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She forced her lips into another exaggerated grin, the stretch of red-stained latex pulling uncomfortably at the corners of her mouth. 

»Who wants to see a magic trick?«

Her voice pitched high, saccharine, the kind of cheer that sounded like it could shatter glass. A chorus of shrieks answered her, sticky fingers waving in the air, frosting smeared across cheeks and T-shirts. Marla swallowed back the metallic tang of exhaustion–three hours in, and the brat’s birthday party showed no signs of winding down. She crouched, her sequined skirt riding up the backs of her thighs, and pulled a tattered silk scarf from her sleeve with a flourish. 

»Abracadabra!«

The kids howled as she pretended to fumble, letting the scarf slip through her fingers, then snatching it back at the last second. Their laughter was sharp, piercing–like nails dragged across a chalkboard. Her knee popped as she straightened, the ache settling deep in her joints. The cheap red nose itched where it pressed against her skin, the elastic digging behind her ears. She resisted the urge to scratch, keeping her hands in exaggerated, fluttery motion. 

»Marla, sweetie!«

She turned, smile locked in place. The birthday boy’s mother–blonde, Botox-smooth, reeking of Pinot Grigio–waved her over with a wine glass clutched in manicured fingers. 

»You’re such a hit! The kids adore you.«

The woman’s voice dripped with the kind of praise that meant you’re beneath me, but I’ll pretend otherwise. Marla curtsied, her chest tight. 

»Just doing my job, Mrs. Whitmore.«

A sticky hand yanked at her skirt. 

»Do the balloon dog again!«

She turned back to the kids, the edges of her vision fraying. The afternoon sun bore down, baking the paint on her face, turning the foundation tacky. She could feel it cracking. Her fingers worked on autopilot, twisting balloons into lopsided animals while her mind wandered–somewhere darker, somewhere reckless. A place where she wasn’t trapped in this suffocating routine, drowning in the sticky-sweet artifice of suburban bliss. One more hour. Then she could peel off the clown skin and breathe.

The balloon squeaked between her fingers as she twisted it into a crooked dog, the latex straining under her grip. A kid–some gap-toothed six-year-old with frosting smeared across his chin–grabbed for it before she finished, his sticky fingers brushing her wrist. 

»Careful,« she murmured, forcing her voice into that saccharine lilt, »or it might pop.«

The threat in her tone was buried under the cheer, but the kid didn’t notice. He snatched the balloon anyway, grinning like he’d won something. Marla exhaled through her nose, her jaw tight. That’s when she saw him. Ethan Hale. Standing near the buffet table like he’d rather be anywhere else, his broad frame stiff in an ill-fitting button-down. His hands flexed at his sides, fingers curling and uncurling like he didn’t know what to do with them. His dark hair was longer than she remembered, messy in a way that looked accidental, not styled. She recognized him instantly–not because he’d been memorable in high school, but because he’d been the opposite. Quiet. Unseen. The kind of boy who made himself small, who sat in the back of classrooms like he was hoping no one would notice him. And yet. Something in her chest tightened. He was older now, but the nervous energy was the same. His thumb rubbed over his knuckles, rough like he’d been biting at the skin. The movement was quick, fidgety. She watched his throat work as he swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. A slow, dangerous heat curled low in her stomach. Mrs. Whitmore’s shrill laugh cut through the air, dragging Marla’s attention back to the swarm of kids. She forced another smile, handing off another balloon animal before slipping away, weaving through the crowd with practiced ease. She didn’t stop until she was standing right in front of Ethan, close enough that she caught the faint scent of soap and something earthier beneath it–like he’d been sweating. 

»You look like you’d rather be at a funeral,« she said, tilting her head. Ethan startled, his shoulders tensing. His eyes–dark, almost black–flicked to her face, then away just as quickly. 

»I, uh–« He cleared his throat. 

»Just not good with crowds.«

Marla hummed, letting her gaze drag down his frame. His shirt was wrinkled, like he’d pulled it straight from the dryer and hadn’t bothered to iron it. The collar was uneven, one side folded under. She reached up without thinking, her fingers brushing his neck as she fixed it. His breath hitched. She felt it–the way his pulse jumped under her fingertips. Fast. Erratic. Interesting. 

»You don’t have to stay,« she murmured, letting her hand linger. 

»You could leave.«

He swallowed again. 

»I promised my sister I’d be here.«

»How noble.«

His jaw clenched. 

»It’s just a party.«

»Mmm. And yet you’re miserable.«

She leaned in, close enough that her breath brushed his ear. 

»I could make it more fun.«

His eyes snapped to hers, dark and uncertain. Marla smirked. 

»Unless you’d rather stand here all afternoon, pretending you don’t want to bolt.«

A beat of silence. Then »What did you have in mind?«

The words were rough, barely more than a murmur. Her stomach clenched. Oh, she was going to ruin him. She stepped back, letting her fingers trail down his arm before dropping away. 

»Follow me.«

She didn’t wait to see if he would. The house was crowded, chaotic–parents drinking, kids shrieking, the occasional balloon popping like gunshots. But the hallway near the bathroom was empty. Marla backed him into the wall, her palms flat against his chest. 

»You remember me, don’t you?«

she whispered. His throat worked. 

»Yeah.«

»You never talked to me in school.«

»You never looked at me.«

She laughed softly. 

»I’m looking now.«

His hands flexed at his sides, like he wanted to touch her but didn’t know if he was allowed. She solved the problem for him. Grabbing his wrist, she pressed his palm against the curve of her waist. His fingers twitched, then tightened. 

»Better?«

she teased. His breath was uneven. 

»Marla–« »Shh.«

She slid her hand down his stomach, lower, until her fingers brushed the front of his pants. He was already hard. A rush of satisfaction burned through her. 

»You’ve thought about this,« she murmured, gripping him through the fabric. His hips jerked. 

»Fuck–« She tightened her hold, watching his face. His lips parted, his breath coming faster. 

»Tell me,« she whispered. 

»Tell me what you’ve imagined doing to me.«

His fingers dug into her hip. 

»I shouldn’t–« »But you want to.«

A groan slipped out of him, raw and unfiltered. Marla smiled. This was going to be fun.

Marla didn’t give him time to think. Her fingers worked the button of his jeans, popping it open with practiced ease. Ethan’s breath was ragged, his body taut like a wire about to snap. He didn’t stop her. Didn’t push her away. Instead, his grip on her hip tightened, urging her closer. 

»Tell me,« she murmured again, her lips brushing the sharp edge of his jaw. 

»Or do I have to guess?«

A low, rough sound escaped him–half frustration, half surrender. His free hand tangled in her hair, tugging just enough to make her gasp. 

»You want me to say it?«

His voice was deeper now, edged with something darker. 

»Fine. I’ve thought about your mouth. How fucking perfect it’d feel wrapped around me.«

Heat coiled low in her stomach. She dragged her nails lightly over the bulge in his boxers, watching the way his breath stuttered. 

»That all?«

His fingers tightened in her hair. 

»No.«

She hooked her thumb under the waistband of his boxers, teasing. 

»Then keep talking.«

Ethan exhaled sharply. 

»I thought about bending you over that stupid clown stand outside. Seeing how loud you’d scream when I fucked you.«

A shiver raced down her spine. She could picture it–the rough press of the counter against her hips, his hands digging into her skin, the muffled sounds of the party just beyond the door. 

»You don’t strike me as the risky type,« she mused, sliding her hand fully into his boxers. His cock was hot and heavy in her palm, already leaking. 

»I’m not.«

His hips jerked as she stroked him. 

»But for you? I’d make an exception.«

Marla smirked. She loved this–the way his control unraveled, the way his body responded before his brain could catch up. She squeezed, dragging her thumb over the head, smearing the wetness there. Ethan cursed under his breath, his forehead dropping to hers. His pulse was wild under her touch, his breathing uneven. 

»You’re killing me,« he muttered. 

»Good.«

She quickened her strokes, her own heartbeat kicking up in response. A noise from down the hallway made him tense. Footsteps. Laughter. Too close. Marla didn’t stop. 

»We should–« Ethan started, but she cut him off with a sharp twist of her wrist. His words dissolved into a groan. 

»We should what?«

she whispered. His jaw clenched. The voices grew louder. 

»Tell me to stop,« she challenged. His fingers dug into her hip, holding her in place. His other hand slid from her hair to the back of her neck, gripping possessively. The message was clear. Don’t. The footsteps passed. The moment stretched, thick with tension. Marla leaned in, her lips brushing his ear. 

»Next time, I won’t use my hand.«

Ethan shuddered. She stepped back, smoothing her clothes as if nothing had happened. His cock was still hard, his breathing ragged, but she only offered him a slow, knowing smile before turning away. 

»Marla,« he growled. She glanced over her shoulder. 

»Game’s just starting, Ethan.«

Then she disappeared into the crowd, leaving him standing there–ruined. And wanting more.
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The air in the party hall was sticky with the cloying scent of buttercream frosting and the high-pitched shrieks of sugar-fueled children. Marla adjusted the too-tight bow on her polka-dot dress, the ruffled fabric itching against her thighs as she scanned the room. Balloons bobbed near the ceiling, their cheerful colors at odds with the slow curl of anticipation coiling in her gut. Then she saw him. Ethan. Hunched awkwardly in the corner like he was trying to morph into the wall, his shoulders stiff, hands shoved deep into his pockets. Even now, years later, he still carried himself like he didn’t know what to do with his body–too tall, too broad, like he’d outgrown his skin and never quite settled into it. She grinned, sharp and slow. Her heels clicked against the linoleum as she sauntered toward him, the exaggerated bounce of her steps practiced, performative. 

»Well, well,« she trilled, arms spread wide. 

»If it isn’t Ethan Carter!Who knew you’d turn out to be the type to lurk at kids’ birthday parties?«

His head snapped up, eyes wide behind his glasses. A flush crept up his neck, and she watched, fascinated, as it darkened the tips of his ears. 

»Marla.«

His voice was lower than she remembered, rougher. He cleared his throat. 

»Didn’t know you were working this one.«

»Surprise,« she sing-songed, leaning in just a little too close. The scent of him–clean soap and something faintly musky–cut through the overwhelming sweetness of the room. She resisted the urge to inhale deeper. A toddler barreled past, nearly colliding with her hip. Ethan flinched, but Marla only laughed, bending down to retrieve the dropped juice box. 

»Oopsie!«

she chirped, handing it back with a wink. The kid stared at her, wide-eyed, before scurrying off. When she straightened, Ethan’s gaze was locked on her mouth. Oh? She tilted her head, letting a slow smirk curl her lips. 

»What, no ‘good to see you’? No ‘wow, Marla, you haven’t changed a bit’?«

She stepped closer, the pointed toe of her shoe nudging against his. His jaw ticked. 

»You have, though.«

»Yeah?«

Her fingers toyed with the hem of her dress. 

»Better or worse?«

He didn’t answer right away, and that was answer enough. The silence stretched, thick with something unspoken. She could almost hear the hum of his pulse, the way his breath hitched when she let her hand brush his arm. 

»You still do this?«

he asked finally. 

»Dressing up like...« He gestured vaguely at her. 

»Like a clown?«

She batted her lashes. 

»What, not sexy enough for you?«

A muscle in his throat jumped. His fingers flexed like he wanted to reach for something. She leaned in, close enough that her breath ghosted over his ear. 

»Or is it that you’re imagining peeling me out of this ridiculous dress?«

His exhale was ragged. She pulled back just as quickly, grinning. 

»Relax, Ethan. It’s just a reunion.«

She patted his chest, letting her fingers linger a second too long over the hard plane of muscle beneath his shirt. 

»Unless you want it to be more?«

His eyes darkened. She didn’t wait for an answer. Turning on her heel, she tossed a glance over her shoulder, letting the look she gave him–half challenge, half promise–linger before melting into the chaos of the party. Her pulse thrummed. Game on.

The party noise blurred into a dull roar behind her, but Marla didn’t miss the way Ethan’s footsteps followed–hesitant, but deliberate. She smirked, slowing just enough to let him catch up. 

»Still clearing your throat when you’re nervous?«

She didn’t turn around, just let the words hang in the air like a taunt. A beat of silence. Then, the familiar, awkward ahem she’d recognized instantly. Bingo. She pivoted, leaning her hip against the edge of a table stacked with half-eaten plates of cake. The frosting had gone stiff, the sugary scent now stale under the fluorescent lights. 

»Some things never change, huh?«

She plucked a discarded fork, twirling it between her fingers. 

»Like how you used to fidget with your pencil during tests.«

She glanced at his hands–broad, surprisingly rough for a guy who spent his days behind a desk–and sure enough, his fingers flexed, restless. 

»I don’t–« He swallowed, adjusting his glasses. 

»I don’t fidget.«

»Liar.«

She tapped the fork against her bottom lip, watching his gaze zero in on the movement. 

»You always did. Twitchy hands, bouncing knee. Like you were holding back something...« She let the word linger, then smiled. 

»Wild.«

His jaw tightened. 

»You’re imagining things.«

»Am I?«

She pushed off the table, closing the distance between them in one slow step. The oversized polka-dot sleeve of her clown costume brushed his forearm, the fabric rough against his skin. His breath hitched–just a fraction, but she heard it. Felt it. 

»Tell me, Ethan,« she murmured. 

»Do you ever think about back then?«

His Adam’s apple bobbed. 

»Sometimes.«

»What parts?«

She tilted her head, studying the flush creeping up his neck. 

»The way I used to ‘accidentally’ brush against you in the hallway? Or how you’d stare when I wore that skirt with the slit up the side?«

A muscle in his cheek jumped. 

»You remember that?«

»Oh, please.«

She rolled her eyes, but her grin stayed wicked. 

»You weren’t subtle. But I let you look.«

A pause. A step closer. 

»I wanted you to.«

The air between them thickened, electric. His fingers curled into fists at his sides like he was resisting the urge to grab her. She licked her lips, savoring the tension. 

»Still fighting it, huh?«

His voice dropped, rougher than before. 

»Fighting what?«

»This.«

Her hand flattened against his chest, feeling the rapid thud of his heartbeat beneath her palm. 

»Whatever the hell it is you actually want to do to me.«

His breath came faster. His pupils dilated. And then A high-pitched shriek from across the room shattered the moment. A kid had knocked over a tower of cups, sending juice splashing everywhere. Ethan flinched, blinking like he’d just been doused in cold water. Marla sighed, stepping back. 

»Duty calls.«

She gave him one last lingering look, her voice dropping to a whisper. 

»But this isn’t over.«

She sauntered away, hips swaying, feeling the heat of his stare burning into her back. Game on, indeed.

The air between them still crackled, even as the party dissolved into chaos–parents scrambling to mop up spilled juice, kids shrieking with laughter, the DJ shifting to a saccharine pop song that clashed violently with the tension coiled in Ethan’s shoulders. Marla smirked, watching him struggle to school his expression back into something neutral. The way his fingers twitched at his sides, the tight clench of his jaw–she knew that restraint. Fake. She’d always seen right through it. 

»You should go help,« she said, nodding toward the commotion. 

»Wouldn’t want the birthday boy thinking his uncle’s an asshole for ignoring the disaster.«

He exhaled sharply through his nose, but didn’t move. His gaze flicked to her mouth, then back up, dark and deliberate. 

»You’re enjoying this.«

»And you’re not?«

She stepped closer again, just enough that the scent of his cologne–something woodsy and expensive–wrapped around her. She tilted her chin up, holding his stare. 

»Tell me you didn’t just imagine pinning me against that table and shutting me up. 
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