Her usual black cat-eye liner is missing and her face droops with exhaustion. She yawns and leans back, eyes fluttering shut as I continue to detangle. I’d kept Melody in on things since I’d come clean with her—she knew I’d been seeing Brooks. And though I never spoke the words, she also could see how I felt about him.

      “Now that it’s been a few weeks, how do you feel about the Darcy stuff?” she asked and it hit me that this would be our last in-person girl talk for a while.

      “Six weeks,” I correct her, knowing exactly the number of days it has been since I’ve been seeing Brooks and not having sex with him. Once you had sex with a man like Brooks, you didn’t forget. And I hadn’t. Every night when I laid down on the old leather, I remembered his mouth against me, traces of me on his chin and lips. I remembered how he drove into me so deep that I nearly gasped for air. I remembered the way my body needed to adjust to his size. I remembered everything. And my body remembered. Too many nights after dinner with Brooks, I came home and let my fingers wander, playing at my lips pretending it was him. I’d pull up the limited photos I had on my phone that he sent me and stare into his dark eyes, remember the way his scruff felt between my thighs as I made myself come, his name on my lips.

      “I think he was embarrassed that he used the service,” I tell her, remembering the conversation with Brooks on the phone weeks and weeks ago. “And more than that, I think he was embarrassed that he couldn’t meet someone.” I still won’t ever understand it, but I do believe Brooks was starting to wonder what exactly was wrong with him.

      Melody nods, but I can see she’s still deciding if she accepts this as an answer but her response surprises me. “Men like Brooks, I kind of get them,” she pushes herself up on the couch and rests her chin on her knuckles, body swaying gently. “You never know if someone wants you for you, or for your money.” She tilts her head, a curtain of dark hair falling in front of her face before she tucks it back. “For us, we never know if someone’s interested and legit or just trying to fuck us.”

      I’d never thought about that parallel but she’s right. The way that Brooks had been skeptical of women when he dated was the same way I’d been skeptical of him.

      “Yeah, huh, you’re right,” I said, going to the kitchen where I’d stashed a fresh batch of cookies for her, for the road. I toss her the bag and she grins before tearing it open. “They’re for the drive but girl talk seems just as good of a time as the drive.”

      “So,” she says, eyes rolling closed as the center of the pistachio flavored macaron made it to her tongue. “Oh, this is just like the first we ever made together,” she flicked the remainder of the cookie into her mouth and brought her hands to her chest, thoughtfully.
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      “That’s why I made them. They make me think of you. Well, us,” I will not let myself get teary. I will visit her. Not much will change, I promise myself.

      “You’ll be there with me soon,” she smiles, and I can see she feels bad that I’m stuck in this shit hole while she moves on.

      “It may be a few years,” I shrug, not wanting to talk about this. Not now.

      “Okay so, back to Brooks Bennett,” she lowers her head and raises her eyebrows in a sinister expression. “What do you think is going to happen today?”

      He flashes before me, that coifed hair and that towering build, strong and lean. My body tingles and my thighs tighten, a mind of their own. “I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I know I want to fuck him so bad.”

      “Britta Monroe Moore! I have never heard you say anything like that before!” Melody’s cheeks go red and it makes my expression match hers, flush and embarrassed. But I don’t care. I want Brooks and I’ve resigned myself to being honest with Melody all the time now.

      Another simple shrug rolls off my shoulders. “I do.”

      She giggles again before growing serious. “Will you start hooking up with him again, without any reassurances?”

      She’s asking if I’m going to hand him over my trust and love as is, if the last six weeks have been enough, if I’m ready to give up trust in the hopes of gaining more.

      “I trust Brooks,” I say, “and I don’t need a label. Before I just wanted to know if he wanted me or if I was just a thrill, a cheap conquest. But dating me for six weeks without so much as our hands grazing? Why would he do that just for sex? He could go back to Darcy. Money isn’t an issue.”

      “I know,” Melody adds, then her eyes snap to mine. “That house, Brit. Man, it’s beautiful. You get to just like, hang out in it now, too. Lucky.”

      I smile, knowing exactly what she means. Brooks’ house was always our favorite. And being in it still doesn’t feel real. I feel like I’m living someone else’s life when I’m with him, quite frankly.

      “I’m very lucky,” heat crawls up my insides while I say it, thinking of Brooks and his chiseled jaw, that wide smile, the smell of his skin.

      “That’s why he’s lucky,” Melody says, dipping her hand into the bag for another cookie. “You call yourself lucky, despite your situation.” She takes two bites before the cookie is gone. “That’s why I love you, Brit. You’re always so positive.”

      I shrug. There’s never been an alternative for me. Lose myself in the dark side of reality or persevere with happiness.

      “I’m really happy for you and Donny. And you’re going to do so great in culinary school,” I join her on the couch and wrap my arm up around her shoulders and squeeze, resting my cheek on her.

      “I wouldn’t be going if it weren’t for you. I never would have start baking if it weren’t for you, Britta.”

      “I guess we can thank our mothers for having some serious parenting problems and definite substance abuse issues,” I laugh without humor, “without them, we’d have no reason to hide behind a bowl and spoon.”

      “You did good, you know? I know this place sucks but you’ll be out of here in no time.”

      She sighs and the weight of her body next to mine brings me calmness. I wish I could bottle it up and take a dose of it later, when she’s gone and I’m without this moment and missing her.

      “Thanks,” I say and on cue like normal, Donny pushes through the front door without knocking or warning.

      “Hey, you gotta tell the driver where you want the stuff to go in the truck,” he nods at me, “what’s up Britta.”

      I feel Melody’s body tense against mine before she stands, motioning for me to rise. We share a hug, tight and hard but short.

      “I’ll text you when we’re actually going to pull out. I gotta go take care of the moving truck because apparently Donny can’t do it.”

      She rolls her eyes and Donny attempts to grab at her hips as she pushes past him in the doorway. Before he trails after her, he speaks to me. It is rare when Donny speaks to me when Melody isn’t around.

      “Your dude,” he says, fingers drumming annoyingly on the inside of the frame, his untied sneaker pressing against the door to keep it open. “I seen him in the paper today.”

      A laugh escapes me before I can hold it in.

      “Donny, you read the paper?” I don’t say it cruelly but I see his eyes deflate a little.

      “I take it from the restaurant downstairs every morning,” he says with a guilty look on his face. “I watch stocks and read the sports section. Gives me something to do while I’m taking a shit.”

      “Okay,” we’ve officially had our longest conversation ever and so far, it’s covered shit and theft. Wonderful.

      “He bought property in Connecticut with his bro. Not far from where we’re going to be. Maybe you two can visit.” He raps against the door frame with his knuckles then gives me a hand signal that I’m assuming is some sort of bro way of saying goodbye, then he’s gone.

      Brooks had started telling me more and more about his investment opportunities over the last six weeks and while we never made work a serious topic of conversation, I think I’d remember him telling me about Connecticut. Maybe it wasn’t a business he was passionate about. Maybe it was last minute. Maybe it was to immediately sell off.

      He’d be here soon and if our date was going to go how I hoped, we probably wouldn’t get a chance to talk about it.
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      I did a big thing. I made a big leap. Took a big jump. Put my neck on the line. Whatever the fuck you’d call it, I took a risk and I knew there was a chance it wouldn’t pan out, it’d bite me in the ass, backfire, whatever. Ever since Lucy, I realized I’d been so afraid of finding and losing love again that I’d stopped trying, stopped living. Using a prostitute who couldn’t reject me? It didn’t take a shrink to know that I was being a complete pussy. The darkness inside me expanded as I grew lonelier, but Darcy or no Darcy, I had it.

      Single or dating, either way, I had it - the big black dip inside me. Even if I skirted around it for years, it was still there. After meeting Britta, I knew I had to stop being scared. If she rejected me, still, it would still all have been worth it. Trying for more had to be better than staying stagnant.

      Her fingers trace purposefully behind my neck, up into my hair, and the sensation is that of an explosive being detonated. I wrap my arms behind her, tight against the small of her back and she rises to her toes to kiss me.

      “I’ve missed you this way so much,” she whispers on a gentle moan as my lips work at the side of her neck, kissing her, tasting her.

      “And hello to you, too,” she nuzzles into me as I continue kissing her, reminding myself we are in the parking lot of a Chinese restaurant downtown, not the bedroom of my home like I wished.

      “Hello,” I kiss her temple, the top of her head, then lean down over her lips, soft and slow. “God you taste so good.” The way I remembered her tasting, sweet and fresh. I didn’t want to stop kissing her, but I knew there were some things I needed to get through first.

      “I’ve been eating cookies,” she whispered against my lips, taking one last peck before lowering herself down on her feet, smoothing her hair. A flash of that hair strewn across my pillow and I’m shifting, adjusting myself in that parking lot, out in the open. She has me acting twenty and I can’t say that I hate it.

      “What kind?” I asked, thinking I tasted something nutty.

      “Pistachio,” she replied, and I licked my lips to renew the flavor of her and the cookie. “You’re early.”

      Kissing her casually, greeting her with a tight embrace—I hadn’t realized how much I needed and wanted it.

      “I thought maybe we could have an early dinner uptown before going to back to the house,” I offered, realizing if she put too much thought into my plan she’d get suspicious. Then Donny and Melody were there, having crawled out of the back of white moving truck.

      “What’s up bro,” Donny nodded to me, and I nodded in return because in the limited time I’d spent around him, I’d learned he wasn’t much of a handshake guy.

      “Hello Mr. Bennett,” Melody greeted me formally though I knew she was aware of my relationship with Britta. I’d hoped to get to know her better but with her moving, I knew it would have to happen long-distance.

      “Hello Melody, Donny,” and their eyes almost immediately go to my hand, where Britta’s is wrapped around mind. I had noticed she did that as we kissed and it gave me a hard on that I’d already tucked up into my belt.

      “Can we say goodbye alone?” Melody pulls Britta from me and Donny leans in, offering me a cigarette, which I decline.

      The two of them embrace before they even speak, and Donny nudges me.

      “Saw you in the paper, bro,” he says, blowing a puff of smoke above us before taking another deep drag, talking again on an exhale. “That’s a lotta properties you bought.”

      Donny reads the paper? I’m surprised. Normally people his age read the news on their phone but the fact that a man who pulls a cigarette from behind his ear reads the investments portion of a newspaper surprises me.

      “Is that right? Was there a photo?” I can’t remember the paper telling me they had a photo to run.

      “Just your name,” he clarifies, nodding over his sweatshirt to the women. “Recognized it because I heard it from the old lady.”

      I nod.

      “What you gonna do with all those store fronts?” he asks, dropping the cigarette to the ground and smashing it with the top of his sneakers. Donny surprises me again. He’s read the entire article, not just the headline.

      It’s true, Bennett and Barrow just bought an entire strip mall in the most populous area of downtown Bridgeport, Connecticut. The businesses that were in the strip mall were told they could remain there for the time being. When I’d pitched it to Barrow, he’d grown to trust my investment senses so much that he didn’t even question what I’d planned for the individual businesses or the space in general. I’m glad he didn’t because I didn’t even really know what my complete plan was, not yet.

      All I knew is that one of them would be for Britta when and if she wanted it.

      She wanted to be a baker and I wanted her to live her dream, after everything she’d been through. She deserved that much and I really did want her to have it, with or without me. The money was meaningless to me but with Britta, it had meaning.

      “Keep them, for now,” I say, tucking my hands in my pocket, rocking back on my heels. Something about Donny’s presence makes me profoundly aware of the age difference between us.

      He nods pensively, looking at his feet move gravel around. “Gonna wife up Britta and give her a business to run, huh?” his eyes stay on the ground where his dirt-coated sneakers work out their obvious nerves.

      “One day, maybe,” I say, feeling shocked at just how close he is to the mark.

      I do plan on giving Britta one of any of the locations I own, to open her own bakery, one day when she’s ready. She can hire whoever she wants and run it just as she pleases, as long she wants to.

      He looks up at me before the women return and with his voice low, he says: “I won’t say nothin.”

      After a few more hugs and many promises to call and text and tweet and email, finally I have Britta to myself. She looks different now, under the fading sun, the toll of an emotional day settling under her eyes. Beautiful, but sad and perhaps a look I recognize, like defeat.

      “What’s the matter?” I lift under her chin, lifting her face to mine, our bodies dangerously close for how impious I feel.

      “It’s ugly. Can I be ugly?” sadness droops on her eyelids and I kiss her, gently.

      “You could never be ugly,” I love how it’s the truth and with Britta, I don’t have to lie about anything because it’s all real, pure and simple.

      “I’m jealous. I’m proud of her of course and I know it’s not about me but, well, I wish I was going off to culinary school.” Her shoulders droop with relief after she confesses, and I wrap my arms behind her and pull her into me.

      “Let’s go into the city for an early dinner,” I say, dusting the top of her head with a few kisses, needing to make her happy but knowing a few things lay between us now and her happiness.
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      She tells me about the culinary program Melody’s been accepted to while I drive us through the thick of the city traffic, eventually finding a parking garage with vacancy. She’s been so busy catching me up on Melody and the move that she doesn’t look around as I walk her through the dark garage, our hands woven together naturally. Fuck, I really had become a twenty-year-old around her. And I wouldn’t want it any other way.

      “Hey,” she looks up at the large, stories-tall mirrored building we’re standing in front of then looks at me again. “You’re right,” she says, smoothing her wild blonde hair back into the messy ponytail she’s wearing. “Thanks,” she nods, taking my hand again before steering us to the door. “I almost forgot, it’s payment day.”

      The elevator carried us to the near-top of the building, where the consolidation firm hid. I hated places like this. Preying on and taking advantage of people in financial trouble. They took all their debt and lumped it together, in theory making payments simpler because then the person only had to worry about paying one bill. But the interest and the fee they charged? Astronomical and phenomenally hidden so most people—especially young women like Britta—hadn’t the slightest clue.

      As we stepped out of the elevator, Britta froze and turned up to me, hesitant at first then looking embarrassed.

      “I’ve been coming here alone for the last five months, I never thought I’d meet anyone who’d want to go with me to pay against my debt.”

      She smiled, running her fingers down her white cardigan, which stopped right at the top of her little skirt, giving me a small look at the perfect skin that lie between there, smooth and teasing.

      “Dating looks a lot different than it used to in your day huh?” she winked and bit her lip, playfully, teasing me about my age. I could take it. Because I knew she didn’t find me old. The stiff peaks under that sweater told me she found me attractive, too.

      I followed her to a desk and the young man sitting behind it waved us over, shouting into a Bluetooth headset pinned to his face.

      “Name,” he rolled his wrist at Britta obnoxiously.

      “Moore,” she spat out, giving me a nervous look over her shoulder. This guy was impatient and rude and she was still polite, thinking she’d been too slow. My fists tightened by my side.

      Using a single pointer finger, he taps a key on his keyboard and leans back in his chair, grabbing a sheet of paper from the printer.

      “Sign,” he points to the bottom and pulls a pen from behind his ear. Immediately I reach for the pen from my coat pocket and slide it to her and she smiles warmly at me.

      “Wait, why am I signing? Last month I put $2,500 down and I got a statement after but I never had to sign.”

      She’s aware of what she’s doing with her money and it doesn’t surprise me. She’s responsible and sharp and I can see down her sweater as I stand behind her and I remind myself it isn’t the time to get a raging hard-on.

      “Yeah, but you’re done now, sweetheart, so I need you to sign to close the account.” His finger taps against the balance due, where there is 0.00 typed in black ink. She blinks at it and looks back at the man, who is already moving on from us quite quickly.

      “Listen, sweetheart, sign the paper, okay? I got more debt to collect,” he tosses his head forward in the direction of the elevator doors and when we look back, a pool of people has collected, arms crossed, mouths downturned.

      “I don’t understand,” she says, now holding the paper as if she’s misread it.

      “Sign it, and I’ll explain,” I tell her and the look on her face in that moment sent a rush of heat through my entire body. I’d live my whole life again just for that one moment.
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      Once we get back into the elevator, she turns to me, tears in her eyes.

      “How?” she asks, tears breaking free, swimming through her lashes down her round, soft cheeks.

      “I hope you don’t have a problem with me finding out where your debt was,” I say, sincerely hoping it doesn’t come off as creepy. Finding out someone’s bank information at twenty could be quirky-stalker but at forty-eight? It could be very One Hour Photo.

      “Why? You know I don’t expect it or need it,” she loosens her hold on my hands as the elevator settles on the ground floor, releasing us back to the parking garage.

      I pull her aside, hold her small hands in mine, smoothing her palms with my thumbs. “I know you don’t expect it. But I want you to know that the debt is paid, it’s done, it’s behind you. No matter what happens between you and I, that part of your life is behind you. You’re free from it,” I cup her face with my hands and wipe away a stray tear. “I promise you, it’s behind you.”

      She rises to her toes and kisses me, her hands drifting up my chest. When she pulls back, her eyes are misty and I can see her bottom lip tremble gently.

      I’m not a cinderblock. I may have gotten misty there for a moment. Seeing the happiness and relief in her eyes, no matter what came of us, was worth it. Even the next part, which cost more than the measly quarter of a million medical debt she’d been working toward. This part cost a lot and was more of a risk because it assumed a future between us.

      A serious one.
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      My heart was fluttering in my ribs like a wild butterfly in the sunshine. I couldn’t believe Brooks had paid my mother’s debt, setting me free of my effective financial prison. That prison, however, was built by the job I’d been working… which is why I was even living downtown in the city in the first place. Now without the need to be a maid, I was free to take out loans and go to school like a normal twenty-year-old. Maybe after the last six weeks of dating me, he’d realized I was too young and this was his way of letting me down easy—paying this debt for me? Though I’d wanted to blurt out that I loved him, I had to consider that this was perhaps a gentle goodbye. Without Melody, without my mom, I had no one to help me pick up the pieces if Brooks didn’t feel the same way. And as long as I didn’t admit how I feel, then I’d be safe. Right?

      “There’s something else,” and when he says those three little words, my stomach jumps into a tangle, nervous and tight.

      It could mean anything, good or bad. Though I’ve no reason to believe it could be bad, still, it could be. I’m nearly light headed by the time we reach his car and he helps me into the passenger seat. I melt into the leather, my heartrate making my arms feel heavy, my face hot.

      “Why’d you want to tell me in the car?” suddenly my skin is clammy and hot, my hair sticking to my neck. Is it hot in here? “Is it hot? It’s hot,” I palm at my throat and tug at damp hairs pasted there.

      “Britta, relax,” he reaches out and rests his hand on the inside of my knee, which sends a heat down my spine. My legs instinctively clench together, taking his hand with them.

      “Baby, listen, take a breath,” he pushes a button that starts the car, and air starts to circulate, and I exhale heavily.

      “You’ve never called me that,” I say, letting the warmth of his hand radiate through my thigh and trickle down to my panties, wet and hot.

      “Well,” he rakes a hand over his face and pulls his glasses from his coat pocket, throwing them on in one quick movement. Fuck, that day-old stubble and smooth roll of golden chestnut and pepper hair, the way his shirt drops off his broad shoulders and pins in at his hips. He’s velvet and smooth, Marlboro man meets sexy professor, a wealthy and generous sex god. And I’m all thrift-store clothes and self-taught cookies, maid and broke, directionless and emotionally exhausted.

      “Well, what?”

      My heart thuds, please, please, please.

      “I want you to be mine, my girlfriend because, well, I love you.”

      Ohmygod. Ohmygod. He said it. It’s real. I sigh out. I’d fallen in love with the idea of a tortured and lonely bachelor when I read that poem, I’ll admit. But after getting to know Brooks, I realized he was an intoxicating blend of sophistication and chaos, beauty and raw charisma, he was more than the fantasy, better than a fantasy.

      And that was how I felt before he paid my mother’s debt and told me that he loved me. Now? I’m ready to tear my clothes off and make love to him like I had in my private memories many times over the last six weeks.

      “Britta,” he nudges me gently and I realize I’d been in shock.

      “I love you, too,” I finally say. It feels good to say. So good.

      “I want to have told you that before this but I didn’t, and, I don’t know, I was nervous,” he admits, shrugging only so slightly. Even in our emotional state, the testosterone seeps through his clothes and permeates the air around us, pulling me in a thick, hot frenzy. I squeeze my thighs tighter and his fingertips curl into my leg.

      “This doesn’t make me love you, the money has never made me love you,” I wipe away a tear with the back of my wrist and tuck a hand between my legs, on top of his. My palm on his makes his eyes flicker closed for a moment; the slightest touches between us now so dizzying and powerful.

      “I hope you really feel that way,” he says and the heat of his hand nearly burns through my turgid flesh, I can barely restrain myself anymore. There’s no oxygen in this car and I need to cover his mouth with mine and find my breath, my life in him.

      “I bought some property in Connecticut,” he starts, raking a hand down his face, cleaning his glasses on his coat, slipping them back on. My panties tingle watching him while the scent of him reaches to me and curls under my chin, pulling me to him, like a cartoon.

      “Yeah?” I say on a desperate exhale, an attempt to sound normal but I’m breathing so fast now, the need for him burning it’s way from my toes to my brain, making rational thought nearly impossible.

      “It’s um,” he scratches the back of his head as if he’s nervous, but I ignore it. He doesn’t say anything when I move his hand up my thigh, fingers grazing the wet heat of my panties. I’m so glad I’m wearing my plaid skirt.

      “Oh,” his voice goes deep, adjusting to the new sensation I’ve given him. “Um, it’s in downtown Bridgeport, highly populated strip downtown. I just said downtown, didn’t I?” he rolls his neck and glances at his hand, which I now have pressed directly on top of the seam of my body, throbbing and wet.

      “Three times,” I respond, amazed that I remembered. God, I love what I’m doing to him.

      “Anyway, I’m keeping the current businesses there but I thought after you got out of culinary school, if you wanted to open your own bakery with Melody or by yourself, you could choose which of those locations you’d like.”

      I don’t forget where his hand his, and I don’t pretend I can’t feel his long, thick fingers move gently against the cotton fabric, his body easing closing towards me, the smell of hot leather and our skin burning between us. But I do pause.

      “What?” I can’t quite process.

      “And I’ll put it in your name, when you’re ready. It will be yours, completely. And if you want me to find someone to run the business side, I will find someone. And if you want to learn how to do the books and all that on your own, I’ll find the best person out there for you, to teach you.” He leans forward and kisses my neck, damp with sweat, hair peeling away on his lips as he leans back.

      “I’m nervous,” I say, wiping at the sweat on my neck.

      “Don’t be,” he kisses me again in that same place and I feel my lower half melt into the seat.

      “You bought me a primetime location for a bakery?” I can’t believe it as I say it out loud. “I haven’t even applied to culinary school, Brooks. I haven’t, I mean, I didn’t…” I trail off.

      In the time that we’ve spent together, I’ve told him about my mom making me take general education classes at the junior college until I had to drop out. I told him I wanted to be a baker, but beyond it being a crazy little hobby, I never told him just how much I wanted it.

      “I saw it, when you told me about Melody going to culinary school, I saw it in your eyes. If you want this, I want to help you get it. But if it’s too much pressure and you don’t want it, know that you can tell me. You can tell me anything, Britta.”

      For the first time in my life, I believe and trust another person with my entire being. I trust Brooks more than I ever trusted my mom. Too many times she promised to do better, come home, not drink, save that money, whatever it was—it was perpetual cycle of broken trust and disappointment.

      Brooks had worked the last six weeks to prove to me I could trust him and that my heart was safe with him.

      And I now know it is.
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      I want it, I do, but I have to disappoint him now by telling him I’ve not even looked into culinary school yet. I hadn’t got that far in planning my future. I didn’t really see a future until I met Brooks.

      “I’ve not really made a plan for school. I mean, it was so faraway with all that debt I owed,” my voice is small and when I meet his eyes, I see he’s listening, hearing me, not just dismissing me like most people.

      “Let me help you,” he says, smoothing my hair away from my face, his other hand still nestled between my legs. “You can go wherever you want. If you want to go to Manchester in Connecticut with Melody, you can. You just have to tell me what you want.”

      I’ve never been asked this. A simple question, by all means, but still, no one has ever asked me what I really want. I’ve been told what I needed to do, I’ve had it implied what I should do, and I’ve felt the overwhelming pressure of obligation before, too. But never, not once, have I been served a platter of beautiful choices to pick and pull apart, to concoct my own dream, taste my own perfect flavor of happiness.

      “I love you,” I say it again and find his lips across the console, drive my tongue into his mouth, sweep his flavor back into mine. He could be the only thing I ever taste for the rest of my life. Not even a macaron would be this sweet.

      “But I don’t want to go away to Connecticut without you,” I admit, sheepishly. Maybe another girl would’ve wanted to do it alone, experience school and college on her own. But now that I’d met Brooks, I couldn’t imagine anything without him. Culinary school and a bakery of my own was a tremendous gift but without love, even the best gifts looked tarnished and lacking. Love made it all worth it.

      “You can live in the dorms or we can find you a place—much safer and nicer than this. You’ll never live anywhere like that again,” he glances up at the apartment above the Chinese food restaurant, the one where my few things still reside.

      “Or,” he curls his fingers into me and I lift on a moan, wild and breathless. His hands on me feel like the end of the world closing in around me, so fucking good.

      “I buy a place in Connecticut and we live there together and I go into the city when I need to, otherwise, I do meetings virtually.” He presses his lips against my neck, down to my collarbone, his tongue dipping into the hidden flesh below my fuzzy white sweater.

      “Oh Brooks,” my fingers filter through his hair and I tug at him gently, needing to taste his lips. We kiss, his tongue sweeps through my mouth and he bites my bottom lip gently before pulling away.

      “Is it too much too fast?” he smooths a thumb across my cheek and wipes away a tear that I didn’t even know was there. “I don’t want to rush you or push you, baby, but I know what I want. After all these years, I know what I want. And it’s you.”

      “You’d buy an entire commercial development in another state, move, you’d do all that for me?” I let my fingers walk down his chest until they reach his belt. The metal is cold against my hot, needy skin and I tug at it gently without unbuckling. “What if—” he stops me.

      “I love you Britta. And you love me. There is nothing else that goes with those two sentences. I love you. You love me,” he cups my face in his hands, steady and powerful, and dusts the tip of my nose with a kiss.

      “I can’t believe it, all of it,” I admit, “I was preparing myself to be let down easy.”

      “You didn’t feel how much I wanted you the last six weeks?” he kisses me again.

      “I didn’t want to believe it, in case it wasn’t real,” I admit, stray tears embarrassing me by colliding with his hands on my face.

      “Be my girlfriend, that’s all you have to agree to and I will take care of everything else,” he says into my temple before he kisses me there, again.

      “Together, in day light, outside of the house, for real,” I confirm.

      “There’s no other way,” he finds my mouth and our lips pull together, one of his fingers slipping behind the elastic of my panties, dipping into my wet flesh.

      And I know now, whatever conversations we need to have, will have to wait. They absolutely have to.

      Falling back into my seat, I smooth my skirt out and calm my hair down as Brooks adjusts himself in the driver’s seat. He’s mine now, and though I know it, I still can’t help but feel a bit naughty and dirty when I glance across the cab at his crotch and see him, under those expensive black dress slacks, rigid and throbbing, all for me.

      He sees me looking and I flush, a smile plays at his lips. Looking forward, he drives out of the parking lot.

      “Wait, should I get anything from my place right now? Since we’re here?” I assume I’ll be spending the night. Maybe many nights.

      “I am pushing my abilities to wait,” he moves the buckle at his waist and I get an eyeful of hard cock smothered in rich fabric. “If you need anything from your place, we’ll take a night drive through the city,” he says, planning a beautiful date so effortlessly and casually. I love how he does everything with such confidence and ease, it makes me feel secure, too.

      “Okay,” I say, not caring enough about the apartment to cast it a second glance. “Are you good to drive?” I ask him, gnawing nervously at the side of my lip as I quietly unbuckle my seatbelt.

      “Britta, I stopped drinking casually six weeks ago,” his brow dips with confusion as he casts me a sideways look, then he sees my seat belt off and glances back to me again. He groans before looking back at the road.

      “I know, that’s not what I mean,” though it hits me like a ton of bricks as I slither over the center console of the car that he’d given up alcohol because of not wanting to spark any bad memories from my past. I didn’t ask, he did it on his own. It felt substantial.

      “I can’t believe you’d do that for me,” I said, my eyes burning into his profile as I unbuckled his belt, too. His Adam’s apple bobbed as my hand grazed his chest, tucking the seatbelt by the door.

      “I mean,” I continued, my fingers working his belt over, “are you okay to drive while I go down on you?” the sound of his zipper descending at my hand worked like a shot of adrenaline in my veins, making my whole body come alive. I was on a mission now.

      “Fuck, Britta,” his heavy hand on my head, thick digits tangled in my wild hair, I heard him lean back, I heard his other hand close and squeeze on the leather steering wheel.

      “It’s not safe,” he growled as my hand finally found him, under the tail of his shirt, through the cotton of his boxers. It’d been weeks since I’d felt him this way, bare and rigid in my hand. I gaze down at his thick, hardened cock, and his voice is rough when he says my name again.

      “Britta,” and before I get tantalized by the hot steel in my fingers, I slip him into my mouth. I’ve missed him so much, in this way. He cages a growl in as I move my mouth down his length until my lips are pressed tight against his pants. The back of my throat tickles and spit pools inside my mouth but he’s so deep inside me now, I don’t want to let up. I want to feel him like this, straining, holding back for me.

      “I don’t want to come like this,” he snarls as I let my tongue push past his rigid flesh, lapping at his skin. “Oh fuck, Britta, baby, not like this,” and I lift off him, the salty taste left on my tongue making me starving. Needing to devour him.

      I have my fun putting him back in his pants and he gasps and rumbles behind the wheel, at my mercy, making my heart race knowing he’ll be in control when we get back to his house.

      I can’t wait to give him control.
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      It’s been so long since we’ve been together in this way. Smoldering eyes, jaw clenched tight, his chest rises and falls along with the beats of my heart. It feels so good being with him again. Though we’re still a few feet apart I swear I can feel the heat radiating from him, fiery and raw. I’ve thought about him so much these last weeks, I know as soon as he touches me, I’m going to come so fast. Just the feel of his skin against my bare parts and I’ll fold, I know it.

      “I’ve wanted you so bad,” I say on an exhale as he paces towards me, slow and intentional, the taste of him still on my lips. The look in his eyes tells me he wants this as bad as I do and it causes a surge of confidence inside me, to know a mature, handsome man like Brooks wants me. He wants me, not just my body, but he wants the actual Britta. The one with just dreams and no resume, the one who still hasn’t figured things out and is still learning. Despite it all, he wants me.

      “You don’t know what want is,” he growls, bending down, slanting his mouth over mine. I moan and his mouth catches it, pens it in between us, the taste of him making my thighs tingle.

      “I don’t just want you. I need you,” he says between wild kisses, his palms sliding under my sweater, cupping my breasts. Warm and rough, his touch is everything.

      We padded our way from the garage to the kitchen, up the stairs and by the time we’d reached his room, all we had on was underwear. The room was dark, only a stream of light from the hall drawn across the floor. That sliver illuminated the side of his face, his arm and chest. My heart beat with the force of a thousand hammers as I took in his slender yet built physique, the delicious v dipping into his boxers from his hips. I loved that the hair on his chest was just a little grayer, a little softer than the hair on his head and I loved that when he reached for me, his muscled strained and tightened. His dark eyes held their gaze on me and as he pulled me into him and I nearly melted. Being held by him, our sticky, needy skin pressed together with nowhere to hide, it felt right.

      He puts me on the bed then I feel him hook his fingers through my panties, his lips dragging a line down my leg as he tugs, tugs them off me completely.  His erection rests on my bare ass, hot and heavy, as his lips fight my hair for that soft spot on my neck. He sucks in a deep, slow breath and I feel his cock flex and strain against me, and it nearly takes my breath away. I want him so bad. I’m afraid I’m going to come so fast and ruin it.

      “Cake,” he rasps, “I smelled you in my house before I met you. You smell so fucking sweet, like cake,” he growls, nipping at my neck, the top of my shoulders, his lips now on my spine. Liquid heat spreads between my thighs, the pink flesh there swollen, aching.

      “And somehow,” he grits, “you taste even fucking sweeter.”

      He wraps an arm under my hips and yanks me to my knees on the bed, his rigid cock pinned to my bare ass. A squeal escapes me as I get my bearings, Brooks tearing through a square of foil behind me. I hear him work his dick to roll down the condom and I wish I could see him handling himself that way. And before I can even glance behind me, his fingertips drive into my hips and he pulls back, straight onto that impressive length of his.

      “Oh!” I squeal, sitting back on him, absorbing him, letting my tight, wet pussy adjust to his size.

      From his knees behind me, he wraps an arm around my chest and lifts me up, kissing behind my ear.

      “Take it how you want it,” his voice sounds dark in my ear, low and rippled with passion. I nod, breathlessly, and fall forward onto belly, hollowing myself as he slides out of me. Flipping onto my back, I let my legs fall open drawing his darkening eyes to the hot, pink flesh there. He wraps a hand around himself and strokes, slow, base to tip, rolling his palm over the glistening need that forms at the peak of him. I can’t wait, I need him, everywhere.

      “Taste me,” I whisper, shy to admit what I want, nervous to show him that side of me so completely now.

      He runs his palms over the tops of my legs, making my nipples turn to stiff peaks, my spine rolls, breathing now jagged. And then his mouth is there, tasting as much as possible, as slowly as possible. His tongue discovers the seam of me, over and over, faster and faster until I am completely powerless to do anything but clench the sheets, scream for him, scream for more, now, right there.

      I’m breathing, panting, gasping as he presses his lips over my clit, tightly, and introduces his tongue in small, tight circles, his fingers now to the hilt. The lights go out, my hips sail into the air, explosions fill the peripheral of my existence, noises everywhere but nothing makes sense. I am powerless underneath him, the orgasm he’s giving me is so big, powerful, profound. He opens his mouth with a moan and I come again, breathlessly, clenching on him, releasing him, over and over until I’m a puddle of sticky skin and sweat in his bed.

      He lays next to me, in no hurry to get his, but as I make my way down from my orgasmic haze, I remember the road head in the car, on the drive here. Straddling him, I put his sheathed cock between us and slip it inside me, still wet and throbbing from my orgasm.

      “Ohh,” he groans as I settle into his lap, his cock pushed so deep inside me that I cough as I adjust, making room for all of him. He’s so big it nearly feels like he tears me when I put him inside me, but my body adjusts, as if he were meant to fill me. Because as he rolls his hips underneath me, I know that nothing else could ever fill me up the way he does. It feels so right. I lean down and kiss his neck, taste his salty skin as he pins my power half with his palm, holding me still while he pumps his eager cock up into me, faster and faster. There isn’t a cinematic quality to what we’re doing, there is only raw hunger made more virile by the physical break we took, and we tear into each other now, my bra flying across the room as he rolls me on my back.

      He slows his movements, rolling his hips tightly to mine, pushing and pulling himself out of me like he was playing a fine string instrument. His nose drags against mine as he impales me, moving me higher up the bed.

      Though I’ve just come, I feel close already, Brooks’ arms caging me to the bed, his cock flattening me to the mattress. He’s so handsome, the way his body ripples and flexes over mine, how his neck straining tightly as he drives inside me, holding back from his own release.

      “I’m sorry,” I pant, throwing a sweaty palm over my face.

      He holds his body up on one arm long enough to tug my hand from my face.

      “What’s the matter, baby?” he leans down and kisses me and it’s the last bit of contact needed to send me to the place of no return.

      “I wanted to come with you,” I rasp, clinging to him, arms everywhere on his torso as my pussy nearly strangles him, squeezing hard, gripping him. “Oh god, Brooks,” I nibble the bottom of his earlobe, the faint scent of his amber cologne making my heart nearly trip up mid-orgasm. “Oh my god, I love you,” I tell him, my orgasm rolling through me with the subtlety of fireworks. I wrap my legs around him, dig my heels into the soft flesh of his ass and drive him deeper inside me as my ride comes to an end. The roar now just a soft lulling of water against melting sands. Finally, I can breathe.

      When I open my eyes and find his in the darkness, he drives into me one more time, quick and hard, our gaze still held. Then he stills inside of me and he throbs, pulse after pulse and I feel it in my veins. He fills the condom, unmoving over me, our eyes still tangled in a nonverbal conversation.

      “I love you, too,” he pants, pulling himself from me. As he slips away to dispose of the condom, I touch myself where he just was and think of how good it felt to have him inside me, coming inside me, giving me the most intimate part of himself.

      He settles into the bed next to me and kisses my bare, raspberry nipple, then my neck, and grabs my chin and kisses me firmly on the lips. On his back next to me he takes my hand, like he did that first night, and weaves our fingers together, resting them on his chest.

      “I remember my first vacation. I remember my first heartbreak. I remember my first drink. I don’t remember my first kiss. I remember everything,” his hand squeezes mine against his heart as I recite his words, his poem, the thing that piqued my interest in Brooks from the start. “It’s beautiful, you should write more,” I tell him, wondering if we would have ever met had I not read that note on the floor.

      “Everything I wrote before was drab,” he explained, “but now that I have a muse, maybe I will. I don’t know.”

      A muse. I smiled to myself, my cheek against his chest, my eyes growing heavy with post-orgasm bliss.

      “It’s a shame you’ll have to forget that poem,” he exhales, tracing his fingertips down the length of my arm now, leaving my hands empty.

      “What? No!” I protest, and I think though I’ve never explicitly stated it, he knows how much that poem had grown to mean to me.

      “It’s just not true anymore. I had my first kiss. Today, at your apartment. I’ll never forget it,” his voice is low and though he’s swathed his admission in a gentle teasing, I know he’s being vulnerable and real.

      “Me too,” I catch his fingers on my arm and bring them to my lips, kissing the tip of each one slowly, methodically. “Some actual firsts too,” I let my tongue wrap around one of his fingers and he groans, loud and low. “I’d never gone down on a man before, I’ve never given road head,” I trail off, enjoying teasing him this way. “There’s other things I’ve never done either.”

      He rolls to his side where his dick stands against his belly, hard and ready. I eye it, and try to tell myself to get used to seeing him this way, since we’re together now. Still, though, it’s so hard to believe. Brooks is so handsome; I am so lucky.

      “I’ll get you all caught up, baby,” he smiles and it makes sunshine inside me, warm and happy.

      “Good,” I kiss his chest and let my fingers travel down to his hard heat that waits just for me. “I can’t wait to remember everything.”
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      One Year Later

      Even a year later we could barely stand being away from each other. When I’d hired a professional baker to train Britta privately from home, she said she fell in love with being home. I’d been working from home, too, and we got to spend so much time together. The bedroom door had never been closed this much. We couldn’t keep our hands off of each other. I was nearing fifty years old and having the fucking best sex of my life.

      She wanders into the kitchen, her tangled hair a symptom of her wild yet peaceful sleep. I can’t believe that when I met Britta, she hadn’t slept in a bed in years. My t-shirt droops off one of her shoulders, leaving a patch of smooth skin exposed. I plant my lips there, slowly, as she groans a beautiful good morning under her breath, arms stretching into the air above. I press my body to hers and run my hands up the front of her shirt, filling my palms with her breasts. She moans, pushing her perky ass into my crotch, which thickens in my jeans.

      “Coffee?” she yawns, reaching for the pot, pausing when she sees it’s made. She throws her head over her shoulder, back to me. “How long have you been up?”

      “An hour,” I bury my lips in that long, golden hair as I kiss the warm skin on her neck. My belly still flutters. I still ache to be inside of her, to touch her, listen to her sweet giggles and her shocked gasps—she’s still everything to me.

      “Anxious?” she winks as she lifts the pot, her small arm shaking to steady it as she pours more coffee into my mug, then hers. Always putting everyone before herself.

      “No,” I say, honestly. “Excited.”

      Britta’s home lessons had been grueling, but because she went at the pace she wanted—nonstop from sunrise to sunset, more or less—she had passed all necessary exams after just one year. Melody was excited to have Britta a bit ahead—she could help her practice for exams. The two of them still loved baking together. We’d made many a road trip to Connecticut so they could make tiny cookies in an equally tiny condominium.

      Today we were driving to Connecticut to, for the first time, see the properties I’d purchased last year. At the time, it seemed so far off for her to own her own little bakery. But now that the dream was tangible, it seemed like a perfect time to see the locations.

      I kissed her neck again and enjoyed myself as I rolled one of her nipples between my fingers. “I just had some emails to answer before today’s trip.” She nods and sets her coffee down, spinning into my arms, facing me.

      “You have done so much for me, Brooks,” her bottom lip moves gently, her eyes down on her fingers which tangle in my shirt. “I love you and I appreciate everything that you do for me.”

      “Baby,” I set my coffee down so fast it sloshes out onto the counter. Cupping her face in my hands, I kiss her, softly. “I’d do anything for you.” She nods and perches herself on her tippy toes to find my lips. A sultry look fills her eyes when our gaze meets again.

      “How can I ever repay you?” the side of her mouth curls into a sinister little smile, teasing me. She raises her arms in the air, her voice merely a rumble. “Lift.”

      I pull my shirt off of her and drop it to the floor.

      I’ll never tire of those full, sweet breasts and how soft they feel in my hands. I love the way her little pussy gets so warm and slick when she feels how hard I am for her. She loves knowing she turns me on, it makes her so fucking wet. I reach down into her panties and slip two fingers between her folds. She moans, putting her palms flat against my chest, rolling her forehead against me.

      “Oh,” she pants out, her wetness coating my fingers. I rake over her swollen clit a few times as her fingertips curl into my chest, her head rolling back and forth, wild and quick. Then, as I’m playing at the opening of her sex, threatening to impale her and pleasure her fully, she flips around and hooks her thumbs through the straps at her hips. She glances back at me once, just long enough to give me a smile so coy that my dick throbs hard in my jeans, precome spilling from me. Slowly, she tugs down her panties and exposes her smooth, sweet ass and those swollen pink lips between her thighs.

      We had been having so much sex, we decided Britta should go on the pill. Actually, after just a month of being together, she told me that she couldn’t stand that she didn’t know what it really felt like to be filled by me. She said she didn’t want to let a condom have the best part of my orgasm anymore. How could I argue with that? We got her on birth control shortly after and it has been fucking amazing.

      “Fuck me,” she whimpered over her shoulder. Unzipping, I pulled myself free from my pants. My cock was bright red, thick, throbbing in my hand. I’d never gotten as hard as I did when I was with Britta. When I was in a room with her, I was all testosterone and protector. She brought it out of me.

      Pushing the head of my cock to her pussy, I thrusted forward, deep inside of her. She shrieked with pleasure, the noise she always made when adjusting to my size. Her tits pressed flat against the counter, I reached forward and wrapped a hand around her shoulder and neck, pulling her back against my cock.

      “Fill me up, Brooks,” she panted as I stuffed myself inside of her over and over and over.

      And then her ass trembled against me and her thighs threatened to give and I felt her spine go wobbly.

      “That’s right, baby,” I let my hand move from her waist around to her clit, and I stroked it with one finger tip, gently but quickly. She moaned and pushed her hips down against me, impaling herself on my cock as deep as she could.

      “Show me how you come,” I said, slowing myself down until I was motionless inside her, our bodies flush.

      Then she started to come, her orgasm tightening on me like a vise. I wanted to ride it out—enjoy the feeling of her finding her bliss on my cock. But it felt too good and her pussy was always so fucking wet when she woke up, she was always looking for ways to tempt me. Which didn’t take much.

      “Oh, Brooks,” she moaned, resting her cheek on the counter top. Reaching forward, I filled my hand with her hair and tugged her back, holding her like that as I came, her body working my cock for more. Her pussy squeezed me so tight when she came and as she wiggled that bare ass into me, I felt the last surge of my orgasm tear through me. My thighs burned as I pumped the last bit of spend into her, filling her totally, my orgasm dripping down her thighs when I pulled out.

      “Oh,” she whimpered, “I wanted you to stay in me like that a bit longer.” She stuck out her bottom lip in a pout as I reached for a paper towel, and started to clean up her legs.

      “We need to get going soon,” I said, dragging the towel through her folds, enjoying the view that came with it. She scooped her panties from the floor and watched me tuck my cock back into my jeans, something she loved doing. I’d learned right away that Britta loved watching me touch myself and we’d had a few wonderful nights of watching one another indulge in self-love. She’d opened my eyes to a whole world of sex and discovery that neither of us knew was there.

      “Bring my notebook down from the office, will you, love?” I poured us more coffee and pulled my baseball cap, sliding my glasses on too.

      “Of course. Give me fifteen? Just a quick shower?” she nods eagerly and pads through the house, her panties balled up in her hand. I watched her go up the stairs and thought, for the millionth time, my heart may actually fucking explode because I loved her so much.

      I had something in there for her and I’d been saving it for this drive. It wasn’t another poem, but something more important.

      Now that she was going to see the properties and choose which she liked the best, that meant we’d probably move soon. I knew how much she loved the house on the hill. She’d grown an emotional attachment to it, for sure. But it didn’t make sense to drive to Connecticut every day once she’d started her business, so we had to move. I teased the idea of having a bakery here in New York but because Melody had loved it in Connecticut so much, she seemed to like the idea of being there better. But she’d never say it. Britta, the thoughtful and sweet woman that she was, she’d never tell me she didn’t want to stay in the city. She’d make herself happy anywhere she was and while I knew she loved the house on the hill, I knew Connecticut with her own bakery is where she was meant to be.

      I’d just have to build another house on the hill. In Connecticut. And about six months ago, I’d found the perfect place to do that. And after we saw the properties today, I’d show her the land.
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        * * *

      

      When she came back downstairs, my heart nearly stopped. She wasn’t wearing anything I hadn’t seen before nor was her outfit tight or revealing. But god she was so beautiful. So perfect. Long, honey hair flowing freely over her shoulders, green eyes intensified with black mascara, a real smile on her lips.

      “Is this okay?” she opened her arms to her body, looking down at her outfit. Jeans, a white t-shirt and sneakers. She wiggled her hips and tapped a toe on the floor, modeling her outfit like she usually did before we went anywhere. She could be wearing a bedsheet and she’d be a fucking knockout.

      “Baby, you could never look bad,” I say, honestly. Her cheeks go flush and she smiles, sweeping her hair over one shoulder, pacing to me.

      She wraps her arms around my waist and rises to her toes for a long, passionate kiss that tastes like coffee and cake and it makes me hard, again.

      “Later,” she says, cupping my cock through my jeans. “But now, Connecticut! Our bakery awaits!”

      She says ‘our’ because I’ve funded it but it’s all hers. I’ve promised her it belongs to her no matter what. As soon as she selects the place. I can’t wait to get to a place where she’s comfortable accepting that what is mine is hers, utterly and completely.
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        * * *

      

      She holds the notebook in her lap as we drive, my hand on her thigh because I cannot be in a space of any size with her and not touch her. It’s impossible. I magnetize to her.

      When we arrive in Bridgeport, the GPS tells us we’re just five minutes shy of our destination.

      “Will you tell them that you own the whole strip?” she braids her hair while I navigate the downtown scene.

      “No. When you decide which shop you prefer, I’ll have my lawyer let them know their lease will expire in a year. Then we’ll spend the next year figuring everything out,” I lift my hand from her lap and park the car, leaving us about half of a mile to walk. I love walking with her, her small hand tight inside of mine, the sun on the tip of her nose. We get stares, some people whisper, but if it bugs Britta, I’d never noticed. I didn’t care that I was nearing fifty and she wasn’t even twenty-two—we were soul mates and I knew it.

      “Let’s walk the last bit,” I tell her, getting out of the car.

      We walk, hand in hand, down the sidewalk, which snakes through the center of town. She’s quiet for a few minutes and I look down at her. She’s gnawing the side of her lip and her brow is furrowed, like she’s unhappy or in deep thought.

      “What’s the matter, baby?” I shake our hands, interlocked, and disrupt her from her thought.

      “It’s just, where will the business go? You know, the one who’s shop we want?”

      Always thinking of others. Warmth spreads up my neck into my face and I shake my head and give her a small smile.

      “I love you; do you know that?” I say to her.

      “I love you, too,” she licks her lips and I have to look away so I don’t have a flashback of what those lips can do, what they feel like on me. Can’t walk with a raging hard on after all.

      “I’ll find them somewhere else to go, okay?” I promise her.

      I’d never done that before. You couldn’t have a heart when it came to business, or else you’d bleed out trying to help everyone. But for Britta, I’d do it.

      We walk up and down the entire strip of property that Barrow and I purchased and, much to my amazement, all of the shops are absolutely ‘adorable’. Britta’s words, not mine.

      We pop into an old-time candy store where they make fresh salt water taffy and sell lollipops the size of my head, we peruse a store called Yesterday’s Books and enjoy the musky smell of old stories. There’s a watch repair shop, an antique shop and a few clothing boutiques. After a few hours of walking, chewing taffy and taking photos, Britta grows overwhelmed thinking of which shop to choose and tells me she’s ready to go back home.

      “I need to really think about it,” she says, and I love it when she pours herself into things like this. No stone goes unturned when her mind is set on something.

      “I’ll get you information to help your choice. Foot traffic, sales, things like that.”

      She nods.

      “Can we make one more stop before we head back?” I ask, my hand finding that spot on her thigh as we settle back into the seats in the car.

      “Melody is out of town!” she pouts, “I can’t believe the Saturday we come here she’s not here!”

      Indeed, I’d wished that part of this trip had worked out better. But I couldn’t wait another week. Now that I owned the property for the new house for the last six months, we needed to start building.

      “I know, baby, and I’m sorry about that. We can come back when she’s returned.” I squeeze her leg and she covers my hand with hers, weaving our fingers together.

      “It’s okay,” she says.  “Where are we going now?”

      I ask her to read me the address on the first page of the notebook and she does, watching me input it as she speaks it. Her eyes go to the GPS and the satellite shows a large hill with nothing built on it. I raise ours hands to my mouth and kiss the back of hers.

      “If you could change anything about the house on the hill, what would it be?” I ask, and she’s momentarily forgotten about where we’re driving.

      “Hmm,” she tilts her head and blonde hair falls in front of her face for a moment before she tucks it behind her ear. “I don’t know, that’s a good question. I really love your house as it is.” I nod. I figured she may say that. Never one to complain or gripe, even if it’s asked of her.

      “Think about it,” I tell her, as I navigate the roads which are tucked between luscious green hills that lap at a bright, clear blue sky.

      “I always forget how fresh the air is here,” she says, rolling the window down, letting the new air fill the car.

      We drive like that, the cool air nipping at us, for another ten minutes or so until we arrive at the bottom of a large, slightly lopsided hill.

      “It’s getting graded this week,” I say, winking at her before getting out of the car, taking a place on the hood. She meets me there.

      “What are you guys putting here? I mean, it’s pretty isolated. It would be hard for a business to thrive.”

      I turn to her, wrap my arm around her shoulder and pull her into me, gently.

      “No business.”

      She’s quiet. She doesn’t understand because she isn’t used to being treated the way she should.

      “This is where our new house on the hill is going to be built. I timed the drive—we’re just ten minutes from the strip downtown. So when you’re exhausted from a long day at the bakery, your drive home will be quick.”

      Her eyes are wide, her mouth falls open, and Britta becomes utterly speechless.

      “I told you, Britta. The bakery will be yours, in your name. I don’t care about being in the city. I’ll sell that place after we’re comfortable here. I know you love that house though. We’ll build it again, only this time, exactly the way you like it.”

      “You can’t—”

      “I can work from anywhere and if I absolutely need to get into the city, it’s not too far away. This is better,” I open an arm to the green around us. “This is much better, don’t you think? And we’ll be near Melody.”

      “And Donny,” she smiles.

      “And Donny.”

      Her chin tilts up and I take her mouth with mine, a slow and passionate kiss. When we pull apart, she kisses me again, quick, and rubs a thumb across my bottom lip.

      “A whole house for us to have firsts in,” she says.

      I can’t wait.
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