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            Chapter One

         

         When my biggest decision of the day is whether to bring red or white, I always bring both. And when those bottles are headed with me to Sarah’s house, I buy two of each and tell the sales clerk to keep the change. Of course, since it’s summer and summer can’t start without a cold glass of pink lemonade, I picked up bottles of Prosecco and pink limoncello and was hoping Sarah had some raspberries.

         Still dressed in a gray pinstriped pencil skirt, sleeveless silk tank, and a pair of bright red power heels, I couldn’t wait to slip into nothing, crawl into bed, and sleep the night away. But tonight, that dream was going to have to wait. Sarah texted me earlier to let me know her brother Jared, who I hadn’t seen in years, was moving back to New Jersey. Of course, many would wonder why he’d move from Georgia to the Garden State. I, on the other hand, didn’t care. Not then. My plate was full enough with work, sleep, friends, and fucking my boss.

         My feet started to cry as I made my way up to the fourth floor of Sarah’s apartment building. Seriously, where was an elevator when you needed one? I must’ve looked like I needed rescuing from my choice in footwear when I heard a male voice behind me.

         “Need some help?”

         I tossed my hair over my shoulder and plastered on my you-better-be-hot smile. If he was going to save me from my stilettos then I kind of needed him to look good while doing it. I laughed and said, “Sure,” as I turned to face the man. I nearly fell down the stairs as my knees gave out. Goddamn, he was hot. Dark hair, stubble, and big blue eyes. I envied his eyelashes and for a split second wondered how they’d feel on my skin.

         “You okay?” He smiled as he grabbed my elbow and took one of the liquor store bags from me.

         I slid my Prada bag high up on my shoulder and said, “Yeah. Thanks. My ass is gonna scream at me tomorrow after I climb all these stairs.” He climbed up to the next step so he was one below me and we were eye level. Something in that face was familiar, but for the life of me I couldn’t picture it anywhere but between my legs. I didn’t like the fact that I was obviously flushed and caught off guard. I mean, honestly, the flirtation game is my bitch. I own it. I wrote the rules and I could bed a man faster than anyone else I’d ever met. But this guy had me thinking stupid the second he curved his lips and flashed his bright blues in my direction. “My name is Melody. Melody Ashford.” I held out my hand.

         “Nice to meet you, Melody. From what I saw, I’ll be thanking these steps while your ass screams at you.” He took my hand and I bit my lip, thinking it would quell the sudden throb between my thighs. For the first time, I wished I were wearing underwear.

         I struggled to think of something clever to say but all I could think of was “Are you new?”

         “I’m sorry?”

         Oh my God. He had a dimple. Where do I know this guy from?

         I handed him my bag and he climbed past me. “Are you new to the building?” His khakis fit his ass so well that my head tilted of its own accord and I licked my lips as if I were a lion on the Serengeti stalking my prey. If I had my way, and I always did, that man was about to be the new notch on my bedpost.

         “Yeah. You could say that.”

         “I think I would have remembered you.” I giggled. Inwardly, I rolled my eyes at myself. Giggle? Really?

         “Would you now?” He continued up the next flight of stairs. “You have a good memory, then?”

         “I’d like to think so.” I scrambled to keep up. Damn shoes. “Um, fourth floor.”

         “Huh?” He called back down to me.

         “I’m heading for the fourth floor.”

         “I know.” He didn’t look back at me. I felt like I was talking to the back of his head. It was annoying.

         “You know? What are you, some kind of mind reader?” I seriously should have taken the heels off a floor and a half ago but I couldn’t do that now. Not when I was stalking.

         “Kind of.” He answered vaguely.

         My head popped in view of Sarah’s door as he stepped onto the landing. My friend’s door opened and she stepped out.

         “What took you so long? The pizza’s getting cold.” She hugged the man who handed one of my liquor store bags to her. “You went to the liquor store? You shouldn’t have!” She looked in the bag and pulled out the bottle of pink limoncello. “You bought this?”

         The man looked confused, shrugged, and smiled.

         “Um, no.” I held up a finger as I teetered onto the landing. “That would be me. I went to the liquor store. I bought that. I bought the pink limoncello.”

         And suddenly I felt like a disheveled mess and Mr. Knight in a Pair of Khakis just tried to jack my party gift. Oh hell no.

         I reached out and snatched—yes snatched—the other bag from him and handed it to Sarah while giving him the side eye as I leaned in to kiss her on the cheek. “Who’s this guy?” I whispered and thumbed behind me.

         “You don’t know?” She laughed. “Well, it has been a long time. That’s Jared. All grown-up.”

         Mother fuck.

         All. Grown. Up. Indeed.

         I turned slowly, horrified that the once skinny kid that was my friend’s brother who thought it was funny to annoy the hell out of me so many years ago was suddenly hot. Still annoying but hot.

         “Hey Mel.” He chuckled and saluted.

         “Ass Cheeks?” I said, bringing back the old nickname he earned when one of his high school Barbie doll girlfriends thought it would be funny to pants him at his graduation party. She grabbed the pockets of his jeans and instead of pulling his pants down, she ripped the ass right out of them. And he wasn’t wearing any underwear. Hence the name. Ass cheeks. I had a fabulous time calling him that. He didn’t like it so much.

         “A Cup.” He replied, reminding me of the moniker he and his not-so-funny friends used for me before my plastic surgeon enhanced my shortcomings.

         “Nice. Obviously that is no longer an issue.” I smiled and squared my shoulders. I had great tits. And I could tell he thought so, too.

         “Apparently not. A little much, don’t you think? As least your ass is still kickin’.” He winked.

         I wanted to be offended. To huff and throw drama around like glitter, but I couldn’t bring myself to do anything but stand there with my mouth hanging open like an invitation. I remember when I didn’t find him hilarious or adorable, just annoying and skinny. Then again, he was four years younger than me. How else was I supposed to look at him? He was some sort of Mr. Popular in his high school but when it came to his sister’s college friends, he had no game. But as I stared at him I knew that he knew he had my nonexistent panties in a bunch and I didn’t like it. Not one bit.

         “Nice to know you’ve retained that high school charm. All the girls must love you.” I rolled my eyes and stepped through Sarah’s door.

         “You two act like no time has passed.” Sarah laughed as she walked to the kitchen and pulled wineglasses from the kitchen cabinet.

         I dropped my purse on the table and took up my spot on the far barstool. I crossed my legs and pointed my toes, debating if I should take off the shoes. Then I saw Jared try not to notice. Fuck my feet. The heels were staying on.

         “Just like old friends, right?” Jared reached across the counter and tweaked my nose.

         I smacked his hand. “Don’t do that. I didn’t like it then and I don’t like it now.”

         He cocked an eyebrow and smirked. “So what have you been up to these past, what is it? Six years? I mean besides losing your sense of humor.”

         “Eight. And I’m in finance.”

         “Eight but who’s counting?”

         “Exactly.” I took my glass from Sarah and downed the contents in one swallow.

         Sarah snickered. “Melody has a sense of humor.”

         “Thanks.” I raised my empty glass to her.

         “Anytime. Excuse me.”

         Jared watched with what I could only assume was interest. “Nervous?” He refilled my glass as Sarah headed to the bathroom.

         “No. What makes you think I’d be nervous?” I straightened my shoulders.

         “Oh nothing. So finance, huh? Interesting. I’m in finance myself. Figured out early on I was a numbers guy. All those sixes and nines—”

         I choked on my wine. “Excuse me?”

         “Did I say something interesting?”

         I opened my mouth to say something that I am sure would have been fantastically snarky but I was instead saved by the group of people suddenly entering the apartment. Jared rolled his shoulders and stood. I watched as he confidently walked over to Drew, Sarah’s boyfriend, and shook his hand. I watched as Drew made the introductions. He started with Caroline and Brian. Caroline has been my friend for years and Brian has been Drew’s friend just as long. Care and Brian began dating just before Christmas, after she had a quite memorable one night stand with Brian’s former roommate. Next he introduced Berk and Danny, two of his close friends, and, finally, Brian’s sister Siobhan. I watched and bristled when Siobhan’s eyes grew as wide as saucers as she took in Jared’s wide shoulders, bright eyes, and full lips. I nearly fell off my chair when he turned toward me and winked. And don’t think I didn’t notice Caroline mouthing “ohmygod” in my direction. Even Berk betrayed me when he noticed Jared’s ass as he walked away.

         “You okay, beautiful?” Jared interrupted the daggers I was throwing at Berk.

         “Don’t call me beautiful, Ass Cheeks. You knew who I was on the stairs and yet you pretended you didn’t.”

         “Sue me.” He took a long swallow of wine while keeping his eyes on me.

         “I’d rather ignore you.”

         “You couldn’t ignore me if you tried.”

         “Ha! You’re full of yourself.”

         “You could be full of me, too. All you have to do is get rid of that RBF.” He tweaked my nose again and walked back to the group.

         “I do not have resting bitch face,” I called to him.

         “What’s with tall, dark, and fuckable?” Berk pulled up a chair next to me.

         “Jared? Hardly fuckable. He’s too into himself.”

         “Sounds like someone we know,” Caroline quipped.

         “I am not into myself.” I frowned when the two of them laughed. I handed Caroline a napkin to clean up the wine she spit all over the countertop. “Assholes.”

         “Goddamn that boy is hot!” Siobhan jumped in the conversation.

         “Seriously. That’s my brother,” Sarah added as she returned from the bathroom. “He is off-limits.”

         Berk and Caroline saluted and giggled while Siobhan huffed. I ignored her. Not like I wanted any of what he had to offer anyway.

         “Melody? That mostly means you.”

         “Me? Why would I want your brother?”

         “Um, because he has a cock.”

         “I’m offended.”

         “No you aren’t. Plus, he just broke up with his fiancée. He doesn’t need a dose of Melody on top of it.”

         “Fine.” I rolled my eyes.

         “He was engaged?” Caroline pouted, clearly remembering her own broken engagement. “Poor guy.”

         “Oh, please. He’s so full of himself, he’s probably nailed half of New Jersey in the twelve hours he’s been here.”

         “Jealous much?” Berk laughed.

         “Ew. No.” I sipped my wine. “He’s not my type anyway. I have Zac.”

         “Zac is married.” Sarah wrinkled her nose.

         Yeah he was. And he was my boss. And because I was fucking my married boss I had no time for Jared and his shenanigans, no matter how good they looked in a pair of khakis.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         With nothing but a towel wrapped tightly around my head, I padded barefoot to the kitchen to open a bottle of wine. Turning up the music, I shimmied around the room as I searched the drawer for the bottle opener. I was giddy after checking the time; Zac would be at my apartment in an hour. For the first time since, well, the first time, he’d be on my turf. There would be no sneaking around the office, no stolen kisses when no one was looking. No rushing out of bed at three in the morning to take a cab to the train that would bring me home by four only to head back into the city by nine. He was coming to my place. My place. Sleeping over. Spending the night. Spending the weekend. And if I had a say in it, the weekend would be spent in bed.

         I’d put on the slinkiest, smuttiest underwear I could find—purchased specifically for the occasion—perfected my barely there makeup, and dabbed on the expensive perfume he’d purchased for me during his last visit to France.

         With thirty minutes to go, I pulled the towel off my head and used the diffuser to ensure the honey-blond curls he loved so much were intact and full. I lit candles, slipped on my slinky black dress in time to pay the Chinese delivery guy, whose eyes bugged out of his head when he saw the surgically enhanced cleavage I presented him with when I answered the door, and set the table. Looking around my ridiculously spacious apartment, I smiled because everything was perfect. Early dinner meant more time in bed. Or on the floor. Or in the shower.

         After I polished off my second glass of wine, I shot Zac a text and picked at the dumplings. Within thirty minutes, there were none left and I was still starving. I checked out the market recap, then flipped through the channels until I landed on a sitcom that highlighted one of the characters turning thirty. I poured a third glass and lamented the fact that I’d be thirty in less than a month. I wasn’t not looking forward to it, but I didn’t see the big deal. Unfortunately my mother didn’t agree. Especially since she’d learned my friends were moving in a direction I clearly was not. I mean, who cared if Caroline moved in with Brian? Why did it matter if Sarah was dating Drew regularly? Who said I needed any of that? I was an attractive young professional woman. I was successful. And I liked to have sex. Lots of it. Though over the past few months I’d pared down the number of bedfellows to one Zachary Waterman. My boss. The things that man could do with his hands. The thought gave me goose bumps.

         I reached across my chocolate leather sofa and grabbed a pillow to rest my laptop on. Maybe he’d e-mailed. I’d eaten both eggrolls and emptied the last of the bottle into my glass by the time I finished perusing the spam and department store sales advertisements. It wasn’t a total loss. I’d ordered a sexy new pair of peep toes to go with the entirely too expensive suit I’d purchased the week before.

         I clicked off the television and walked to my bedroom, wine sloshing from my glass due partly to my overpour and partly to my impaired balance. I call it my drunken girl strut. Everyone has one.

         Relighting a vanilla candle that had snuffed out, I picked up my never-used landline and dialed my cell phone to make sure it was still working. He was an hour and twenty minutes late. I took a deep breath and reminded myself not to panic. Of course, he was a busy man. He ran a multimillion-dollar company. There was no need to worry.

         Refreshing my makeup, I told myself over and over again not to worry. The voice in my head, unfortunately, was growing more frantic by the minute. I was never one to get all swoony and girly over a man. I had no time for relationships, no time for anything other than casual and mutually mind-blowing sex. I had a black book. I had notches on my bedpost and a belt with more holes than I cared to admit. It’s not that I didn’t care about the guys I slept with, it’s just that I cared more about myself and my orgasms. Not a bad thing. I certainly wasn’t selfish—any bedmate could tell you. I just wasn’t relationship material. And it pissed off my mother.

         So why was I all keyed up over Zac? What the hell made him so special that I’d sit home and wait for him? It was because he was unavailable to me in the relationship department. His wife would agree with me. I’d been involved with my still-married-but-going-through-a-divorce boss for the past five months. Not exactly going through, per se. More like promising-to-end-it-but-hasn’t-yet. My friends thought I needed a new hobby.

         I dialed his number and was slightly surprised when it went straight to voice mail. I didn’t bother leaving a message. Instead, I threw the phone on my couch and slinked back to the kitchen to grab the second bottle. I sat on the floor between the hallway and the kitchen cracking fortune cookies that gave shitty advice. It wasn’t until that second bottle of Pinot sat unopened in my lap, mascara stained my cheeks, and he was officially two and a half hours late that I realized he wasn’t coming.

         That isn’t true.

         I realized it when he didn’t return my text.

         Calmly I walked to my bedroom and stripped off the slinky black dress I’d picked out for the evening, now wet from wine spillage, and let it fall to the floor. I yanked on the rattiest pair of sweatpants I could find in my drawer and pulled my old college T-shirt over my head. Even that had holes in it. Perfect metaphor for my life at that moment. Full of holes. I was crying by the time I called Sarah. Her brother answered. Great.

         “Why are you answering your sister’s phone?” I had no time for small talk. I was in crisis.

         “She’s in the bathroom.” They were out somewhere. I could hear other people talking in the background.

         “Get her.” The amount of panic I was feeling rose along with the pitch of my voice.

         “You okay?”

         “Jared, just get your sister.” The whisper slid through my clenched jaw.

         “Are you crying?”

         “Son of a bitch, Jared.” I had no fight in me.

         “Geez, I’d tell you not to get your panties in a bunch but I know you don’t wear any.”

         “Fuck you.” Maybe I did.

         “You wish.” He chuckled.

         Sarah came on the line. “Hey.”

         “He didn’t come.” Unsteadily I made my way back into my living room.

         “Oh, sweetie. I’m sorry.”

         “I’ve eaten five dumplings and two eggrolls. I have a pile of fortune cookie crumbs in my hallway. I am going to open my second bottle of wine and eat the lo mein I ordered without a fork. I will gain ten pounds and I don’t care.”

         “We’ll be right there.”

         “I will stick my face in the lo mein and eat it like a caveman.”

         “Do not eat the lo mein like a caveman. We will be there in less than twenty minutes.”

         The best part about having two best friends was there were no questions when one of us was down. I didn’t have to ask. They’d be there. They’d answer the phone. They’d respond to a text and, barring a life-threatening accident, they wouldn’t be two and a half hours late.

         I barely heard them come in my apartment. It wasn’t until Sarah plopped down on the floor next to me that I opened my eyes. Thankfully, I never opened that second bottle.

         “You okay?”

         I rolled my head and rested it on her shoulder. “Yeah. I’m okay.”

         “Can I be blunt?”

         “I don’t think it’s a good time to be blunt. Caring and understanding. Not blunt.” Caroline settled on my other side and handed me a cup of coffee from my favorite place.

         “It’s okay,” I reassured her, “I can take it.” I sipped the strong black coffee and knew sooner rather than later, I’d be perked back up. I didn’t want to be perked back up. I wanted to wallow and woe-is-me in the dark depths that only sleeping with a married man could bring you.

         “How long are you going to keep doing this to yourself?”

         “Oh, at least another dozen or so times.”

         Caroline was right. I didn’t want to hear what Sarah, the constant voice of reason, had to say.

         “He’s married.”

         “I am more than aware.” I rolled my eyes and tipped my empty wineglass, hoping to tease out one last drop.

         “He’s done this to you more than once. He’s a no show. Doesn’t call. Doesn’t text.”

         “That isn’t fair.” With a bit of latent enthusiasm, I shot forward and pointed a perfectly manicured finger at her. “The last time his mother was in the hospital.”

         “And the time before that he was stuck in traffic and the time before that—”

         “I think she gets it, Sarah. Just like I think it’s time for you, my dear, to get dressed.”

         Caroline stood, scooped her hands under my arms, and pulled me to my feet.

         “I am in no shape to go out. I’m drunk.” My point needed a drunken girl arm flail but I was too tired to attempt it.

         “It’s nine o’clock. Since when does a bottle of wine stop you? You’re fine. Besides, if you stay here, you’ll be in a food coma. Jesus”—she walked over to the dining room table— “how much did you order?”

         “A lot.”

         “Drunk is fine. Drunk and holed up in your apartment crying about a married man who didn’t show up is not. Don’t be silly. We’re just going to Murphy’s. It’s time for target practice.” Sarah winked at Caroline. I had the feeling they’d been planning this for a while.

         Target practice. Almost a year ago Caroline’s fiancé of five years broke up with her in the douchiest way imaginable—she walked in on him banging the intern. Needless to say, she retreated, hid, gained ten pounds, and became a disheveled mess. Until Sarah and I stepped in and forced her to see herself without Steve. Target Practice: Operation One Night Stand was born. After a few bumps in the road, Caroline ended up with Brian, the owner of Murphy’s Bar. He was supposed to be a rebound, someone to pull her out of her funk. Two weeks ago, they moved in together and bought a dog.

         Go figure.

         “I don’t need target practice,” I moaned as the girls walked me back to my room. “I don’t need to get over anyone.”

         “No, you don’t have to get over Zac, necessarily. Maybe you just need some time away to get some perspective on what’s working and what’s not working as far as your naughty bits go,” Sarah piped in.

         “My naughty bits are in perfect working order, thank you.”

         “They need to be distracted from their current trajectory,” Sarah said.

         “Operation Distraction?” Caroline said with too much enthusiasm.

         “Maybe Operation Take a Break from Sex Altogether,” Sarah added with a raised eyebrow.

         “Right! Like that will ever happen.” I shook my head and laughed. “Whatever. Your brother won’t be there will he?”

         “Jared?”

         “Yeah.”

         “Actually, he picked up some chick and took off as I was leaving,” Sarah answered as she looked through my closet.

         “Of course he did.” I rolled my eyes. I tensed at the thought of him with another woman and it irritated me. “He’s been here a week and he’s already trolling for—”

         “Does it matter?” Sarah interrupted.

         “Of course it doesn’t. I just don’t need him knowing my business.”

         “Because?”

         “Because, honestly, he’s a snarky little shit with an opinion.”

         “I swear the more I think about it, the more I think you and Jared are the same person,” Caroline added with a smirk.

         “Shut it.” I flopped onto my bed.

         That night, Sarah and Caroline convinced me to shower, dress, and head to Murphy’s. They reminded me that they’d warned me numerous times that getting involved with Zac wasn’t the brightest of my ideas, and eventually I had to agree. After much discussion, it was decided that I would stop sleeping with Zac or anyone else until I could figure a way out of my sexy-time funk. Of course, dodging calls and advances from Zac and solidifying the platonic work-only relationship was probably best but certainly not as fun.

         With reluctance, I allowed Sarah to delete Zac’s number from my phone, which would have been a catchall solution had I not worked so closely with him. And had he not been the definition of tall, dark, handsome, and fucking sexy as hell.

         I just needed to get through the week.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         After scrubbing myself raw for more than forty minutes, I finally felt somewhat clean. At least cleaner than I had at four in the morning when I kicked what’s-his-name out of my apartment. So far, Operation Distraction was a bust. With five missed calls from Zac, three texts from Sarah, and a voice mail from my mother, I’d say that morning, or the night before, wasn’t necessarily something I’d write down in a memoir. A week ago, I was a sobbing mess, having been put on hold by him once again so he could attend to the needs of the wife he had promised to leave. But at least I made it through the week without ripping his clothes off.

         Instead, I thoroughly wore out my favorite vibrator.

         The night before, the girls and I had gone out for a few. After copious amounts of my new favorite and appropriately named drink, Adios Motherfucker, I was feeling a bit lonely and in need of a random romp, despite my earlier promises to hold off.

         Gabe—I found out his name twenty minutes into our conversation—was the opposite of what I normally took home. His was well over six feet tall with sleeves of tattoos over heavily muscled arms. He was, quite possibly, the face of stereotypical New Jersey. I didn’t care, though. All I needed was a target to distract me and he was the one.

         He excused himself and Caroline slid onto the seat he vacated. “I thought you weren’t going to sleep with anyone until you figured your shit out?”

         I took a sip of my drink and shrugged. “I’m horny.” I shuddered as I watched Jared walk through the door with a redhead on his arm. Just the way he walked through a room made me clench my jaw. Redhead aside, I was suddenly acutely aware of the seam of my jeans.

         “Right, but we said you needed a distraction, not a tune up. Besides”—she twisted around to look for Gabe before turning back to me—“he’s kind of scary looking.”

         “He’s not my usual choice, I’ll give you that, but what’s wrong with him? He’s tall, dark—”

         “And has more oil in his hair than I have in my car,” Sarah interrupted. “You are not supposed to be going home with anyone right now, Mel. You are supposed to figure out a way to distract yourself from Zac.”

         “I’m pretty sure this guy”—I thumbed toward him over my shoulder—“will help distract me from the screams and cries of my lonely lady cave.”

         “Lonely lady cave?”

         I shrugged. “Sounded better than pussy.” I took a sip of my drink.

         “And why is he orange? Spray tan much?” Caroline crinkled her nose.

         “Oh, shut it. I’m a grown woman in charge of my own—”

         “Lonely lady cave?” Sarah asked.

         “Yes. And the last thing I need is the vagina patrol fucking up my mojo.” I tilted my head and checked Gabe out once more. “Besides, with hands that big, there is no way he isn’t packing serious junkage. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to see if he would like to go somewhere not so crowded.”

         “What’s up ladies?” Jared leaned into the bar, pressing his shoulder into my boobs.

         “Excuse me.” I huffed and looked around. “Where’s the redhead?”

         “Jealous?”

         “Hardly.” I hopped off my barstool and readied myself for the night’s distraction.

         “Drink this first.” Sarah handed me a shot.

         “What is it?” Like I cared.

         Jared leaned back with his elbow on the bar and his shirt rode up a little bit. Giving me a peek at the small patch of hair that led from his belly button to below the waistband of his jeans. I sucked in a breath as the thought of my tongue trailing along his stomach flashed in my mind.

         “It’s called a One Night Stand. Brian thought it up after, well, you know.”

         “Perfect.” I looked over at Jared and he winked at me while raising his beer bottle in salute. I couldn’t understand why he unnerved me.

         The girls and I clinked shot glasses and downed the creamy beverage before I saluted, elbowed my way from the bar, and grabbed Gabe by the arm.

         “Hey you.”

         “Hey.” His eyes narrowed and he leaned down to press his lips to mine.

         I should have known then that the night was going to be a disappointment. It was like kissing two dead fish with a side of corn chips. But I was a grown-up. I could see past all the not-so-great nuances. After all, it was only for one night, only a distraction. I could avoid kissing him as long as his package was delivered directly to my door.

         “Wanna get out of here?” I hitched my designer handbag over my shoulder and cocked my head toward the door.

         “Absolutely.” He growled and smacked my ass hard enough to leave a semipermanent handprint.

         I screamed the requisite girly scream and giggled. My friends rolled their eyes in pseudo amusement. Jared’s mouth dropped open. They were displeased with my choice for the evening. Served them right, I figured. In my heart, I knew Zac and I were meant to be together, but in my head, I knew it wouldn’t work. I liked to say I was a no-relationship girl but let’s face it, it’s easy to say that when the one you want to be with is married, so there isn’t much to hope for.

         Jared pulled me aside. “You’re going home with this guy?”

         “Jealous?” I threw his words at him.

         “Hardly.” And he lobbed mine back at me.

         “You do have a redhead to get back to.”

         “Yeah. I guess I do.”

         I couldn’t read his face and I was ready to get into it with him when his redhead for the night curled against him. My stomach dropped. “You two have fun.”

         I looked to Gabe as he high-fived a few friends on the way out and said, “Let’s go.”

         His large hands dwarfed mine. I smiled. I was ready to test out his equipment.

         The walk home was short and my key was barely in the lock when Gabe’s testosterone took over. Fine with me. If it got out of hand I could always spray him with mace and shove the heel of my pumps into his crotch.

         He pressed up behind me and twisted my hair in his fist. Pulling my head back he leaned down and licked my neck, leaving hot nerves firing in my stomach. So far, so good. I reached behind and pulled him closer as I opened the door to my apartment. I threw my purse on the floor and grabbed him by the waistband of his jeans, pulling him toward my bedroom.

         I pulled off his shirt and marveled at the amazingly chiseled abs he brought to the table. So he has dead fish for lips, I thought to myself, with a body like that, who the fuck cares?

         He clumsily tripped over the shoes I’d just kicked off and fell on top of me. At least the bed caught our fall. He kissed my neck and pulled my shirt over my head. I fiddled with his belt until I was able to unfasten the thing and slid my hand under his pants and squeezed his ass. It was tight and hard. My kind of ass. He moaned before abandoning his clumsy attempt at unhooking my bra and settled on ham-handing my boobs out of the structured cups.

         And then things got weird.

         “You have great titties,” he said between sucks that sorta, kinda felt like a dentist working on an extraction.

         I could only mutter, “Thanks.” There was good pain and there was bad pain. The Hoover job he was doing on my nipples was bad pain.

         At that point I just wanted to get it over with, so I unbuttoned my own pants and slid them over my hips, kicking my legs until they flew across the room. Gabe took the gesture as an invitation to rip my underwear with his teeth. I squeezed my eyes shut. The gesture should have been a turn on, but those panties cost me thirty bucks and I wasn’t sure he even appreciated them.

         He settled between my thighs, the inefficient nipple foreplay his only attempt at revving my engine, which was still stuck in first.

         I’m not quite sure what he thought he was doing down there but he clamped onto my clit and sucked. He didn’t stop sucking. There was no licking, no finger-fucking, no ass-tickling. He was a straight up sucker and it, well, sucked. After a minute or so, I knew it was going to go nowhere so I did what any girl would do. I faked it.

         Moaning like he was the best thing to happen to me since the last call sale at Neiman Marcus, I sang like an operatic songbird. Looking back, I don’t think I should have been so emphatic. All it did was egg him on to suck harder. He sucked until I swore to God my clit was going to pop off and shoot down his throat like an errant pea.

         Jesus Christ. I hated foreplay.

         “Oh God! Gabe!” I gave it one last faux crescendoing moan and pulled his hair hard enough to remove him from my vagina. Once again, I needed to remind myself that just because a man couldn’t perform with his mouth, there was no reason to think his cock couldn’t win a championship. After all, sex was kind of like a relay race. A good rule of thumb is to pace yourself and when no one’s looking, defy all expectations with a perfect closer. Or something like that. I never did make the track team, unless you counted the few members I met under the bleachers back in high school.

         I clamped my legs together as he yanked his tighty whities down. The world slammed painfully into a brick wall of what-the-fuck-edness.

         Gabe pulled out what could only be described as a mini cock.

         And suddenly the slowest runner on the team began the last leg.

         As big as Gabe was, one would expect no less than an average-sized dick. I checked out my big toe for a moment to confirm that it, indeed, was larger than the cocktail wiener he pulled from his underwear.

         I looked at him and realized he didn’t think he had a small dick. He gazed at it before looking at me hungrily, as if he thought it would satisfy the needs of anyone. Ever.

         “You like it baby?” He jiggled the thing like it was something to be proud of. But it was small enough to attach to my keychain.

         What was it with men and their cocks? If it is small, own it. Work on the technique. Whatever. Make the girl forget that your penis is smaller than the heel of her shoe.

         He edged up, straddling my body with his nasty ass planted on my chest, and brought the thing to my face.

         “Want a taste?” He held his unbelievably rock-solid appendage between his fingers as he guided it toward me. It was all I could do to not turn my face away.

         I could only assume he wanted a blow job but I wasn’t sure if I should attempt it. Then again, a blow job is a blow job. How bad could it be?

         Thankfully, his penis was small enough that there was no gag reflex even when he did that weird guy thing. He grabbed the back of my head and pumped into my face. Yeah. He was a face fucker.

         Most of the time I was able to slip his tiny penis in my cheek like I was a squirrel collecting really tiny nuts.

         It wasn’t long before I was bored with pretending to suck his dick so I pulled away and said with as much seduction as I could muster, “I want you inside me.” Of course I was thinking, Good luck reaching my vagina, buddy.

         I handed him a condom and watched as he rolled it on his penis. I stifled a giggle when it was clear there was more than ample room left at the tip.

         “What?” he asked.

         “Nothing. My nose just had a tickle.” And I pretended to sneeze.

         I had to psych myself up. After all, who cares about size? It’s the motion of the ocean, right? The little voice in my head told me not to get my hopes up. I told her to shut her trap.

         Gabe settled between my legs and we bumped uglies for a bit before I realized he hadn’t even entered my body and I was about to get rug burn from his never-been-trimmed bush of seventies porn style man pubes. He jack-hammered away thinking he was doing me a favor.

         Putting my gym visits to good use, I twisted my legs and rolled over until I was on top of him.

         “Oh yeah. Fuck me hard, Melanie.”

         Son of a bitch got my name wrong.

         I paused a moment and took a breath. “My name is Melody. With a d.”

         “What?”

         “Melody. My fucking name is Melody. Not Melanie.”

         “Right. That’s what I said. Yeah, Melody.”

         I rolled my eyes and probably should have severed the connection there, but I am a glutton for punishment and I needed a decent orgasm. Maybe I rely too much on orgasms getting me through life.

         I held out hope he could give one to me. If not, I had a stash of battery-operated boyfriends that would do the trick nicely.

         I wiggled my hips as I gripped him and guided myself down until I was sure he was in. Unfortunately, any time I bounced, he’d pop right out and I’d have to start the process over. I was getting tired of reaching between my own legs to guide his mini-me into my frustrated vagina.

         Then I had the fabulous idea of rocking instead of bouncing.

         Of course, that felt like little more than an annoyance that didn’t quite reach interesting. He didn’t even have the decency to allow me to fake it again before he blew his load with a giant lion yell and a fart.

         Motherfucker farted as he came. I covered my nose with the back of my hand.

         I’d had enough.

         Time to go, big guy.

         I hopped off and grabbed my bathrobe, tying it tight enough to give him a clue that whatever the fuck just happened wasn’t going to happen again.

         “Okay, thanks.” I stretched. “Man, I’m tired.”

         I left him alone to dress and walked to the kitchen to pour myself a big glass of Cabernet. I stared at the full glass for a moment before I took a gulp from the bottle. There would never be enough wine to erase what just transpired. What I needed was brain bleach.

         After I finished my first glass, Gabe still hadn’t emerged, so I went looking for him. The smell from the hallway alone told me he was either taking a shit or I had a dead animal problem.

         The bathroom door was closed, which gave me the answer I foolishly tried to dismiss. He was taking a dump.

         In my apartment.

         Less than ten minutes after his feeble attempt at, at…I don’t know what.

         Sitting crisscross applesauce on top on my granite countertop, I chugged from the bottle, having abandoned the need for my wineglass, when he finally appeared in the kitchen.

         “Hey, baby.” He nuzzled my neck. His hands covered mine, and I realized he hadn’t washed them.

         I jerked away and hopped off the counter.

         “Well, thanks for, uh, that.” I faked a yawn and clutched the neck of the wine bottle like it was life support. “I’m really tired.” The fact that I had to repeat myself had my inner bitch elbowing her way to the front of the line.

         “Give me a minute, baby. We can go again.”

         I thought I wasn’t going to be able to force the vomit back down my throat.

         “Aw, that’s sweet. But I really am tired. Maybe another time.”

         He opened the fridge. “Hey, you wanna get something to eat? You ain’t got nothing in here but a pile of carrots and hummus.”

         A pain stabbed me through the ear as he pronounced it hoo-mus.

         “No, no.” I shut the refrigerator door. Inner bitch was getting ready to make her appearance. I closed my eyes for a beat and took a breath. “Like I said, maybe another time. I’ll call you.” I calculated the distance between him and my purse in case I needed to pepper spray the fucker. Then again, I could always bash him over the head with my wine bottle.

         I pushed him toward the door and opened it, all but shoving him into the dimly lit hallway of my apartment building.

         “Hey, I didn’t give you my number!”

         “That’s okay. I can figure it out.” I slammed the door in his face and fastened the dead bolt.

         After banging my head on the door for what seemed like an eternity, I downed the rest of the wine and walked over to the kitchen. I grabbed the air disinfectant that I keep under the sink and moved to the hallway.

         I sprayed the hell out of the bathroom and hall before starting on my bedroom. I ripped all the sheets and blankets off my bed for fear that the stench had somehow seeped into the fabric, stuffed them in a black garbage bag, and placed them by the door. I wasn’t sure if I should trash them, burn them, or let the dry cleaner have a go.

         It was official. It was four in the morning and my first attempt at target practice was a dud. A one-night dud.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Taking advantage of the beautiful day, I decided to walk my way to lunch with Caroline and Sarah. Passing the flower market, I reminded myself to pick up a fresh bunch of daisies on my way back. The apartment could use a bit of sprucing up. And maybe they’d do a little something with the stench left from Gabe the Tiny-Dicked Fart Machine. Maybe daisies wouldn’t be quite potent enough. I shuddered at the thought.

         As I’d promised, I deleted the messages from Zac without listening to them. The girls would be impressed with my fortitude, though I wasn’t sure how long I’d be able to hold out. Deleting messages was one thing but seeing him at work was entirely another challenge. And if the past week was any indication, I was going to start spritzing myself in the face with cold water any time he walked in the room. Or I was going to have to start jacking off at work. That, of course, wasn’t an option.

         My mother, apparently, was less than pleased that I hadn’t spoken to her in over a week and she wouldn’t let me off the phone before I promised to carve out time to visit her. There really was no reason I didn’t visit her more often; she was only down the turnpike in South Jersey. I guess it was time to be a better daughter. I wasn’t getting any younger and neither was she. I just wished she’d stop asking me when I’d find a man, settle down, and give her grandkids. Not that I had anything against kids, they just weren’t on my bucket list.

         I turned the corner toward the restaurant and saw the girls already sitting at an outside table, deep in conversation.

         “Hey, bitches.” I made the rounds as I headed to my seat.

         “You look nice.” Caroline checked out my yellow sundress and strappy sandals.

         “Thanks, doll! So do you.” The orange tank she wore set off highlights in her hair that magically appeared whenever she spent time in the sun. I could achieve the same look only with foil and chemicals.

         “Gorgeous as always,” Siobhan complimented me when I leaned down to kiss her cheek.

         Siobhan’s gotten all mixed up with a creepy author Caroline was editing for and since that faux relationship went to shit, she hung out with us every now and then. She was a cute kid, green on the dating scene. She’d recently gotten a job reporting for a national celebrity tabloid. She always had the dirt.

         “Hey, lady.” I grabbed Sarah’s boob because that’s just how we greet each other.

         As the waiter stopped over to fill my water glass, I noticed an extra place setting at the table. “Why the extra plate? Brian stopping by?” I eyeballed Caroline. I thought we’d made the decision to allow girl time without significant others.

         “No. Relax. It’s just Berk.”

         Berk was our friend by default. He originally ran with Brian and his friends, but since Caroline started dating Brian and Sarah began her not very serious but somewhat kinky relationship with Drew, Berk became one of the girls. I would never tell him, though I am sure he suspects he’s allowed to intrude on our girl time only because he’s gay. Of course, more times than not, we lament the fact that, in addition to being ridiculously attractive, he’d be the perfect boyfriend. I mean, for a few months he made the perfect work husband. Good-looking, great job, fabulous wardrobe, and more war stories than the three of us combined. Berk liked to date. A lot. However, as of late, he’d been more interested in becoming a one-man man. I secretly hoped that never happened. Who else would be my wing person?

         Speaking of the devil, Berk arrived a fashionable fifteen minutes late with a bit more than a five o’clock shadow covering his face.

         “What’s this?” Sarah pointed to the growth.

         “I was told I look too young.”

         “You are young.” I added, “And I am really digging the beard.”

         “You would.”

         “I like to lick them.”

         “I know you do.”

         “I could lick yours if you want me to.”

         “Anyway”—he shook his head and rolled his eyes—“twenty-nine is not young. I’m a little over a month—sorry we’re a little over a month”—he nodded toward me—“away from thirty.”

         “Don’t remind me.” I groaned. Berk and I, besides sharing the same taste in men, shared a birthday.

         “Sorry, honey. We’re entering a new decade. Embrace it. And besides, that’s not what I meant.” He raised his hand to get the waiter’s attention.

         “Then why do you need to look older? Isn’t that the opposite of how people are supposed to react to aging?” Siobhan asked as she tore a piece of bread and popped it in her mouth. “I mean, isn’t getting older what keeps plastic surgeons in business?”

         “I, for one, am diving headfirst into the Botox movement when I start to get wrinkles.”

         “Sorry to be the one to tell you Mel—” Berk began.

         “No!” I pulled out my compact and searched the mirror for wrinkles.

         “Yes. But this isn’t about your drama.”

         The waiter stopped at the table, took our orders, and filled our glasses with the Riesling Sarah ordered.

         Berk and the young waiter shared a moment as they checked each other out. I snapped my fingers to bring the conversation back to what was important.

         “Yes?” Berk raised his eyebrows at me as he took a sip of the wine and shifted in his seat.

         “My drama? What drama?”

         Caroline snorted in her glass, Sarah giggled, and Siobhan busied herself with her phone. That girl was always on the phone.

         “Yes, dear, your drama. Always your drama. I want to talk about me and my issues for a moment. If it’s okay with you, of course.”

         “Go ahead.” I waved him on.

         Caroline and Sarah laughed. I guess Berk was right. I had more drama in my life at the moment than the channel six soap opera.

         “Okay, so.” He paused as the waiter stopped by the table with a basket of crunchy breadsticks and salad plates. The pause was a bit longer than usual because the two men did nothing to hide the fact that they were making eyes at each other. Again. If Berk didn’t get the guy’s number before lunch was out, I was getting it for him. “I’m sorry, where was I?”

         “Looking older,” Sarah offered.

         “Right. So, remember me telling you about that real estate agent I went out with a few times? David?”

         “Yeah.” I remembered because Berk and I placed bets on who that man was going home with. Berk won. Never go up against a gay guy when he says someone plays for his team.

         “Well, David and I have been hanging out, like, a lot. And the other night, when we were in the city for that gallery opening I told you guys about, well, he introduced me to a few of his friends and one of them made a comment about David going through a midlife crisis to be dating such a boy toy.”

         “No.” Siobhan was entranced. Berk’s stories always had that effect on her.

         “Yes! Anyway, I blew it off as a joke, but since then, David’s been making strange comments about how I dress, who I hang out with. We argued a bit and then, get this, he said if I was going to surround myself with frat boys and their girlfriends, then he wasn’t sure we were going to work out.”

         “What’s wrong with the way you dress?” Siobhan took her face out of her phone for the moment.

         “Frat boys and their girlfriends?” I glanced at him over my glass.

         “And the beard will fix all that?” Sarah looked perplexed.

         “A good beard fixes everything,” I added.

         “I, for one, am a bit put off by the fact that he thinks Brian is a frat boy. He is certainly not a frat boy.” Caroline crossed her arms over her chest and huffed.

         “Of course not, sweetie.” He patted her hand before holding his up. “So what should I do?”

         “Well, I think,” Sarah began, “if David can’t take you for who you are then screw him. He knew your friends before you guys started dating. He should know better.”

         “Right. But I think ever since he turned forty he’s been more about settling down.”

         “Did you tell him you don’t want to settle down?” Caroline took a bite of the breadstick and wiped the crumbs off her lap.

         “No. And maybe I do. Or don’t. But I guess he just figures since I’m younger or whatever—”

         “Bullshit.” I interrupted him. “You and David are great together, but I have to agree with Sarah. He should know better.”

         “I guess you’re right.” Berk leaned back as the waiter served our salads. “I’m just so tired of everyone I find having some excuse not to be with me. I’m starting to think it’s me. I mean, I can’t be anything more than fabulous, right?”

         “It’s not you.” I speared a pear with my fork and dipped it in the vinaigrette I ordered on the side. “You are fabulous. Screw him. Get the waiter’s number and call it a day.”

         “I can’t do that.”

         “We’ve been watching you two eye-fuck each other since you sat down,” Sarah said.

         Berk made a face that told us we weren’t crazy.

         “Anyway,” he began, “enough about my issues. Why don’t we give Mel the floor? How did it go last night? What are we calling it? Operation Distraction?”

         “Oh, well, you know Mel. How was the oily-haired love machine?”

         “At least you lasted a week without sex, right?” I love how Berk gets me.

         I stopped mid bite, closed my eyes, and tried to shake away the memory. “I did. And I would like to thank the rest of you for appreciating that fact. And we aren’t calling it operation anything.” I eyeballed the girls. “It went, and then I kicked it right out the door.”
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