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            BLIND DATE

          

          FRIDAY, AUGUST 4

        

      

    

    
      It was Friday evening, and I’d finally settled into my house. It was a wonderful space with four bedrooms. I was pretty sure I had the intended living room set up as my den and the intended den set up as my office. I chose warm colors, creams and rusts, for the common areas and cool blues for the bedrooms. Except for the kitchen where the floor was tiled, the floors were a lightly stained hardwood. The furniture throughout was rustic wood. I was going for warm, cozy, and functional. For the first time in a long time, I felt like I could relax and be at peace.

      That evening, I was going on a blind date with Michael, the brother of my best friend Arielle, or Ari, as she preferred to be called. They are twins who were both put up for adoption and had recently become acquainted. After a conversation with her adoptive mother, in which Ari found out he existed, she became obsessed with finding him. Two months before, she’d succeeded. They were born here in LA. Michael was happy to make contact with her. Two weeks after that, she’d flown out from New York, where she lived, to meet him in person in LA. Together, they located their birth records and spent a few days getting to know each other. I didn’t get to meet him then because I was in New York directing a shoot. Ari met his adoptive family. She thought his mother and brother were kind and impressive. I think he hung out with her once after that in New York. Ari really liked Michael. She said he was charming and genuinely seemed to like women.

      My legal separation from my legitimately angry husband, Greg, had been made official a few days before, and I’d filed to convert it to a divorce earlier that day. My primary goal was to get Greg to agree to a settlement that wouldn’t dismantle everything I’d built and get it finalized. To achieve that, I had to lie low, avoid arguments with him, and give him time to accept that our marriage was over.

      Ari wanted me to celebrate that milestone by getting back on the market. Being on the market was the last thing on my list. I just wanted to spend some time being by myself. I needed to find friends and build up my support network. That was my second goal. However, all the way from New York, she’d set up this date with her brother—drinks, dinner, and dancing—despite my goals and without my permission. She said that Michael and I had that “dance thing” in common. He was a professional, the principal male dancer for the Torus Contemporary Ballet Company, which was based in LA.

      I’d diffuse things immediately by saying we should aim at being friends. Maybe I’d at least get someone I could talk technique with out of this. One thing was certain: if he was doing this for her, he was kind and patient.

      I dressed in jeans, a simple but artsy designer shirt, and some strappy but comfortable sandals, in case things went well and we ended up dancing. I was playing it sexy in an understated way.

      My doorbell rang, and I opened the door. Okay. Okay. The pictures Ari sent me were all headshots. I knew he had a pretty face, but I wasn’t properly prepared for the whole package. He was gorgeous. He was tall, maybe six feet four inches, slim, and muscular—dancer muscular—well-defined but not bulky. I consciously suppressed a deep inhale, smiled politely, and casually looked directly into his eyes so that my gawking remained my secret. “Hello, Michael.”

      “Nice to meet you, Sammi,” he said as he offered his hand.

      I put my hand in his. He had long graceful fingers, and his grip was firm but gentle. “Same. Come in for a moment. I’ll get my purse.” I stepped aside, motioning for him to enter.

      “Of course.” He gave my hand a gentle squeeze before letting it go and walking into my house.

      He was wearing jeans and a nice shirt with a stylish pair of loafers. I really appreciated the way he was working his jeans. Man. The place where his obliques met his hip bones was probably too much to handle. I could see he had a tattoo on each arm, but I couldn’t tell of what because his sleeves were hiding most of them. It made me wonder how he looked shirtless. I lifted my eyes to the level of his as he turned around, then glanced away, as our eyes made contact again, to close the door. “I don’t know if you’ve realized it yet, but your sister is a piece of work.”

      He chuckled. “I’m starting to understand that.”

      “What did she tell you about me?”

      “Not much. She said that she has known you her whole life and that you’re her best friend. And we have that ‘dance thing’ in common. What did she say about me?”

      “About the same. She’s still getting to know you. So far, you seem pretty nice. And we have the ‘dance thing’ in common.” He smiled and I returned it. He did seem nice. After a beat, I said, “I know that Ari planned this evening as a date and placed us in it, but I don’t want to go that route. Given that she’s my best friend and you’re her recently located, long-lost brother, I’d really like us to be friends. So can we just hang out and get to know each other on that level, okay?” I delivered that pretty well.

      He half smiled, pursed his lips, and tilted his head slightly. “Okay.” He had nice lips, and I was pretty sure he was laughing at me.

      I needed a moment to get a little perspective. “I’m gonna use the ladies’ room, then I’ll be ready to go. Make yourself at home. There’s sparkling water in the fridge.”

      “Okay. Thanks.”

      Once in the bathroom, I looked at myself in the mirror. It had been a minute since I’d been in the game. I liked the game, and I still had it. I adjusted my hair. I was wearing it out, a kinky-curly mane. I decided on red lipstick instead of nude. I hadn’t prepared to deal with a pretty boy ego. I don’t know why I didn’t anticipate he’d be fine. He looked like what I’d expect Ari’s brother would look like. He had creamy high yellow skin, big brown eyes, and dark brown, almost black, mixed kid hair, just like Ari. His hair wasn’t as curly as hers though. They both had nice, perfectly rounded noses with beautifully shaped lips and high cheekbones, like people from West Africa. And his body was banging. I wondered if he’d put all his eggs in the “I’m hot as hell” bucket. Well, my bet was he was either incapable of having an actual conversation or his ego was the size of Everest. Whichever, at that moment, I was about the fishing, not the catching. I needed to get out of the net I was in. I had no intention of getting into another one anytime soon.

      Maybe I could screw him before we settled into the friendship phase. My bet was that he was a player, which would make him the perfect prospect for a casual encounter. I located the condoms I’d bought for just such an opportunity. I put them in my purse, just in case. Shit. It hit me that I was horny. I hadn’t had a thought like that in a good while. I needed to slow my roll—but I was bringing the condoms. I took a deep breath. I knew how to deal with pretty boys.

      “Would you like to use the facilities?” Yep, he was sexy.

      “Nope. I’m good.” He had his back to me, so I could really take him in.

      “We’re ready to go then. Do you know where any of the places where Ari booked us are?”

      He turned to face me. “Yeah. They’re not too far from where I live. Ari asked me for options.”

      Hmmm. Well, he’d probably just rattled them off from in his head. “I’ll drive my car, so if things go really wrong⁠—”

      He choked down a laugh as he interrupted me. “I think we’ll be okay. I’ll drive. No matter what happens, I’m sure I’ll be fine with bringing you home.”

      “Are you laughing at me?”

      “I am.” He grinned. He stepped aside and motioned toward the door. “After you.”

      I didn’t expect him to be honest. I didn’t know what to say and found myself grinning too. I shook my head and headed for the door.

      He was driving a BMW 4 Series coupe.

      “So you like cars?” What I really wanted to ask was how he was driving this car on a dancer’s salary.

      He responded, “Some of them,” as we got in.

      As he was driving to Ari’s first place, he asked, “Are you from here?”

      “No. I’m from Atlanta. After college, I met a boy and decided to stay with him out here in California.”

      “And that didn’t work out?”

      “Nope. But I like California. So, for now, I’m staying. How about you?”

      “I grew up here. I’ve traveled some but have never had the urge to move anywhere else.”

      “Did you go to college?”

      “Yep. Caltech.” He smiled and glanced at me. He arched one of his eyebrows.

      “Really?”

      “I studied chemistry.” He was still smiling, pleased with himself.

      He had a brain to go with his beauty. And he’d used it. Okay. “So how did you end up dancing professionally?”

      “Dancing was always my passion. I got an opportunity to audition. I was accepted and have never looked back. What did you study in college?”

      “Engineering undergrad. Fine arts masters.”

      “Where?”

      “Georgia Tech then NYU.”

      He nodded in assessment. “So what’re you doing now?”

      “Directing and producing. Mostly film. Some television.”

      “So where does dance come in?”

      “I used dance to keep me sane and focused. It was my escape in college and how I got the energy to get through school.”

      He nodded. “So on some level, you’re a geek?”

      “Yes, pot.” I smiled and wondered if my humor would make sense to him.

      He chuckled out loud and responded, “Okay, kettle.” He was just as corny as I was.

      We walked into the cheese and wine shop where Ari had booked us for drinks and chose a flight of wine and cheese. The conversation flowed easily.

      “Since Ari and you went to all the trouble to arrange this elaborate date, I think we should toast the occasion that prompted it.”

      “Which is?” he asked.

      “Ari didn’t tell you anything? Really?”

      “No. She asked me if I was free on Friday. When I said yes, she asked me if I’d take you out.” He half smiled. “She said I could consider it a mercy date.” He quickly covered his mouth.

      I narrowed my eyes and gave him the finger.

      He held up his hands and said, “I’m kidding. I’m kidding.”

      I stayed silent for a moment to let the discomfort hang a little. Then I said, “We’re celebrating the fact that I filed for divorce today. This ‘mercy date’ is her attempt to get me back on the market.” I raised my glass. “Here’s to letting bygones be bygones.”

      We clinked glasses.

      “So this is the same guy that you stayed out here to be with?”

      “Yep.” I pursed my lips and stared at my hands. I felt a little sad about things not working out with Greg, but more than that, I was really going to miss spending time with his family, especially his mother and her sister. I guess it was obvious because Michael looked at a loss as to how to respond. I put the focus on him. “So are you dating? Are you serious about anyone?”

      “No.” One word; then he fell silent.

      I coaxed him. “So have you had any serious relationships? Or do you just play the field?”

      He took a deep breath, as if considering. Then he said, “A bit of both, actually,” and stopped talking again.

      I hunched my shoulders and shook my head. “And?”

      He looked at me as if he’d just realized something. He was trying not to smile. “I was in a really serious relationship my last two years in college. When I decided to dance professionally instead of pursuing a career in science, she ended it. She said she needed someone with a real career. Since then, I’ve been playing the field for the most part. I was with another person for a year or so, but that was never gonna work out.”

      “So two years, huh?”

      “Yeah. You?”

      “Nothing really serious until I got married. We were together a little over two years, married one and a half of them.” I paused. He was sexy. Given that he’d given himself the space in this culture to dance ballet, I wondered where he was on the sexual spectrum. The question “Do you date men?” came out unfiltered.

      He smiled slightly again. “No, I date only women.” He gave me a pensive look. “Why did you ask that question now? It’s a little forward.”

      I hunched my shoulders. “You’re male and a dancer in a contemporary ballet company. I figured it would be a question you get all the time. It’s commonplace in the dance community.”

      “True.” He shook his head and laughed a little.

      “What’s so funny?”

      He gave me a quick glance. “There was a time when I would’ve kicked your ass for asking me that question.” He chuckled.

      “Why? There’s nothing wrong with being gay or bisexual.”

      “I agree. However, when you’re a straight, adolescent male who’s trying to establish his sexuality, you defend it in the most demonstrative way you can: by kicking the ass of the questioner and then taking his girl.”

      I was sure that being a beautiful male had made it that much worse. “So it happened often?”

      “Yeah. I kicked a lot of asses.”

      We drifted into easy conversation and realized we were running late for Ari’s next destination.

      By the end of dinner, we were having fun. When the check came, I reached for it, saying, “Let me get this. You’ve been so gracious to go through with this ‘mercy date’ situation that your sister put you in.”

      “No, it’s fine. I’ve got it.”

      I shook my head. “Come on, now.”

      He paused and took in the fact that I was serious. “Fair enough. Let’s split it.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay.”

      As we got into his car, he asked, “Are you up for dancing? Or do you want this ‘mercy date’ to be over?”

      I chuckled. He was asking me if I wanted to stop staring at him—if I wanted to forgo a chance to feel him up on the dance floor. I was cool. So I said, “I love to dance. I’m always up for dancing. That’s not logically a question, as far as I’m concerned.”

      He smiled. “I can relate. I know of a really good dance party that’s happening tonight. It’s hip-hop. Are you okay with that?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t see how that’s a question either?”

      He smiled. “Good.” After a breath, he said, “The dance party is on me.” He glanced at me to see my reaction.

      I shook my head and tried to think of something witty to say.

      When he could wait no longer, he said, “I can get us in free.” He was proud of that corny-ass response and went into an all-out fit of laughter and posturing. It was obvious he felt as comfortable as I did.

      I kept shaking my head and took it in. Yes, I thought, at the very least, I’ll get a friend out of this.
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        * * *

      

      As we exited the coat check, which I insisted he pay for, and walked into the main area of the club, it was clear that we were on his playground. Given the looks I was getting from other women, I didn’t think he usually arrived with a date. I was careful to give him space—enough so that most of the women didn’t see me as an obstacle. It wasn’t a “date-date” after all. It made me wonder if he had a reputation for callousness. At one point, we got separated when one of his fans swooped in. Clearly, he could have gotten laid that night whether I chose to jump him or not. He didn’t even have to ask. I hung back a bit to take in the spectacle. When he realized I was no longer by his side, he looked around and spotted me behind him. He hunched his shoulders and gave me a confused look, motioning for me to join him, which earned me some sharp stares.

      When I caught up to him, he asked, “Do you still want to dance? Why did you stop walking with me?” He was so used to that treatment that he was oblivious.

      Yes. Definitely a player. I chuckled and said, “I got cut off by one of your fans. So I decided to enjoy the show.”

      He pursed his lips and smiled. Then he nodded his head and said, “Come on; let’s dance.”

      He could move. We went at it step for step, song after song. It was timeless. He was fun to dance with. He wasn’t clingy and domineering like some men. He didn’t have a need to direct my movements. We made contact, but it wasn’t inappropriately intimate. Dancing together was even easier than conversation. I was thinking, Oh, shit, because I was really turned on. He was kind and silly—and intelligent. Up to that point, it seemed that he had his ego in check. He was good at the game.

      Two hours after we hit the dance floor, we were both drenched. He said, “Let’s get something to drink. What would you like?”

      “A Syrah if they have it.” The thought, Can I trust him not to put something in my drink? flitted across my mind. He was Ari’s brother, and he seemed to value that relationship. So I pushed it aside.

      “Cool, I’ll get it. Sit here. This is my favorite spot to watch the crowd from.” He looked at his phone as he walked away. I wondered who was trying to get in touch with him.

      I looked at my phone, which had buzzed a few times in the past two hours. There were texts from Sylvia, my mom. As usual, she’d written essays I’d have to read later. I was sure she just wanted to know where things stood. I responded in a quick text. “The separation is official. Divorce papers are filed. I’m out having fun. Talk to you tomorrow. Love.”

      When he came back, I asked, “Were the drinks free too, or do you need help covering them?”

      He narrowed his eyes and gave me the finger.

      It was all I could do not to say, With pleasure. But I was cool. So I just laughed and imitated the posturing he did earlier.

      He narrowed his eyes a bit more and focused on the glasses of wine.

      I asked, “What’s up?”

      “I don’t know which is mine and which is yours. Do you mind if I taste both of them?”

      “No. Go ahead.”

      He tasted one and then the other. He set a glass in front of me. “This one is yours.” He kept looking at it.

      “You’re not sure, are you?”

      He laughed and shook his head. “Nope. Not at all.”

      “Let me try. Do you mind?

      “Of course not.”

      I tasted both. I gave him a serious look. “You got it backward. This one is definitely yours.” I switched glasses.

      He smiled. “I’m positive that you’re wrong.” He tasted and switched them again. We played that game a few more times. Ultimately, we ended up sharing the two glasses of wine and giggling until we settled into a comfortable silence.

      A slow song came on. He offered his hand and said, “May I?”

      I put my hand in his and followed him to the dance floor. Finally, I got to touch him. I put my hands on his shoulders, and he rested his on my lower back. All the muscles in his shoulders were clearly articulated. The slow set lasted awhile, and we relaxed into each other a bit. My cheek was resting just above his defined, but not overly developed, chest, and I felt comfortable putting my hands just above his hips. He had that wonderfully sexy furrow between his hip bones and obliques. Soon, I was thinking about the dimples in his lower back and the goody trail on his sculpted abdomen. I shook my head to bring myself back to reality. I was glad he couldn’t see my face.

      He said, “I’m hungry. Would you be up for grabbing something to eat?”

      “Sure.”

      “Good, let’s go.” He took my hand and led me from the dance floor. He glanced back. “I think you’re beautiful, by the way.” He kissed my knuckles.

      I was sure he’d made that move a thousand times. He was good. I had no complaints as I followed him out of the club like all of those who had gone before me. “Thank you. I feel the same about you.” I knew he was smiling, but he’d earned it. I was right. He was the perfect person to sleep with casually. Maybe I could end up with a friend and a fuck buddy.
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        * * *

      

      We finished our snack and leaned on the side of his car to look at the moon and the ocean. While holding my hand, he said, “I guess I should take you home now. Did you have fun?”

      “Yes, you?” I was a little tired, but I was having fun.

      “Me too. This is the best ‘mercy date’ I’ve ever had.”

      In response, I pushed him playfully. He pulled me into his arms, looking shocked by his own reaction. We both stood there, wrapped in each other’s arms, motionless. I wasn’t sure who moved first, but we kissed. A short, sweet, chaste kiss. He closed his eyes and shook his head. I cleared my throat.

      He stepped back. “We should go.”

      “Yes.”

      We got into his car. He took my hand, kissing my knuckles absentmindedly, and said, “I like the way you dance. I want to do this again soon.”

      I followed suit by taking his other hand. “I’d like that.” I kissed his knuckles softly.

      Then we were exchanging tender kisses that deepened ever so slowly. When we came up for air, I wasn’t sure how we’d ended up kissing so deeply. I lost myself in his kisses. I couldn’t remember the last time that happened. I felt an intense connection between us. I wasn’t sure why, but I asked, “You live near here, don’t you?”

      He looked at me for a moment. “Yeah.” He released my hand and pulled out of the parking spot. The next thing I knew, we were parked in what I assumed was his driveway.

      “This is not what I meant,” I said.

      “I know. Do you want me to take you home?”

      “No.”

      “Good.” He got out of the car. I sat there, motionless. Suddenly, I wasn’t sure if I could fuck him casually. He opened the car door for me, and I followed him into his house. “Do you want something to drink or anything?” he asked.

      His den was a nice size. His furniture was all dark leather and wood, the floor darkly stained wood. He had interesting artwork on the walls, and everything was nice. It was worn in, like he had used the room. It felt like a home.

      I wandered over to his fireplace and gazed at the picture above the mantle. When I turned around, he was right in front of me. He was as smooth as he was pretty. I’d have to play this game carefully so we could stay friends. I reached out and gently brushed his top lip with my thumbs. I softly kissed him there. He responded by placing his hands on the sides of my face and tenderly kissing my bottom lip. He deepened the kiss, his tongue dancing with mine, and he stepped forward to pin me between him and the fireplace. I caressed his shoulders and took in how well-defined his muscles were: traps, pecs, the ripples of his abdomen. I followed the line of his pants across his lower abdomen, across the furrow between his obliques and hip bones. I skimmed my hands down to the bottom of his butt. As I raised them, I grabbed on. He responded by pushing his hips forward and firmly pressing his erection into my abdomen. I moaned into his kiss. He paused and smiled on my mouth. As I tried to catch my breath, he trailed tender kisses over to my ear and along my jawline. His hands moved across my collarbones and down to my breasts. I felt him smile on my neck before skimming his hands down my abdomen and pausing on my hips. He slipped his fingers under the hem of my shirt.

      Leaning back so he could look in my eyes, he asked, “May I?”

      I looked at him incredulously. “No, I’m standing here grabbing your ass and grinding on you because I want to go home.”

      He looked at me and didn’t move.

      I took a deep breath and shook my head. “Yes, you may.”

      He chuckled and bit my jaw as he lifted my shirt and unfastened my bra. As he skimmed my nipples with his thumbs, he parted my lips with his tongue and caressed my tongue softly in the same rhythm. I grabbed his tongue with my teeth, lifted my leg up around his hip, and pushed my hips into his as I pulled him toward me. After tilting his head back and moaning loudly, he lowered his head and took my left nipple into his mouth. He intensified the gentle caress of my right nipple into a rolling pinch and matched that touch with his tongue and teeth on my left nipple. I leaned my head back and enjoyed the sensation. I thought to myself, Okay. So I am doing this. I took a deep breath, and my insides clenched. “Shit, Michael.” I breathed as I erupted into an orgasm. He stood up, and I hugged him to steady myself as the world went out of focus for a few seconds.

      When I opened my eyes, he said, “You’re very responsive” and kissed my forehead. He leaned back and took the button to my jeans in his hands. “May I?”

      I gathered my thoughts and tried to catch my breath. I’d never come like that before. Okay. Okay. What was I trying to think about? Oh, yeah. We need to talk before we go all the way. “When’s the last time you were tested?”

      “Two weeks ago. All clear. I haven’t been with anyone since then. You?”

      “A while ago. I was faithful to my soon-to-be ex-husband. We haven’t been physical for a long time.”

      He kissed my nose. “So you’re a little horny, then.” He glanced down at his hands, which were resting on the button of my jeans. “May I?”

      Right. He knew he was doing wrong. I shook my head. I wanted to say, Obviously, I’m not enjoying myself, so I want to go home, but I remained silent and narrowed my eyes at him.

      He smiled, kissed my forehead, and said, “I need your permission.”

      Fucker. I gave in. “You may.”

      He chuckled. “Are you sure?”

      I shook my head and gave him the finger.

      With that, he smiled triumphantly. “With pleasure.”

      He unbuttoned and unzipped my pants and pulled my pants and panties down in one fluid motion. He had to stop when he got to my ankles because I still had on my sandals. I laughed as he fumbled to unfasten them. As he stood, he lifted me so I was sitting on his mantle. Instinctively, I started to close my legs, but he caught them, placed them over his shoulders, and pushed them further apart.

      “Man,” he said as he looked at my most private part. He caressed the full length of my sex. He opened me and moaned as he slipped his thumb inside of me. He kissed my belly button and started a trail of kisses toward my clitoris. He planted a tender kiss and blew. “Are you really sure?”

      I sent daggers from my eyes.

      “Understood.” He started a slow, sweet caress with his tongue. As I mounted, he slipped two fingers inside of me to caress my G-spot.

      I don’t think I’ve ever had both types of orgasms at once. My body erupted into the powerful waves of a spasm. A strange sounding, “Arrgh,” was all I could say. He stood and passionately kissed me. I opened to the full force of his offering.

      “Wrap your legs around me.” I complied and he picked me up. I was still in the throes of my double orgasm. I didn’t open my eyes to see where we were going. He sat me down on his bed and said, “You don’t need this,” as he removed my shirt and bra. I still hadn’t opened my eyes. He stepped away.

      Once I was feeling a little more grounded, I looked to see where he’d gone. He’d already taken off his shirt and shoes and was in the process of removing his pants and boxer briefs. Full-frontal Michael. He had amazing legs, and his feet were calloused but beautiful. His toes were made for sucking. And then, there was the jewel. As if he could hear my thoughts, he started to stroke himself as he sauntered back over to me. He still hadn’t given me a reason to guard against him. The possibilities were overwhelming. He kneeled between my legs and stopped stroking himself only long enough to push my legs further apart as he moved forward.

      “Are you on the pill?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you want to use a condom? It would shield some of the intimacy.” He leaned forward and kissed my chin.

      I was surprised by the question. “You feel it too?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t think it would be much of a shield.”

      “Me neither.” As he kissed me tenderly, he eased into me. His breath caught.

      The pressure of him was intense. He picked me up a little to move us to the middle of the bed and laid me back. With his eyes on mine, he eased out of me and back in a few times. When I relaxed a bit, he pulled my left leg up around his hip. He slipped in a bit deeper and I gasped. Reflexively, my hands moved to his hips.

      “Are you okay?” He paused.

      “Yes, just, it’s been a while.”

      “Okay. Just relax and enjoy this.” He kissed my nose.

      He positioned himself on top of me, making full contact with my body but holding his own weight. Ripples ran through my body, and I moaned a little. Then, as commanded, I relaxed and let my body respond in a sensual but metered way appropriate for a casual encounter. He let out a hiss and added a swivel to the in and out motion, a slow, gentle waltz rhythm. He was pulling me back toward orgasm ever so slowly. His eyes were barely open, and he was growling deep in his throat. I didn’t know how much more I could take, and that sound tipped me over. He came with me—loudly.

      “Shit.” He collapsed, giving me his full weight. He was heavier than he looked. When our breathing returned to normal, he eased out of me.

      I gasped again.

      “Are you okay?” he asked again, raising his eyebrows.

      “Yeah. I’m just …”

      “… really sensitive,” he finished my sentence.

      “Yeah, right now.” I was slowly slipping into my postcoital coma.

      “Will you stay with me tonight?”

      “You mean the rest of the morning. It’s at least 4 a.m. Yeah,” I whispered. It wasn’t like I was about to get up. I didn’t have the energy to shake my head.

      “Good. That was amazing.”

      “Hey.”

      “What?”

      “You didn’t ask permission.”

      “Oh, shit. You’re right.” He chuckled. “May I?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Okay, let me know when you’re sure.” He snuggled up behind me and kissed my ear as I drifted off.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up to the sun shining brightly on my face. Michael had wrapped his body around me from behind, one of his legs threaded through mine. We hadn’t moved much since I’d fallen asleep. His scent. His embrace. I liked it. I was going to have to work harder than I anticipated to keep this casual. Then again, given the reactions I’d observed at the club the prior night, he was a player, which meant I could just be cool and let his game run its course.
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      As I opened my eyes, he leaned down to kiss the corner of my mouth. He was smooth, really smooth.

      “Good morning.” He trailed his hand down my arm and entwined our fingers. “How did you sleep?”

      “Really well. You?” I shifted a little so I could look at him easily, becoming aware he had a raging erection. It was pushing against my thighs. It seemed he’d been waiting for me to wake up.

      His hips pushed forward reflexively in response to my movement. He closed his eyes for a second, and a smile flitted across his lips. He kissed my nose. “Me too. Last night was amazing, really intense.” He shifted his gaze from our entwined fingers to my eyes. He was being sincere. I could feel it, and it caught me off guard.

      “Yes. It was.” I looked at him, trying to comprehend how … close, connected, intimate? I couldn’t find right word, but I felt it, despite my intentions. It didn’t make sense. I couldn’t think of anything else to say, so I looked at our hands.

      “Breakfast?” He leaned his forehead against the side of my head.

      I looked back into his eyes. I stretched up and kissed his bottom lip.

      His jewel pulsed between my thighs, and he rolled his eyes. “Ignore him. He does this in the morning. He’s especially excited that you’re here.”

      I chuckled. “Me personally, or women in general?” I squirmed a little and squeezed my thighs together around him.

      His hips pushed forward again, and he purred a little as our nether regions slipped past each other. “He definitely likes women in general. But he has taken a particularly special liking to you.”

      “So you’re saying it’s personal?”

      “It’s definitely personal.” He leaned over and kissed me, playfully caressing my lips and the tip of my tongue with his tongue.

      I smiled as I responded to the movement of his tongue with my own. He deepened the kiss. His hips pushed forward, and he was inside of me, all of him at once.

      I gasped. “Oh, hi.”

      At the same time, he hissed and squeezed his eyes. He looked at me and released an aspirated “Ah …” He inhaled but said nothing else. I was pretty sure he was caught off guard as well.

      My insides pulsed in response to his presence.

      He shook his head and growled a little. Then he kissed my shoulder and positioned us so we were both on our knees. It felt like we were in a field. Our bodies flowed together. Our movements were more urgent and forceful than before. Within a few minutes, I was screaming his name.

      He came a minute or so after I did. When he’d caught his breath, he cleared his throat and said, “As I was asking, before my friend so rudely interrupted me, will you have breakfast with me?”

      “No, Michael. I want you to take me home immediately.”

      “That’s happened before. It’s not wholly impossible.” He looked serious.

      “Yes, I’ll have breakfast with you.”

      “Good. Let’s take a shower.” He smiled and I got the sense he had something up his sleeve; but I let it go.

      He’d jumped me twice. I was going to get my revenge in the shower. I followed him through the bathroom door. Thankfully, it was just as clean as his bedroom, because I really needed to pee. I made a beeline for the toilet. I wondered if he cleaned his home himself. Then I noticed he was staring at me incredulously. “What?”

      “You’re peeing in front of me.”

      I looked at him like he was an idiot. “Okay. You know people, men and women, pee. Right? And we both know that you’re intimately familiar with female anatomy in general and mine specifically. You can’t be surprised that I pee. So I don’t see your point.”

      He shook his head and pointed his finger at me as he turned to switch on the shower. I thought he’d enjoyed my response. After I was done, I followed him in. He handed me some rose-scented shower gel, and I raised my eyebrow.

      “It was on sale.” To him, it was just soap. The scent was irrelevant.

      We joked while we bathed, and we kept our hands to ourselves. I thought we were both trying to process the intensity of last night. It was good, easy, disarming.

      I turned to face him, and he was looking at me pensively. He said, “I like hanging out with you. You have a good sense of humor.”

      I went up on my tiptoes and just barely kissed his lips. I leaned back before he could kiss me back and kept doing that until he stopped trying. Then I pulled his top lip gently with my teeth while tracing my tongue across it quickly. He didn’t move that time. So I did the same thing, but slower, with his bottom lip. I smiled against his mouth. “Just take it, okay?” I said. I placed his hands on the ledge in the shower that was behind him.

      “Okay.” He relaxed against the ledge. His jewel made it clear this was working for him.

      “Good.” I tilted his head so I could reach his earlobe. I French-kissed it for a second and trailed love bites down to where his collarbones met in the front. At the same time, I was caressing both of his nipples with a featherlight touch. He inhaled deeply, pulled me toward him, and pushed his erection against my abdomen. I kissed his Adam’s apple and put his hands back on the ledge, pushing his body back until he relaxed again. As he did, he moaned. Then I sucked, nipped, and kissed his right nipple while using my left hand to alternate softly grazing and pinching the left one. I rubbed my right hand down his ass to the back of his right thigh and pulled it forward so I could straddle it and use my sex to caress it slowly in a circular motion.

      He hissed and flexed his pelvis forward reflexively. He uttered some muddled word. I looked down and saw that he was starting to come a little. So I broke contact and slightly pushed him against the ledge. With my lips our only point of contact, I kissed his breastbone until his breathing equalized some. I looked up at him. He made eye contact. I kissed him softly on his lips and then went down on him, no holds barred.

      “Fuck,” he grunted as he came forcefully in my mouth. Before I knew it, he’d folded me into a warm embrace. He was kissing me and purring as he rocked me. Once he’d regained his equilibrium, he stepped back and rubbed his thumb across my top lip with a thoughtful expression on his face. “Let’s get dressed or we won’t ever get breakfast.”

      “Okay.” I kissed his shoulder.

      We stepped out of the shower, and he wrapped me in a towel and grabbed one for himself. Back in his bedroom, we realized that half of my clothes were in the living room. “I’ll get them.” He headed out of the bedroom door.

      As he rounded the corner, I heard him say, “Why are you here, man?”

      What? I thought he said he didn’t do men. I crept around the corner to spy. He was still putting on his towel, so this must’ve been someone he was familiar with. When I got to the end of the hall, the guy was holding my jeans. He was tall and muscular like Michael. His muscles were denser and shorter from lifting weights though. His skin was toffee, and he had brown eyes. His hair and beard were the same length, just past morning shadow. He was attractive too.

      “So do these belong to your blind date, or did you bring someone else home?”

      “Goodbye.” Michael picked up my underwear and grabbed for my jeans.

      “So it’s blind date girl. Ari’s friend, right?” The guy stepped out of Michael’s reach. They’d played that game before. I was right. I could relax and let his game run its course. I didn’t have to worry about him getting too serious.

      “Damn it.” Michael reached and missed again.

      The guy looked at the label inside my jeans. “She’s a little out of your league, ain’t she, bro?” Okay. Hopefully, that was his brother. The guy stepped back again. “So her pants are out here, but yours aren’t. You went down on her!” It was an accusation. “Wait. You like her.”

      “Fuck you, man. Out!” That time, he got the jeans. He pushed the guy back through the front door and locked all the locks.

      He turned to head back to the bedroom and saw me. “Sorry about that. That was my brother, Alex. The concept of boundaries is lost on him.” He kissed my forehead. “Here are the rest of your clothes.”

      “So I take it you two are close?”

      “Yeah.” He shook his head and rolled his eyes. “There are moments when he’s much, much closer than I want him to be.”

      I smiled to myself. I could relate. There were times when Ari was in my business when I didn’t want her to be—I wouldn’t give that up for the world, and I had a feeling he wouldn’t either.
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        * * *

      

      On the way to wherever we were going to have breakfast, he glanced at me. “Do you want to run by your place and change clothes?”

      I responded in the affirmative and quickly changed into a casual but stylish outfit along the same line as his.

      When we were on our way again, I asked, “So where are we going?”

      He grinned. “A favorite spot of mine.” He was holding something back. I gave in and played along.

      A few minutes later, we pulled into the driveway of a house. He’d been really kind so far, so I tried to stay relaxed. With an enormous smile on his face, he jumped out of the car fast. When I got out, he took my hand and kissed my knuckles. He unlocked the door, and as we entered the kitchen, a beautiful older woman turned around and smiled broadly as soon as she saw him. Her coloring and features were similar to his brother’s. I assumed she was his mother.

      “Morning, Mikey.” She hugged him warmly and kissed him on the forehead.

      He returned her hug and stepped back and gestured toward me. “Mom, this is Sammi. She’s Ari’s best friend.”

      She offered her hand. “Oh, it’s really nice to meet you. I take it the date went well last night.” The coolness of her response let me know she was used to this.

      “Yes, it did,” I responded, and tried to suppress my blush.

      To me, he said, “This is my mom, Helen Shelly.”

      He’d totally blindsided me. But I was cool. “It’s really nice to meet you too, Mrs. Shelly.” I took her hand and squeezed it gently.

      “Helen,” she said as she returned my gentle squeeze.

      “So. Breakfast?” Michael chimed, quite pleased with himself.

      She asked, “What do you want to make?”

      He responded, “I’m hungry as hell. Definitely pancakes. Do you have any of that bacon I like?”

      She took bacon, eggs, and milk out of the fridge. She looked at me. “Would you like some coffee?”

      I responded, “Actually, I prefer tea … if it’s not too much trouble.”

      She pointed to the pantry behind me. “The tea is in there. Take whatever flavor you like. The cups are in the cabinet over there.”

      Michael filled the kettle and put it on the stove to boil. Then he started working on making the pancakes.

      She had my favorite flavor, a minty, orange mix.

      She looked up. “That’s my favorite.”

      “Mine too.” I smiled. “Can I help?”

      “No,” they said at the same time. Michael added, “Just sit back and relax.”

      She asked, “How did you and Ari meet?”

      “We went to school together. We met in first grade and have been best friends since day one.”

      “That’s how it was with Mikey and Alex. They were brothers the moment they met each other.”

      “How old were they?” I asked, looking at Helen.

      Michael answered, “We were three.”

      Helen added, “… and a half.”

      “One of mom’s work colleagues was my foster parent. They came over so we could play together.”

      His mom said, “When we got ready to leave, Mikey assumed he was coming with us. He stole my heart.”

      “I’m her favorite. She loves me more than Alex and Trina,” Michael said, grinning broadly.

      Before I could ask, Helen shook her head and said, “Trina is my daughter, Alex and Mikey’s younger sister. She’s going to college in Chicago.”

      Together, they whipped up a full monty breakfast. We settled into a silly, easy conversation and got well acquainted as we ate. She talked about being a psychiatrist. I talked about being a filmmaker and how dance was the way I stayed sane. Michael talked about choosing to dance and all the fighting that resulted from that choice. He complained rehearsals weren’t going well in his dance company because the choreographer couldn’t make up his mind. I also learned he had a modeling contract that had been renewed and was more lucrative. He was planning to go to New York for a shoot within the next few weeks. I told them funny stories about Ari and me. They told me a few funny family stories. I liked Michael and his mom. When we finished eating, they let me help clear the table and put the dishes in the dishwasher.

      I looked at my phone. It was 1:30 p.m. Ah, man. “Michael, I have a meeting at three. I need to get going.”

      “Okay. I’ll take you home.”

      I offered Helen my hand. “It was really nice to meet you. Breakfast was a lot of fun.”

      She gave me a warm hug. “Come back anytime. I’m really glad Mikey brought you over.” She gave Michael a hug and told him to call her before next Saturday.

      As we pulled out of the driveway, I said, “Thanks for the heads-up. I can’t believe you took me to your mom’s house with absolutely no warning. I’m glad that I’d had a shower and got fresh clothes.” I paused. “Your mom is really nice.”

      “She liked you. She’s not always so open.”

      “Was that a test?”

      “Nope. I knew she’d like you.” He looked at me. “I like you too.”

      I glanced over at him. His game was silky smooth, but I wasn’t in high school. “Yeah, I like you too. Last night was really intense. And then you introduced me to your mom? What was that about? You need to take a step back and slow down … I’m not divorced yet.”

      “I agree. My mom and I usually have breakfast on Saturday morning. I was going over there, regardless.”

      “So that’s how you exit from your Friday night stands?”

      He shook his head. “When it ends in a stand, seven times out of ten, I don’t stay the night. So no.” He gave me an amused glance.

      “And the other three times?”

      He smiled. “It depends on how things are going and my mood.” He lifted his eyebrow.

      “Okay.” I gave in.

      “If you ask the question, I’ll answer it.”

      Sucker. I just narrowed my eyes.

      He grinned. “I bring women over to eat breakfast with my mom often enough that it’s not a big deal, not an indication that I’m getting really serious or anything. My relationship with my mom is really relaxed. She’s chill.”

      “So you do it frequently?”

      He shook his head no. “Maybe once or thrice a year.”

      “For her approval?”

      He shook his head again. “More for her reaction. I can’t imagine her giving approval. Or disapproval.”

      “Do you only take the ones you like? Or is this one of your moves?”

      “As a move, I’m not sure how it would be helpful.” He looked at me. “Regarding how I feel about the woman, it’s a mix. Sometimes, it’s a woman I like, sometimes, it’s because I need to see her ‘you gotta be fucking kidding me look’ before I do something stupid, and sometimes, it’s because she wouldn’t believe me otherwise. I’m really close to my mom. She sees my life as it’s happening.”

      “Is it always so evident that you’ve just spent the night?”

      He looked at me like I was stupid and smirked. “Well … yeah.”

      I put my hands over my face. I wasn’t in high school, but I hadn’t ever just rolled up on someone’s mom like that.

      “Okay. So my mom knows that people have sex. Given that she has given birth to two kids, it’s clear that she’s intimately familiar with it. She knows I have sex. She knows I like sex. Given that I’m twenty-eight, she’s certainly not going to be surprised that I just had sex. I don’t see why that should be embarrassing.”

      I didn’t move my hands.

      “She always made us feel that it’s just a natural part of life. It’s not a big deal to me.”

      He was quite the player, I thought. “What effect do you expect for breakfast with your mom to have on the woman in question?”

      “Given that we’ve already had sex by the time that we get to breakfast, I don’t see what you mean.”

      “Come on, Michael. You live in this culture. Though it’s commonplace for you and Helen, you know that it means something significant for a guy to take a girl home. Do you do it to disarm people?”

      “How do you mean?”

      I gave him a disbelieving look. “For the ones that you like, if they’re not savvy, it can give them a sense of false security. You could use that as leverage to get away with stuff down the road. Don’t pretend that you haven’t considered it.”

      He took a moment to consider what I’d said. “I hadn’t thought of using it as leverage, actually. I don’t play games, Sammi. Playing games makes things really messy. I find that you can get what you want with a lot less headache if you’re just straightforward.” He looked at me.

      “So why did you take me to your mom’s house?”

      “I already answered that question. Because I like you, and I knew my mom would like you.” He gave me a sideways glance. “And I didn’t want our date to end. In this case, I hope the effect is that you like me too.” He kissed my knuckles and half smiled, obviously pleased with his response.

      I wasn’t done with the topic. “You do know that it’s odd for you to introduce someone to your mother so quickly, right?”

      He tilted his head and lifted his eyebrows slightly. In a thoughtful tone, he said, “Not to me. Like I said, we’re close. I don’t think of it that way. I have to go with what feels natural to me. At the end of the day, that’s all I’ve got.”

      “Well, I guess I can’t argue with that.” He seemed to have some depth. I gave him that.

      Back at my place, he walked me to my front door. We hugged each other. I tiptoed up and kissed his cheek. “Let’s give each other a few days to let the dust settle.”

      He kissed my forehead. “Okay, I’ll call you tomorrow.” Before I could say anything else, he left.

      My mom had called twice that day and texted a few times. My mother was a judge. She was poised, mentally tough, and thorough to a fault. She had to be to succeed as a Black female judge in the South. She applied those skills to all aspects of her life. And mine. She wanted to interrogate me to assess how things had gone the day before. I called her before she went insane.

      She answered on the first ring. “Hello, I was starting to worry.”

      “You know better, Mom. How are you?”

      “I’m fine. So how did it go yesterday?”

      “Not much to report. Greg’s lawyer acknowledged my petition for separation with my lawyer on Wednesday, and I filed to convert it to a divorce yesterday. I signed the papers, and Grant took them.” I settled into my favorite chair.

      “Well, everything’s in order then. Grant’s one of the best.” I’d let her choose my lawyer, Grant, to avoid intense scrutiny of every aspect of my divorce.

      “I’m so happy you’re ending things with that Greg. You deserve so much more than he’ll ever be able to give.”

      “I know, Mom.”

      “You know, not all men cheat like him and your father. Promise me you’ll keep trying, sweetheart.”

      My father was a whore too. That was the reason my mom ended their relationship. My relationship with my father ended when I overheard him calling me a blank—as in a blank bullet—while he was talking to one of his friends. They were talking about how procreation only counted when it resulted in the birth of sons. I understood in that moment my father didn’t truly respect me. He saw me as lesser because I was female; he felt I would never make an impact. So I divorced him too. Our relationship, if you could call an association with a person who doesn’t respect you that, ended that day. As soon as I was old enough, I changed my last name to my mother’s maiden name. Years later, my mother was still concerned about how that had affected me.

      “I promise. That’s not my focus right now though.”

      “Okay. You’re right.” She took a breath. “You’re calling back late in the day. Did you party all night?”

      “Yes, Mom, I did. I danced all night.”

      “Did you go out by yourself?” She was trying to be sly by asking the question backward.

      I gave her a general answer. “No. I was with friends.”

      “Good. I’m glad to know that you’re making friends, having fun again. I was worried about you.”

      “I’m fine, Mom. I need to prepare for a conference call for work. I’ll call you later.”

      “Okay. Love you now.”

      “Love you too, Mom.”

      I looked down and saw a text from Ari. “Call me.”

      It was only 2 p.m., and it was a conference call. I had time. So I called her back.

      “You fucked my brother,” she said for hello.

      “Why would you assume that?”

      “You’re just now calling me at two on the afternoon after the date. So you two hit it off really well.”

      “Yeah. You could say. Why didn’t you warn me that he’s gorgeous?”

      “I said he’s handsome. I showed you pictures. You have access to the internet—you could’ve looked him up. So … can he fuck, or is he an F-16?”

      “He definitely doesn’t fuck like he’s sixteen. It’s clear that he likes girl parts, and he’s very, very skilled at pleasuring them. He seems to enjoy pleasuring them. You don’t get the feeling that he’s doing what he thinks he should so that he can get on to getting himself off. You know how most men rut when they fuck?”

      “Yeah.”

      “He doesn’t do that. He’s all light and integrated and agile. He wields it like it’s a wand, a magical wand.”

      Ari squealed. “Okay, stop. That’s too much information.”

      “I’m just answering your question.”

      “He’s my brother. A simple ‘he fucks well’ is enough. I’m glad that you had fun. I’m glad you went out and got laid. It’s been way too long since being with a guy was about having fun for you.”

      “Yes. I definitely had a good time. It’s pretty obvious that he gets laid whenever he wants. Women literally throw themselves at him. I expected him to be much more superficial than he’s been so far.”

      “I’m just getting to know him too. But he seems pretty grounded.”

      I looked up and nodded. “Yeah. Well …”

      “What?”

      I laughed. “He took me to have breakfast with his mom this morning.”

      “What?”

      “Right! Now check this. In his book, it was just breakfast. Apparently, he does it often enough that his mom finds it normal too.”

      “That must’ve been interesting.”

      I huffed. “What? Rolling out of bed and then rolling up to his mom’s house after the first date? Yeah, it was. She took it in her stride. She’s used to it.”

      “Hmm. It was obvious when I was there that they have a really close relationship. How was he otherwise?”

      “He’s intelligent and silly. Really silly. He has a good sense of humor. He seems like one of the good guys.” I smiled, remembering the night before.

      “So … you like him.”

      “Yes, I do. He plays the game well. He’s smooth and charming. I expected to have at least two reasons to write him off by now. I have none.”

      “Coming from you, that’s a compliment. Wow.”

      “Yeah. But we both know that, at some point, he’ll come up with something. They always do. Speaking of, I’m still married to Greg. I need to get out of the mess I’m in before I start something new. So it doesn’t matter anyway.”

      “That’s true but my takeaway here is that he made you think about starting something new.” She sounded pleased with her decision to set up the date.

      “So he did. Like I said, he plays the game well. Ultimately, I think he’ll be a good person to have recreational sex with. Speaking of sex, where do things stand with Matt?”

      She responded, “You inspired me. I broke up with him last night. It was time. I’d been putting it off.”

      “Any prospects?”

      “I’ll be working on that tonight. I’m going dancing with the girls.”

      “I wish I were there.” I really missed being in New York.

      “I’ll do a few shakes for you.”

      “Thank you. Hugs to everyone. Let me jump on this call.”

      “Bye.”
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        * * *

      

      I was glad that Ari had set up that date. For a while, my life had been about finding resolutions. Hanging out with Michael rekindled the sense that I could move toward something. It was nice to be back in the game.

      As I was getting into bed that night, he sent me a text. “Sleep well :-).”

      I responded, “Sleep well :-).”

      I drifted off with a smile on my face. I woke up feeling energized and decided to go to a 1 p.m. Acroyoga class.
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      As I was finishing up my breakfast, my phone rang. Michael’s name appeared on the screen. He was playing hard.

      I answered, “Hello.”

      “Good morning. How are you?”

      “Well, and you?” This was the second day in a row he’d said good morning to me. I liked it. I was grinning. Yep. I was going to have to work to keep my guard up.

      “I’m okay. How was your meeting?”

      “It was fine. We set the production schedule for the commercial we’re working on.”

      “Did you leave some time for us to hang out in a few days after the dust settles?” He sounded somewhat sarcastic.

      “Actually, no.” I let him hang for a moment.

      “Why not?” He sounded confused.

      “Because, in a few days, I’ll still be in Vancouver filming.”

      He sighed, realizing I was playing with him. “So when do you get back?”

      “Friday evening. We could hang out then,” I said, giving him some hope.

      He huffed. “When do you leave?”

      “Tomorrow morning.”

      “Are you busy today?”

      “I’m going to an Acroyoga class. And packing.”

      “Well, I vote we let the dust settle while you’re out of town. Can I join you for the Acroyoga class?”

      “Um.” I paused and tried to think of a reason why not. Nothing came. He’d turned the tables. “Okay.” I went with it.

      “Cool. What time?”

      “One o’clock.”

      “Where’s the class?”

      “Not too far from where I live.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you in an hour or so.” He hung up.

      So I was about to spend an hour and a half basically feeling this man up. Then I realized I’d just invited him into the space where I relaxed. What if he made it another one of his playgrounds? I took a shower to clear my head.

      Truthfully, I didn’t want to avoid seeing him. After today, I’d be away for almost a week. This could be fine. I just needed to make sure that he respected the fact that this was one of my safe places.

      An hour later, he was knocking on my door, wearing gray straight leg warm-up pants that stopped just below the knee and a black tank top. The sleeveless shirt accentuated the shape of his arms and shoulders. It also showed off his tattoos, one at the top of each arm, of muscular male characters. They were slightly abstract and perfectly placed. Likey, likey.

      “Hey.” I stepped back to let him in. The rear view was as nice as I’d remembered it.

      As he walked in, he took my hand that wasn’t touching the door and kissed my knuckles. “Hey.” He held on to my hand as I closed the door. When I turned toward him, he asked, “Have you eaten? I’m starving. I have to eat before we go to this class.”

      “Yeah, I already ate, but there’s a place right next to the studio that makes really good omelets.”

      “That works.”

      “Do you have a mat?”

      He shook his head no.

      “I’ll lend you one of mine. I hate slippery mats.” I grabbed the mats and my car keys. I also grabbed the beach throw that was on the table by the door, just in case.

      When we got outside, his car was parked neatly right behind mine. He said, “Umm, yeah. You’re blocked in by me. I’ll drive.”

      I wondered if he was trying to avoid my driving or my Mini Cooper. As he drove to the restaurant, I asked, “Are your tattoos symbolic of something, or do you just like the way they look?”

      He responded, “They’re a very stylized version of the Nio, guardians of the Buddha. Depending on how you look at it, they symbolize life, the beginning and the end. To me, they symbolize balanced masculinity, something I strive for.”

      I asked, “Are you into Buddhism?”

      “No. I like these symbols and what they mean to me.”

      “I like them. They’re really done well.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Are they ever a problem when you dance and model?”

      He shook his head. “Not usually. I work with a modern ballet company. They don’t care. If they don’t want to see them when I’m modeling, they cover them up.”

      Once we arrived, we were seated, and he placed his order. I ordered two of their hot healing tonics, one for me and one for him. As soon as they brought the appetizers, he dug in. He really was hungry. I decided to bring up my Acroyoga issue. “Have you ever done Acroyoga before?”

      “Yeah, two or three times. I do stunts like that for a living, so I’m not really drawn to it to relax or have fun.” He was chowing down.

      Good. It was a nonissue. “So is this a mercy hang?” I turned up one corner of my mouth.

      “No, I have a sense of how you move. I think I’m gonna have fun.” He met my gaze and held it, suppressing a smile. He was up to something.

      I chuckled. He was really disarming. I shook my head and looked away.

      “What’s up?” He cocked his head to the side.

      I looked at him to make sure he was really listening to me. “I’m still married. I’m not ready to start something new. I want to make sure you understand that. I don’t want you to think that I’m leading you on.”

      “I understand.” He smiled thoughtfully. “Are you still hoping to get back with your husband? Are you still in love with him? What’s his name?”

      “His name is Greg. Greg Albert. And no, I’m not hoping to work it out with him. I’ve never really been in love with him.”

      He was taken off guard by my response. He narrowed his eyes and opened his mouth like he was about to say something. Then his expression changed, and he asked, “Greg Albert? You mean boy band Greg Albert?”

      “Yep. That one.” I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. “It’s a really big mess, and I’m not sure how long it’s gonna take for me to get out of it.”

      “I’ll bet. Did you feel connected to him? Do you still feel connected to him?”

      “Yeah, I did love him, but I don’t feel like his partner anymore. I haven’t seen him in two months.”

      “How long have you felt like it’s over?”

      “For at least four months.”

      “So you’ve had some time to process it. You just haven’t finished making it official.”

      “Yep.” Being divorced from Greg almost felt like a pipe dream at that point. And I definitely hadn’t considered a new relationship at all. I had no parameters for that.

      “You filed for divorce, and then you celebrated it. It doesn’t dominate your thinking. I think it’s more behind you than you realize.”

      “True. But I don’t know what I want. I don’t want to bring you into my confusion.”

      “Okay. Thanks for being upfront about where you stand. Don’t overthink it. Look, are you having fun?”

      “Yeah. It’s just … well … sex between us is intense. That may be my fault. I’m not sure I remember how to date anymore in terms of intensity.” I was thinking about the connection I felt with him, but I didn’t say it.

      He tilted his head thoughtfully. “You’re worried that you’re in the habit of relationship sex. I get it. I’ve been there. You’re not gonna work through that by thinking about it. If you’re gonna move forward and start dating, the only question at this stage is, are you having fun?”

      I nodded my head. “Yes.”

      “Me too. That’s why I’m here. We’ve had one date. I don’t know where this is gonna lead, and I don’t have any expectations. I’m just trying to stay open and let it be what it will. Relax. Enjoy it. Let it be.”

      “Okay. I’ll try. Eat your omelet before it gets cold.”

      He inhaled the omelet. I pushed the tonic toward him. He sniffed it suspiciously. “The omelet was really good. What’s this?” He took a sip. “I like it.”

      “One of their secret healing tonics.” I smiled. “Thank you. At the very least, I hope that we can be friends.”

      “Me too.”

      “Just so you know, the class that we’re going to is more about Thai body massage than stunts, by the way.”

      He looked indifferent.

      As we walked into the studio, heads turned. Meagan was at the front desk. I swiped my card and stepped aside so she could give Michael one of their sign-up forms and I could enjoy the entertainment. On cue, she gawked.

      She regained her composure. As she handed Michael the forms, she said, “Mr. Shelly, I really enjoyed your performances last season. My favorite piece was ‘Iconic.’”

      Michael glanced at her quickly, said, “Thank you,” then focused on the forms.

      Meagan continued, “Let me know if you need any help with the forms.”

      He responded, “I’ve got it,” without looking up.

      She kept going. “So what brings you to the studio today?”

      He met her gaze, then politely said, “My date,” as he glanced at me.

      I had my elbow up on the counter with my chin resting on my palm, clearly enjoying the show.

      He narrowed his eyes at me and took my hand. As we turned into the classroom, he whispered, “You know you’re wrong.”

      I placed our mats and, with a look of innocence and confusion, said, “What are you talking about?”

      Before he could respond to me, the teacher, Laura, stepped up to introduce herself and flirt. He turned toward her to be polite and let her finish her performance. Behind him, I snorted a stifled chuckle. He put one of his hands behind his back and gave me the finger.

      Once everyone had a partner, class started. First, the pairs massaged each other’s hands and feet in tandem. He had good hands. When I started to massage the space in between the bones that made up the ball of his foot, he stopped massaging my foot, closed his eyes, and grunted softly, “That’s the spot. Yeah. Right there.” He kissed the top of my foot, then resumed his massage.

      When it was time for the main part of class, flying Thai body massage, he set himself up to base first.

      I said, “Oh, no you don’t. You’re not that slick. I’m basing first so that I don’t have to work after I get my massage. That way, I can be completely relaxed when I leave.”

      I set myself up to base him by lying on my back and putting my feet up in the air with my legs together so that I was shaped like the letter L. He leaned the tops of his thighs into my feet and gracefully let himself tip over so that his chest and belly were touching the front of my legs and his legs were perpendicular to his body with his feet in the air. He kept the weight in his legs, so it was easy for me to hold him. I could tell he wasn’t used to being lifted because I had to peel his hands off the floor to get his full weight. I jiggled my feet a little to help him to relax and trust me. Following Laura’s instructions, I massaged and stretched his back and arms. He smiled and purred as I did to let me know that he really enjoyed it. We switched. He kneaded my muscles with the same intensity and care that I did his.

      As we were rolling up the mats to leave, he said, “Thank you. I needed that.”

      “I’m glad you liked it. Would you come to another class?” I was slightly worried again.

      He took the mats and walked toward the door. “With you, yeah. Your massages are actually helpful. There’s nothing so irritating as going to get a massage and having it feel like the person’s just putting lotion on you.”

      “Yeah, I know what you mean.”

      “I don’t see why we would, though. That class was pretty straightforward. I’m sure we could replicate it on our own easily.”

      I almost said, I’m sure there are some tricks we haven’t learned. But it was better to leave well enough alone. As he threw the mats on the back seat of his car, I asked, “Do you have plans for the rest of the afternoon? Would you like to relax on the beach for a little while?”

      He smiled. “Yeah, I’d like that. Give me a minute to ditch Alex.”

      He took out his phone to call his brother, and I stepped away to get my beach throw from his car. I heard him say, “Tell her something came up and I couldn’t make it today,” as I returned. They exchanged a few more lines of banter before he hung up.

      I said, “If you are expected elsewhere, that’s fine. I won’t feel offended.”

      “I’ve ditched Alex. It’s all good.” The way he half smiled afterward let me know he was happy with his decision.

      I accepted his choice by offering him my hand. He took it. We grabbed some smoothies and walked down to the beach.

      Once we got situated, he said, “So you’ve had dance training?”

      “Yeah, I grew up dancing. Then I studied in New York for a few years after college.”

      “Really?”

      I turned to look at him. He was staring at the ocean. “I got a chance to audition at a good dance school. I got in.”

      “Hmm.” He was reassessing me while continuing to look at the ocean. “Did you try to pursue it as a career?”

      “No. I love moving deeply, extremely, but I don’t have a need to perform.”

      “Do you still take dance classes?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then you should come take a class with me.” He closed his eyes and lifted his face to the sun.

      “I’m not at your level, Michael. At most, I can handle an intermediate class right now.”

      “That would work. I know a really good teacher. We’ll go when you get back.” He smiled, turned to look at me and kissed my nose.

      I kissed his chin. “What would you have done with a degree in chemistry?”

      “I don’t know … work for a company making chemicals.” He kissed my cheek.

      “Would you have enjoyed that?” I kissed his nose.

      He brushed his lips across mine. “Probably not. Definitely not as much as I enjoy dancing.” He softly kissed my lips.

      I rubbed my nose against his. “Was chemistry something that you always knew you wanted to do?” I kissed him back with just a bit more intensity.

      “More like it was something I was always good at.” He rubbed his forehead on mine and smiled. He was waiting for my next question.

      I returned his smile. “Why not chemical engineering?” I asked, kissing his cheek.

      He laughed. “I made that career choice when I was a very wise seventeen-year-old boy.” He touched his lips to mine.

      I gazed into his eyes and enjoyed the feel of his lips. I opened my mouth a little. He mirrored my movement to keep our lips in contact, and we held that position, just looking at each other for a while. Finally, I smiled and skimmed my teeth across his bottom lip. “So you liked chemistry?” I didn’t know if it had ever been so easy to get to know someone.

      He smiled back. “Yeah, especially when it involved rapid oxidation.”

      I was so attracted to him. “What is it with male humans and fire?”

      “Watching stuff burn is very, very satisfying. You should try it sometime.” He skimmed my lips with his tongue.

      I met his tongue with mine. We played for a moment; then he deepened the kiss.

      “Would you make a different choice today?” I leaned my forehead to his and closed my eyes. I was so turned on. I was glad the state of my nether regions was my secret.

      “I don’t know. Maybe comp sci.” He paused. “Are you making fun of me, Sammi?”

      I shook my head without breaking contact with him. “Uh-uh. It’s just an honest question. I’m genuinely curious.” Note to self, he’s sensitive.

      “Your turn. Would you have liked working as an engineer?”

      “I don’t think so, but that was never my plan,” I replied as I kissed his chin.

      “What was your plan?”

      “My pl⁠—”

      He kissed me before I could get the second word out. He smiled. “Say that again. I didn’t get that.”

      “Filmmaking was always the plan.”

      He leaned back a little and gave me a confused look. “So why did you go to engineering school?”

      “Because I like math and science, and because I thought I’d be a technical producer and do special effects.”

      “Hmm.” He trailed kisses along my jaw. “So what happened?”

      I leaned my head back to give him access to my neck. “I found out that I enjoy directing and some of the nontechnical aspects of production in film school.” He was still kissing my neck. My whole body was tingling. It felt new and familiar at the same time. Mostly to maintain control of myself, I took his chin and guided his face back to mine. We hovered within millimeters of each other.

      He whispered, “So your plan also changed along the way.”

      “Yep.”

      We kissed each other softly and sweetly. It slowly grew in intensity. After ten minutes or so, he took my hand and put it under his shirt so I was touching his erection through his pants.

      I smiled on his mouth. “I don’t think this is appropriate.”

      He smiled back. “I want to go back to your place.”

      “When?” I toyed.

      He moved my hand down his erection.

      “Why?”

      He moved my hand back up to the original place and bit my bottom lip.

      “Okay,” I said, kissing his nose.

      He broke physical contact and leaned back on his arms, bent his knees a little, and leaned his head back. Then he took a deep breath and closed his eyes.

      Okay. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m thinking about my mom. Give me a few minutes,” he answered without opening his eyes. “It would be inappropriate for me to stand up right now.” He smirked.

      I laughed out loud, and he gave me the finger.

      I tried to grab it so I could tease him, but he balled his hand into a fist before I could. I decided to throw away our trash to give him some space.
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        * * *

      

      By the time we got the door closed at my house, we were both undressed. I led him to my favorite reading chair. It was leather and slightly oversized, perfect for curling up with a book and some tea. I spread the throw across it so we wouldn’t stick to the leather and pushed him down into the chair and straddled him. He hadn’t quite regained his erection. So I sat with my sex on his and resumed the kissing game. When he was ready, I took him inside of me. He held my hips and moved me up and down. That wasn’t how I wanted to move at all. I let him do it a few times, then stopped him by taking his hands from my hips. I sat all the way down and became motionless. Then I took the middle finger of both of his hands and said, “These have been very active today.” I took one into my mouth and sucked it hard and circled it with my tongue before doing the same to the other. When he got used to the pattern, I squeezed his penis hard with muscles in my pelvic floor, then rippled the squeeze up my abdomen. I wasn’t typically inspired to move like that when I was just having sex casually. Something about him was messing with my boundaries.

      He squirmed and moaned a little. Then he relaxed back to take in the sensation.

      I repeated that movement a few times and undulated my pelvis gently.

      He inhaled sharply and matched my movement. He pressed his hand against my abdomen, which intensified the sensation.

      As we mounted together, the urgency and speed of our movements increased. He came first, hard and loud. A few strokes later, I followed. I relaxed into my blissful place to enjoy the aftershocks of my orgasm.

      “Are you going to sleep again?” He was fidgeting underneath me.

      “I’m not done with my orgasm. Shh.”

      He chuckled. After about ten seconds, he said, “But …”

      I sat up and looked at him incredulously.

      He laughed. “I was just gonna suggest that maybe we both could nap comfortably if we lie down.”

      I kept looking at him.

      He swallowed and said, “You know, on a bed.”

      I pointed. “My bedroom is through that door, up the stairs. It’s the door at the end of the hallway. You can carry me.” I repositioned myself so that he could easily pick me up and relaxed again.

      “Carry you?” he tried to protest.

      “Yes. All you did was sit here. I did all the work. Then you interrupted my aftershocks.” I put my head on his shoulder.

      He opened his mouth to say something, but instead, shook his head. “Okay.” It almost sounded like a question.

      He stood up with me in his arms and took me to my bedroom. We lay in silence, absent-mindedly playing handsy, lost in our own thoughts.

      After a while, I shifted to look at him. We were lying on our sides, facing each other.

      “You know, you’re right. You’re in the habit of relationship sex.” He kissed my forehead. “Since I like you, I’m gonna give you a lesson on the difference between relationship sex and dating sex.”

      “You’d do that for me?” I gasped.

      “Yep.” He took a long, deep breath. “But only because I like you.”

      “You’re too kind.”

      “True. For my own good, even.” He smiled. “I’m gonna show you some of the things that you’ve done that are totally inappropriate for dating sex.” With a stoic expression, he leaned over and French-kissed me urgently. “That kiss, for example, is appropriate for dating.” Then he leaned forward and barely kissed my lips. “That one, on the other hand, is not. And neither is this one.” He softly pulled my top lip with his teeth and traced it with his tongue.

      “I’m not sure I understand. Can you show me again?”

      “Yes. But only once. So pay attention.” He repeated the kisses.

      “I think I see the difference.”

      “Good.” He leaned forward and barely grazed my top lip with his tongue.

      “Now, for proper nipple protocol. While this touch is acceptable for dating …” He rolled one of my nipples between his thumb and index finger. “You could even add a kiss like this.” He sucked my other nipple firmly and squeezed it with his lips. “However, touching a nipple like this while dating is wholly inappropriate.” He tried to emulate the way I was grazing his nipple in the shower.

      I lifted his chin so I could look into his eyes. “Would you be referring to this one?” I started grazing and pinching one of his nipples with my fingers.

      He leaned his forehead to mine. “Hmmm. Yeah, that one.”

      “So this is not appropriate either?” I added licking and nipping his other nipple to the mix.

      He inhaled deeply and purred, “No. Not at all.”

      I kissed his nipple and stilled my hand. “Okay, I understand.”

      He smiled. “Good.” He grazed my top lip again. “Moving on.” He pushed my shoulder so I was lying on my back and pulled my leg closest to him over his hips. He inserted two fingers into me and moved them in and out, gently but urgently. “This is appropriate for dating sex.” He continued for a minute or so. “But you wouldn’t do this.” He added a circular motion to the in and out movement of his fingers and circled my clitoris with his thumb.

      I moaned and matched his rhythm with my pelvis.

      “And you absolutely wouldn’t do this,” he added, kissing my lips, one, then the other. “Or this.” He sucked my earlobe and trailed kisses down my neck and back to my mouth. He continued as my body tensed around his fingers.

      It only took a few minutes for him to bring me to orgasm. He withdrew his fingers but continued to kiss me until I regained my equilibrium.

      When I opened my eyes, he said, “Did you get that?”

      I pulled his face to mine and kissed him softly. “Got it.”

      “Good. Moving on.” He rolled on top of me and pushed himself deep inside of me. He held his own weight, swiveling his hips as he eased in and out at an easy tempo. “Now, while this would be appropriate for relationship sex, you’d never do it while dating. I’ll continue for just a little while so that you fully understand the movement.”

      “You’re so kind.” I panted.

      “I know.” He continued until I started to quicken. Then he stilled himself. “I think you understand.” He moved in and out, no swivel. Full strokes at an urgent pace. “This is how you fuck while dating.”

      I moaned into a rolling orgasm. He rode me through it. As my focus cleared, he came strongly and silently.

      When he’d landed, he said, “Finally, this is a definite no-no for dating. Especially after sex.” He kissed me tenderly and pulled me close. After a few minutes, he asked, “Did you get all of that?”

      I hunched my shoulders. “I may need a recap. I think I missed a few details.”

      He laughed. “That lesson was free. You have to pay for the next one.” He kissed my forehead. “And you’re gonna have to wait because I’m hungry.”

      “Me too. I think we should go out.”

      “Agreed.”

      We went to a noodle shop. I earned another finger for giggling as our waitress eyed him down and tried to chat him up while he was trying to give his order. She almost completely forgot to take mine.

      “It’s not right how much you enjoy my pain.” He sipped his tea.

      “Don’t front. You know you like the attention.”

      “There was a time when I was younger when that was true. But in time, it got old.”

      “But you don’t have to work to get laid.”

      “I do to get laid well.” He smirked.

      “You didn’t work to get laid by me.”

      “Yeah, I did. Everything has its price. When I was in high school and everything was about looks, I was living the dream. But now, I find that the first thing that women who have their shit together do is write me off. They assume that I’m dumb and shallow. And flippant. It’s an uphill battle to get them to see beyond my physical appearance. Some people can’t see me as a person because of it. They seem to relate to me as a trophy or something.”

      I just looked at him. He was so much more grounded than I thought he’d be when I met him. It was disarming.

      He waited a moment and said, “Go ahead. Deny that you wrote me off.”

      “Okay. You have a point.”

      He grinned. “Like I said.” He was pleased with himself. “What time’s your flight in the morning?”

      “Seven.”

      “Let me stay with you tonight. I’ll drive you to the airport in the morning.”

      My first thought was I should say no. But I was having fun, and he understood we were not starting a relationship. My heart was still safe. My wards, the protections I had around it, were mostly functioning, and I felt mostly clearheaded. So I said, “Okay.”
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