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Jackson.

Mmm, what an amazing sleep.

Stretching and rolling onto my side, I found Paul already awake. An adorable smile filled his face, and he looked completely relaxed. There wasn’t a hint of anxiety in his eyes. Reaching out, he brushed his fingertips along the length of my arm in a caress.

Pleasant tingles followed the wake of his touch. His fingers swept over the curve of my shoulder, and heat started to pool in my belly as they glided over the span of my throat. His fingers spread when they met my cheek, cupping it, and I leaned into the touch.

My pulse sped up at the sight of Paul moving closer to me. Lips parting, he looked at me through his lashes. I sighed into his mouth when his lips met mine. This kiss lasted only moments, just long enough for me to bring my hand to his hip. Settling his head on his pillow, Paul smiled at me again.

I wanted to tell him how much last night meant to me. He, Alexia, and Marie had brought one of my greatest fantasies to life, and the experience had been wondrous. So much more than I could have hoped for. I hadn’t had a single flashback or panic attack. The three of them made me feel so safe, and I couldn’t thank them enough for giving me this experience.

Marie was warm against my side, just beginning to wake as was Alexia.

Looking at Paul, seeing the relaxed smile on his lips, and the way he looked completely untroubled for the first time since I’d arrived, I felt at peace. My heart filled with love, joy, and happiness.

Cupping Paul’s cheek, I stroked my thumb over it to feel the soft bristle of his beard. “Good morning.”

Paul cradled my hand with his, giving it a kiss, he kept my hand pressed against his face. “Good morning, Master.”

Wait, what?!

Beside me, Marie giggled as shock sent me reeling back a bit. Reaching out, she began lifting our blanket up. “Sorry, but I absolutely need to see if that made you raging hard or if it shocked the morning wood out of you.” Her hand closed around my cock as I stared at Paul wide-eyed. “Ohhh, half boner for the win!”

“Don’t you rat out my boners.” I tugged the blanket around me as the others chuckled.

Marie’s hand tightened around me and stroked up. I gasped from how good her hand felt on me.

“Come on, Paul, let’s go make these two breakfast in bed. I think they deserve it after giving us a splendid evening last night,” Alexia said, giving us a knowing look.

Marie stroked me again, and I tried to stifle my cry as my cock hardened all the way.

“Thank you,” Marie called cheerily to the others who left the room. She molded her body around mine the moment I rolled over to face her and ran her pinky finger along my bottom lip. “So, you were super fucking hot last night.”

“So were you.” Holding her against me, I nuzzled her forehead with my own. Memories of last night made my cock twitch, and it brushed against her belly. “When you dropped to the floor and started touching yourself, it sent a powerful wave of desire through me.”

“Well, you made me so hot and bothered I couldn’t do anything but give into my own desires and touch myself while I watched you.” Giving me a kiss, she let her bottom lip linger against mine as our legs tangled together. “My god, watching you be with another man was much more than I expected, and I was expecting a lot.”

“I made you happy-cry,” I said smugly.

Her head tilted in an admission. “You made yourself happy-cry too.”

I hoped we were pressed close enough against each other that she couldn’t that see my eyes were growing moist again. My chest was so full of positive emotions that it was almost overwhelming. “Mmn, it was the three of you being so caring that made me cry.”

Smiling at me, softness filled her features. “I have the best boyfriend ever.”

Her words sent a wave of love pulsing in my chest, and I kissed her soft lips. “I have the best girlfriend ever.”

Marie tucked her head lower, and her lips brushed against my throat. The soft touch made my breath hitch, and she looked up at me with the most pleasing and excited look on her face. “My god, I didn’t expect you to Dom him like that. It was incredibly hot. How do you feel about it, honey?”

My cheeks heated. “I didn’t, uh, I didn’t realize that’s what I was doing until I woke up this morning to find out it’s how Paul felt.” My knuckles ran across the length of her jaw, and I had to bite on my tongue to keep from crying in gratitude. Why was she looking at me like I was beautiful? “I just got this strong impulse to go to him.”

Marie flared her eyes heatedly at me. “Oh, I felt it the instant it happened to you. Your entire demeanor shifted when you stood tall before him. It was like, well, I don’t know how to explain. I just knew.” Her warm hands ran up the length of my back and the sensation made my eyes flutter. “You were glorious. Checking with him the way you did before doing anything was so fucking sexy. Are you okay with him calling you Master?”

Feeling giddy, I giggled. Last night had been more than I’d dreamed of, and I’d dreamed of having a foursome for many, many years and had a lot of expectations. “I wasn’t expecting it. I dunno. I guess I feel shocked anyone would think of meek scrawny me as a Master. Especially someone like Paul who’s so strong.”

Marie’s smile dimmed. “He’s not strong right now. He keeps talking about being worried about other people, and how he wasn’t able to save Lynn before she got attacked—all of which I can understand. He shouldn’t feel that way, but it’s how he feels. But he hasn’t once talked about how scared he was for himself, or about the pain he suffered. I think he needs to break down about it before he can start to heal from the trauma.”

She rubbed my arm in an attempt to soothe me. “I know Alexia’s worried about how subby he’s been, but like, maybe a really hard session could get him to break down and cry for himself?” Deep in thought, she chewed on her bottom lip. “Between her depression and them being so close, I don’t know if she can bear to be the one to do it. Liam’s out of the question too. He needs to take some time to deal with his own shit. I don’t even know if he could Dom a man anyway. But, yeah, I think maybe Paul needs to be Dommed hard. A safe, but intense session. And then just be held while he cries his eyes out and talks about his fears and feelings.”

“I’ve been thinking the same thing,” I admitted. Taking her hands into mine, I put what I felt into words. “I didn’t plan for things to go like this, but, if you’re comfortable with it, I’d like to try my hand at helping him by taking on the role he’s just handed me. I don’t know if I can do it, but I can’t leave him in this state.” I touched my chest, above my heart. “I feel like I need to try. We’ve got a week left here.”

“It’s okay with me. Let me know when you need support, and I’ll be here for you.” Frowning, she looked a little apprehensive, but it didn’t seem directed at me. Her thumb moved in nervous strokes along my shoulder. “Um, do you think we should ask Alexia to go see Sana? I haven’t minded her touches at all, most aren’t even sexual. She’s looking for the simple comfort of human touch. I’m willing to try helping her, but I feel like it’s Sana she needs, not me.”

“I do think she needs to take a break from looking after Paul. Spending some downtime with Sana and Liam would do her good.” The thought of asking her to go made my belly tense because I didn’t know how she’d react, but my gut told me it was a good idea.

Alexia and Liam had gotten back together, and then he had to leave the very next morning. Sana had been here for weeks, but her focus had been Paul, not her girlfriend. The three of them needed to spend quality time together. Plus, she could see her family.

“It’s fifty-fifty if she’ll be willing to go,” I said. “She feels misplaced guilt for what happened to Paul and Lynn because her team was safe that day. I can tell she wishes she’d been the one to get hurt instead of him.”

Wishing no one had been hurt, I wondered how Lynn was doing.

“Yeah, they both have hero complexes,” Marie said. Her thumb continued to run back and forth along my shoulder in a self-soothing gesture. “I’ll try and get her alone later and see how receptive she is to the idea of heading to her hometown. You handle Paul.” She flashed me a smile. “He’s, ah, very smitten with you now.”

“I’m pretty smitten with him,” I admitted. My belly clenched with worry, and I looked her in the eyes to gauge her reaction to what I’d just said. “Is that okay with you?”

Marie’s teeth scraping gently along the side of my throat turned my anxiety to dust with one touch. “Hell yes. God, you started making these extra hot noises while I was fucking you last night. I wasn’t sure why at first, but then I realized he was licking you every time you got into his reach, and my lady boner became mighty.”

She has no idea how much her acceptance means to me. “I love you.” Endorphins flooded me, and I had to hug her for a minute before I could continue. “Last night, I felt embarrassed about my cock flopping all around his face, but when he started licking me, I was glad Alexia had ordered me to stop holding myself out of his reach. Last night was incredible.”

Marie’s hand slid between us, and I moved away just far enough to be able to watch her rub her slit. Seeing her fingers glide so easily along her labia and clitoris, I could tell she was very wet. I hadn’t even touched her yet. The sight of her touching herself sent heat coiling through my body.

“I was so fucking turned on last night. Any other time, if you’d suddenly asked me to release your restraints when I thought you were enjoying yourself, I would have immediately felt awful and thought I missed a signal that you were in distress. But, when you tapped my leg and asked me to free you, I could tell it was for something good. I didn’t worry at all. I freed you as fast as I could because I wanted to see what you were going to do.”

Remembering the sounds the chains had made, clanking against the floor with each step I took, I had to grasp my cock and squeeze it. “He kept begging to cum over and over, and all of a sudden, I needed to be the one to get him there.”

Marie’s eyes danced with excitement. “God, watching you fuck him with your leg restraints still on, and the chain stretched between your feet, it was fucking beautiful! I’m so drawing that later today.”

She does think I’m beautiful. Tears burned in my eyes, and I kissed her for a long time. She was so damn soft against me, and I never wanted to stop touching her. My leg must have rubbed against her in a good spot because she cried out. The sound of her voice filled me with need and I was on top of her in an instant.

“Yes,” she moaned as I filled her.
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Unhurried, we made love and let things build slowly. At one point, Marie had one leg laying straight, the other wrapped around my back, her heel on my ass, and I swore I managed to find a brand new unfucked spot inside her.

Seeing her eyes grow wide with shock and desire, I brushed back and forth against the spot, stopping to grind against it sometimes while she cried out. Pulling out, I lowered my head and licked her, wanting to taste her juices mixed with my precum. Her breath grew ragged as I ate her out. Licking her again, I pushed my tongue into her hole this time.

Marie responded by melting into the bed. Stroking my hair, she let me give her pussy the attention it deserved. After a while, her movements changed, and I could feels her body’s need. Crying out, she tilted my head back and got me to look up at her.

“I can see it in your eyes,” I said. Covering her body with my own, I kissed her and I thrust back in. “You need to cum now. I’ll make you cum, love.” Warm wet heat enveloped me and we moved together. Our fingers laced together and we held hands while we made love.

It was a soft orgasm when she came, but her face filled with bliss, and her soft kisses spoke of how good she felt. I kept rocking back and forth inside her as she made beautiful noises. It could have been my imagination, but I swore my heart beat in time with each of her breaths.

Marie’s eyes glistened with unshed tears, and she kissed me tenderly, still making little noises of pleasure, though I’d stopped moving inside her. I grunted when her pussy clenched me when an aftershock coursed through her.

My lips found her neck, and my tongue left a wet trail as I licked the length of it. “Was it a vaginal orgasm? Or an emotional one?”

“I’m not sure.” Grasping me tighter, she blinked several times to clear her eyes. “It was wonderful, that’s all I know.”

Her legs coming around me, pelvis tilted up to grind against my pubic bone, sent a cascade of heat through me.

“I’m glad.” Since she didn’t seem sore, I started moving in her again. Hearing footsteps coming up the stairs, I started moving faster, the thrill of getting caught giving me a rush. A silly response considering the four of us had just been together, but my body felt energized by the knowledge that we were about to be seen, and I came inside Marie at the sound of the door opening.

My climax grew sharper when the others stepped into the room. We must have managed to be quiet while having sex for once because Paul and Alexia looked surprised. Both made noises low in their throats.

I should have been beyond embarrassed for being caught making love to my partner in their bed, but I wasn’t. Instead, I looked over at the others and felt exhilarated from the response I’d drawn. Chest still heaving from my orgasm, I pulled out of Marie and sat back on my heels. The smell of food made my belly growl.

Marie tapped my shoulder. “Eee. Can you slide my butt off the bed? There’s no way I can get up by myself without dripping all over the sheets.” She twisted her pelvis upward as my semen started leaking, and my cock throbbed at the sight.

My gaze zeroed in on Paul’s hardening member, and I licked my lips. Alexia hadn’t let him dress yet. That amazing broad body practically glistened in the sunlight that streamed in through the balcony doors.

“Get over here and clean her,” I ordered, scooting aside.

Looking greatly pleased by my audacity, Alexia nudged Paul forward. He set down the plates he held on top of the dresser and crawled between Marie’s legs. His cock bobbed as he looked at Marie’s pussy, decorated with my cum that slowly leaked out of her.

Grasping myself, I pushed Paul’s head down. He willingly followed my guidance. “Here’s your breakfast, slut.”

Paul’s breath rushed out of his mouth, and then his tongue stretched out to lick across Marie’s soaked slit. “Thank you, Master.” Sliding his arms under her legs, he licked her again and made a pleased sound when Marie cried out from his touch. When her hips shot into the air, eyes fluttering from the sensation of his tongue on her sensitive pussy, he cupped her ass and held her in place to more easily feast on her.

God, the sounds he’s making. I may have just cum, but my cock and balls felt heavy and full as I watched Paul suck my semen out of my girlfriend's pussy. “Good boy, get it all. Every drop.” Running a hand up and down his back, I murmured encouragements while I stroked myself. Mindful that breakfast was cooling, I stopped him after a minute. “Let me see if you have it all.”

Reaching inside her pussy to scoop out more cum drew a heated cry from Marie. I think everyone in the room moaned when I fed Paul my coated fingers. His tongue radiated heat and swept across each finger in turn to lick them clean. Thrusting them in and out of his mouth caused hot little whimpers to pour out of his mouth. The look in his eyes and the relaxed stance of his body told me he was at the perfect level of subspace.

When Paul’s stomach growled, I withdrew my fingers and hugged him. He tucked his head into the hollow between my chin and shoulder, and his arms came around me. Despite his muscular physique, his skin felt soft. I wanted to hold him forever, but he needed to eat.

Holding him against me, I kissed the top of his head and let go. He kept his arms around me and didn’t move. The slightest pressure of my fingers under his chin got him to look up at me. “Go eat now. I want you to eat all your breakfast to keep your energy up, so I can use you anytime I want you. Later today, you’ll give us another nutrition lesson and help us develop a workout routine. I think we should stay home today, but we should go out somewhere tomorrow, okay?”

Still holding on to me, his hair brushed against my shoulder when he nodded. “Yes, Sir.”

A pleasant little shiver ran down my spine from someone calling me “Sir” as a sexual title for the first time in my life. Giving him a quick kiss, I gave him a gentle push toward the food. Standing, I caught sight of Alexia and felt surprised by what I saw.

“Are you blushing?” I asked, grinning. Marie I’d expected, but not Alexia.

“You guys are pretty cute together.” Handing Marie a plate, she turned her head to the side in an attempt to hide her cute cheeks.

Chuckling at his wife, Paul handed me a plate and sat down between the two of us. Alexia’s eyes narrowed in focus all of a sudden, and I followed her gaze. She was looking at Marie’s inner thigh. Damn it, I bruised her with my stupid bony thighs again. We’d gone softly this morning, so I must have done it last night.

Surprised when Alexia grabbed my legs all of a sudden and shoved them open, I almost dropped my plate. She gave me a concerned look, and I looked down to see my inner thighs were bruised as well. Feeling the muscle in my cheek twitch, I snapped my legs shut in embarrassment.

“Um, that happens when you’re underweight,” I said, struggling to make my voice loud enough to be heard.

Her arms came around me. Giving me a squeeze, she let go and returned to her meal without commenting on the bruises.

We spent a lazy morning in bed, talking to each other and resting in a big cuddle pile. It was a soothing morning. The perfect follow up to my first foursome. The whole house felt peaceful.

At lunchtime, we had a group lesson about nutrition and cooking. I knew Alexia had been getting Paul to give us lessons to give him something constructive to keep him occupied during the day, but I was learning a lot.

Alarmed when Alexia decided to teach me how to dice vegetables quickly and safely, I somehow managed to not chop my fingers off. I’d never eaten so many vegetables in my life as I had this past week. It was probably good for me though.

They teamed up for the workout lesson too, Alexia taking Marie, and Paul working with me. I couldn’t help being worried about Marie sounding like she was dying despite Alexia putting her through a very gentle workout. I knew I was quite out of shape and breathing raggedly, but it couldn’t be healthy to be even worse off than me.

Marie took the lesson good-naturedly, though she looked like she understood that maybe it was time to look after her physical health too—not only her mental health. She tried very hard to not broadcast her embarrassment as she struggled, but we could all see it.

“I love you,” I said, hugging her after the workout.

Marie flopped around in my arms. “Bllgrargh.” Her breath still came in heavy pants.

I pressed her tighter to me. “Breathe,” I encouraged.

Alexia’s hand coming to rest on my shoulder sent a cascade of electricity dancing on it. “We’re going to shower together downstairs. Why don’t the two of you share a bath up in our room? A hot soak and some Epsom salt will help out any muscles still sore from all the fucking we did last night.”

It was kind of her to pretend for Marie’s sake that it was the sex that had her worn out right now. Taking Marie’s hand, I led her upstairs and started filling the tub. Tilting her chin up to me, I searched her eyes, but I only found pleasant things there. She showed no signs of being upset about anything I’d done these past two days.

“I love you,” I told her. I meant to kiss her gently, but my lips crushed against hers. Never had anyone been so accepting of this part of me as she was. “I love you so much.” This time I couldn’t keep my tears from falling.

“I love you too,” she said and hugged me. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, sorry.” Snagging the hand towel, I wiped at my eyes, but the tears kept coming.

Marie’s hand pressed against my belly let her feel the intense emotions running through me. Her concern told me she couldn’t overlook my tears.

“I’m just—I’m really happy, and–” I bit the inside of my cheek to cut myself off.
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“And?” Marie asked, taking my hand in hers.

Unable to bear the concern in her eyes, I turned my head to the side and blurted out the reason for my tears. “I’m feeling an intense burst of love and gratefulness for you, but I keep getting intrusive thoughts that tell me I should worry that you’re angry about what I did last night. I understand it’s just my anxiety acting up.” Bringing her hand to my mouth, I kissed it.

“I love you.” She pulled me forward until my head rested on her shoulder and ran her fingers through my hair. “I’m not angry or upset about anything. I’m sorry your anxiety is acting up. I want you to understand that I’m very happy right now, and I’ll remember how wonderful last night was for the rest of my life.”

The feel of the kiss she pressed to the top of my head dispelled most of my anxiety, though I felt so touched by her kind reassurances that I cried a little harder. Nodding, I clung to her. “Thank you. I’ll remember last night, and this morning always. I love you, Marie.”

Nodding at the almost full tub, I dried my face again, and we got in. My tears soon eased off. It was always embarrassing to cry when I was happy. Marie was kind and understanding about it and my other quirks, but it had to be tiring for her to always have to deal with my need for reassurance. It was a problem I was conscious of but often couldn’t stop.

To make up for crying, I gave her a nice rub down in the tub. The wide bathtub had enough for two people to lay side by side, but I had her sitting between my legs. Rubbing her shoulders, my legs came around her, and my feet rested between her knees. Raining kisses down on the back of her head, I kept rubbing her shoulders and back until she squirmed out of my grasp.

Picking up the bottle of body wash, she poured some into her hand. The scent of coconut and something I couldn’t quite figure out filled the air pleasantly. When she started washing me instead of herself, I only barely managed to hold back more tears from feeling so happy.

She took her time working the soap over every inch of my body, even behind my ears and between my toes. Her caring gestures made my heart swell with love for her. Kissing her once she finished, I took the bottle and poured a heaping amount into my hands and worshiped her body as I cleaned it.

Giggling, Marie took my hands into hers when I went to pour more water over her breasts. “You had them properly rinsed off a while ago.”

“I’m just making sure.” Pressing a kiss against her neck, I admitted to enjoying watching the water run over her nipples.

When she got on her knees and moved to sit next to me instead of remaining where she was, I felt a little sad. I’d been enjoying the feel of her resting against my chest. However, a moment later, she lifted my arm. Putting it around her, she snuggled into me, and smiled up at me.

“Mmm, this bathtub is glorious.” Stretching out, she could just barely press her toes against the other end of the tub. She must like being in a tub that let her tall frame properly soak. The tub was so fancy it had a fricken TV built into it, though we left it off. We had the overhead lighting off, and lights in the tub made the water and room glow a soft blue.

Pursing my lips, I almost made a comment along the lines of “we should install a tub like this in the house we buy” but once again, I chickened out of mentioning house hunting.

During the afternoon, three people from Paul and Alexia’s workplace visited. I worried they’d ask how we knew each other, but mercifully, no one asked. They seemed like good people.

I could tell Paul felt awkward about being off work for two and a half months now, but no one asked him when he would return, nor did they treat him any differently than how I imagined they always did. Josh especially worked at making sure Paul had a pleasant afternoon.

Later on, two of Paul’s coworkers excused themselves as they needed to head to work, and Josh said he should be getting back to Lynn. The girls got up to put on their winter gear, but despite saying he should get going, Josh remained in his seat. He seemed worried about Paul and looked like he wanted to say something to help him but didn’t know what to say.

Hearing the front door open, I looked up to see the girls heading out. Sandy’s eyes were full of sympathy when she looked at Josh a moment before closing the door. She seemed like a very kind person.

“I’m sorry about what happened to your wife,” I said, taking Josh’s hand in mine. He’d told us Lynn was tired and sleeping to explain why she hadn’t come over, but I suspected she was having a hard time emotionally and didn’t want the others to know.

Eyes searching mine, Josh’s breath came out in a hard pant. Exhaustion and emotional pain lined his eyes. When his lips pressed together tightly and a shaky breath whistled out of his nose, I wrapped my arms around him. Like Alexia, he wasn’t doing well handling what happened to his spouse. He was pouring all his energy into helping her without regard to his own health.

With a build similar to Paul and Alexia—hmm, actually he was probably a touch broader than them—Josh hugged me back the same way they did. His wide arms came around me, and upon finding out there wasn’t much to my waist, his hands came up to clasp my upper back. The tremble that went through him spoke volumes of his fatigue. One last shaky breath left him before he forced his breathing to even out.

“Thank you,” he said.

I felt an impulse to touch his face, and my hand moved before I could stop it, coming up to rest against his cheek. His breath rushed out of his nose, but he didn’t seem to mind the touch. “Make sure you look after yourself, or you won’t be able to help her.”

Arms tightening around me, he remained in my embrace for a few more moments before nodding and pulling away. Head tilted to the ground to keep the others from seeing the emotion that had built up in his eyes, he strode to the front door to grab his things. Too drained to talk anymore, he waved at us over his shoulder and headed out.

I couldn’t begin to imagine how he and Alexia had felt when they found out what happened to their spouses. If anything like that ever happened to Marie, I’d lose it. All I could hope for was that they all took the necessary time and steps to try and heal from this.

***
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Paul had a small panic attack when Alexia tried to head to her psych appointment. Standing in the entryway, she rubbed her temple and tried not to cry as Paul clung to her.

“I’ll be okay,” she told him. She ran a hand down his back. “Nothing’s going to happen to me. I promise.”

“I’ve got him, you go,” I said, knowing she needed this appointment.

Giving me a grateful look, she made a hasty exit, promising to be careful about the traffic around her. He’s scared someone’s going to smash into her, like what happened to him.

Taking his hand, I led Paul to the couch. Sitting on either side of him, Marie and I assured him that nothing bad would happen to his wife between here and the psychiatrist's office. Calming down after a bit, he apologized for letting his emotions get out of control.

“It’s okay, it’s not your fault.”

***
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A half hour after Alexia’s appointment should have ended, Paul became obsessed with checking the time. With each minute that ticked by and she didn’t get home, his anxiety grew. Once a full ten minutes elapsed, he had a worse panic attack than earlier. His tears were enough to make me give in to his worries, and I let him call her when a minute went by, and she hadn’t answered his newest text.

Before the call could connect, the front door opened. Holding a shopping bag, Alexia came in with a smile on her face, but her mood plummeted the moment she saw Paul in tears. Sprinting to her, he hugged her tightly, but his panic attack didn’t lessen even when presented with the evidence that his wife was fine and had only stopped at a store on the way home.

It was a bad enough panic attack that we tried to get him to go to the non-emergency section of the nearest hospital, but he refused to leave the house, and his panic grew at the thought of going out.

Worried, I called the number for non-emergency and spoke to someone. He rightfully insisted we trust our guts and take him to see someone, but it turns out trying to get a guy as big as Paul to go somewhere against his will was pretty much impossible.

While Paul pleaded with the girls to not call an ambulance for him, I called Devin. He hadn’t worked in his field due to his health preventing him, but he had a degree in pharmacology. I quickly explained the situation and told him my idea about a possible solution.

“Okay, I can hear how resistant he’s being, and you said the panic attack has been going on for a while now. Only do this once.” He spoke firmly. “Go ahead and give him one of your emergency pills. Tell him the side effects. Do not do this again. Make him go to his doctor and see if he should have his own. Message me a few times over the course of the next few hours to let me know how he’s doing.”

“I promise, thank you.” Racing downstairs, I explained what the medication I held was and the side effects it could bring. Alexia didn’t even have time to finish voicing her consent to let him try it before Paul had it swallowed.

The three of us held him as we waited for the medication to kick in. He gradually calmed. Unsure if he’d fully processed what I said earlier, I reminded him the pill might make him feel wonky, an annoying side effect, though it didn’t always happen.

Trying to keep Devin apprised of Paul’s condition, Paul’s exhaustion made it hard to tell if the medication was making him groggy or feel weird or anything. He did seem much better though.

“I’m going to go make supper.” Face angled down, Alexia tried to hide that she was crying.

Paul took her hands into his. “No, I got it. I’m sorry, honey.”

She looked at us, silently asking us for help as tears ran down her face. It was wearing on her, not being able to help her husband get through this and seeing him struggle.

“No,” I told Paul. I took his hands into mine to make him let go of Alexia. “She needs some time to herself, okay? Just a little bit. She worries about you, and it’s hard on her.”

“I’m sorry.” His eyes shone with more tears, though they didn’t fall.

Cupping his cheek, I brought him to rest against me and held him. More than anything, I wished I had some magical instant way to help him through this, but I didn’t. All I could do was cradle him in my arms and offer support and comfort.

“You’ve had two panic attacks today, and one of them was pretty bad. We need to talk about what panic attacks do to your body, okay? They’re taking a toll on you.” I went over everything I knew about panic attacks and made him practice breathing exercises with me. Something I should be practicing more often myself.

I practiced breathing exercises on and off over the years, largely forgetting to do them for long periods of time before picking it back up when life started getting hard. For a few months, I had managed to remember to do them daily, sometimes doing them with Devin who also suffered from panic attacks. Getting Paul to call his doctor, I was glad to hear the assistant say they could squeeze him in tomorrow. I would let the doctor know I had to give Paul one of my emergency pills.

While the girls cooked supper, I got Paul into the shower and had him sit down. Thankful they had a handheld unit, I sprayed warm water over his hunched over form and hoped the heat would help his muscles unclench from the panic he’d experienced.

He was silent, holding one of my hands for a while before taking the shower head from me and waving me out. Heading upstairs to get him clean clothes, I choose a soft pair of pajamas.

During the meal, both Paul and Alexia tried hard to pretend nothing had happened and that it was just a normal day. Marie and I sat there awkwardly, eating and trying to think of what to say. As usual, Paul insisted on washing the dishes. Not wanting his anxiety to ramp back up, Alexia let him have his way today, figuring keeping busy would help him.

Halfway through the evening, Paul got a craving for junk food. Alexia offered to pick him up whatever he wanted, but he didn’t want her going outside and that irked her. She compromised though and let him order from a courier service.

Craving chips like mad, I ordered two bags when Paul handed me the phone. I wasn’t sure I’d ever gone a whole week without eating any before. I handed the phone to Marie who ordered some ice cream and a chocolate bar.

“What do you want, honey?” Paul asked Alexia.

She didn’t want anything, which led to him trying to talk to her about her obsession with not letting herself eat things that weren’t nutritious, which led to her snapping at him. An argument followed. The second Paul started crying, she looked crestfallen. Apologizing, she tapped the first thing on the menu, hit order, and went upstairs, obviously upset.

“I’m going to go talk to her,” Marie said and got up.

Paul looked miserable. Resting his forehead in his hands, he stared at the floor.

“Olivia and her partners have talked to me about how they’re all worried about Alexia’s eating habits,” I said to him. “You have valid concerns, Paul. She didn’t mean to snap at you like that though. She’s feeling overwhelmed right now. She’s not angry at you, okay?”

Nodding, his fingertips dug deeper into his forehead before he folded his hands on his lap and looked at me. “I just can’t understand. We’ve always eaten very healthy, but this past year, I’ve noticed she rarely has cheat days anymore, and she’s obsessed with maintaining her weight.” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “You can ask my mom. She caught Alexia weighing herself when we had a meal there. I had to hide out bathroom scale. It’s not healthy, and I don't know why she suddenly got like this.”

“Let’s hope she can start working on her issues soon and get a healthier relationship with her eating habits and her perceived body image. Despite everything, she’s at a very healthy-looking body weight. It’s very possible things will get better before her physical health is affected.”

Nodding, he sighed. “Work doesn’t make it easy because some clients won’t hire women, and sometimes the ones who do only take the ones who look a certain way, you know? Which is sexist fucking bullshit. It’s always been like that though, so I don’t think that’s what’s driving this, but I don’t know. It pisses me off that some people are like that.”

“It sucks,” I agreed.

“I mean some clients are great and don’t judge based on gender, but some of them I wish I could punch in the face. Sometimes, I’ll be with a client for a bit, and it can feel like they’re a good person, and then I’ll end up hearing them talk about their views on women, and they show their true nature. I’ve transferred off more than one assignment because of that.”

He glanced upstairs. “I wonder a lot if she’d be healthier in another line of work, you know? It’s not that I think she can’t handle the job. It’s the people we work with and their expectations and standards that I worry are affecting her.”

I ground my lip between my teeth. “You guys kind of seem like a big family.” My hands spread wide apart and circled back to each other. “I don’t think she’s ready to leave that. Are you um, are you sure you aren’t wanting her to leave because you’re worried about her safety? You don’t need to tell me, but I’d like you to think about when you started worrying about Alexia being in this line of work because I don’t think it started weeks ago, I think it started last summer.”

Paul’s eyes creasing told me he wasn’t sure where I was going with this.

“I don’t know what happened last summer, but Olivia recently mentioned something scary happened to Alexia at work. Something about being in danger, though she wasn’t hurt. She said you were beside yourself with worry.”

A scared breath rushed out of him. “I went out of my goddamn mind with fear.”

He gave me a quick rundown of the events, and I shuddered from the realization that Alexia or the child could have been killed or badly hurt if the shooter's aim had been even the smallest amount more to the left. Paul looked at me with anguished eyes, and I wished I hadn’t brought this up. I hadn’t realized it had been a life and death situation.

“Think how you would feel if it had been Marie in that situation. Would it matter that the bullet didn't hit anyone?”

“No,” I admitted. “I would be terrified, even after the fact.”
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