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NOT WHAT WE EXPECTED


PROLOGUE
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The weight of Cody’s body pressed into mine, his rhythm steady and relentless, as if he were carving something primal into the very fabric of the couch beneath us. The cushions groaned with each thrust, a counterpoint to our own sounds—his deep, guttural moans, my sharp gasps that seemed to tear from my throat. The movie on the TV had long since faded into background noise, its dialogue and soundtrack reduced to a distant hum, irrelevant in the face of what was unfolding between us. This wasn’t about love or tenderness; it was raw, unfiltered lust, and it was consuming us both like a wildfire.

I felt the heat of his skin against mine, his muscles coiled tight under smooth flesh, every movement deliberate, as though he’d been waiting for this moment as long as I had. His chest, chiseled from years of training, rose and fell with each thrust, his breath hot against my neck. His scent—a mix of sweat and cologne filled my senses; intoxicating and primal. I could taste him too, a hint of salt on his lips as he kissed me, his mouth demanding yet tender in a way that contradicted everything we’d said about ourselves earlier that night.

His hands were everywhere, firm but not rough, as if he knew exactly how much pressure to apply. His fingers grazed my nipples, tweaking them just enough to send a jolt of pleasure through me, anchoring me to the moment. I arched into him, my body responding despite the chaos in my mind. This was my first time—my first time letting a man take control, my first time feeling this kind of surrender.

"Fuck," he muttered, his voice thick with need, his breath ghosting over my ear. He drove into me harder, faster, the couch creaking in protest beneath our weight. I clung to him, my nails digging into his back, my voice breaking as I cried out. It was too much, too intense, but I didn’t want it to stop. I couldn’t let it stop.

This wasn’t supposed to happen. We met at a straight bar, talking about women and work like it was just another easy night. Neither of us expected it to turn into anything more. We were wrong; here we were, bodies tangled, boundaries blurred. Cody’s lips found mine again, his kiss hungry yet gentle, as if he understood the storm raging inside me.

I closed my eyes, letting the sensations wash over me. The room was dimly lit, the lamplight casting long shadows on the walls, but I didn’t need to see to feel. Every nerve ending in my body was alive, hyperaware of his touch, his weight, his scent. The air was thick with it—sweat, lust, and something else I couldn’t quite name. It felt dangerous, beautiful, and utterly inevitable.

Cody’s hands gripped my hips, his fingers digging into my skin as he continued to thrust into me, his movements relentless, possessive. I was a mess beneath him, moaning and gasping, my body on fire with pleasure. He was everywhere—his scent, his touch, his taste—and I was drowning in it, lost in the sensation.

“You feel so good,” he breathed, the words almost wrecked by how hard he was trying to stay steady. “I didn’t know it would be like this.”

There was something raw in the way he said it — not dirty talk rehearsed from somewhere else, but honest. That did more to me than anything explicit ever could.

“Fuck... please, Cody. Just fuck me.”

He growled, a sound that was almost feral, and slammed into me harder, his hips snapping with urgency. The room spun, the world narrowing to just the two of us, to the friction of his body against mine, to the overwhelming need building inside me.

“Fuck, I’m about to come,” he muttered, his voice strained. 

“Yes,” I gasped, barely steady. “Please, Cody... I need it.”

He thrust deeper, harder, his cock hitting a spot inside me that made me see stars. I cried out, my body tightening around him, milking him, drawing him closer to the edge.

"Cody—" I gasped, my voice a plea.

“Come for me,” he murmured against my ear. “I want to feel you.”

His words were my undoing. My body exploded, pleasure ripping through me like a tidal wave. I screamed his name, my hips bucking uncontrollably, my cock throbbing as I spilled between us, hot and thick.

Cody followed, his body stiffening as he buried himself deep inside me, his release shooting into me in hot pulses. "Fuck," he groaned, his voice raw. 

He collapsed on top of me, his weight heavy but welcome, his breath coming in ragged gasps. I could feel his heart pounding against mine, his cock still twitching inside me, spilling his seed. The warmth spread through me, a sense of fullness, of belonging, that I’d never known before.

"Holy fuck," he murmured, his voice soft now, almost reverent. "That was—"

He didn’t finish the sentence.

Neither did I.

Because whatever that was, it wasn’t supposed to happen.

He stayed on top of me longer than he needed to. Longer than either of us had planned. Our breathing slowed. The room cooled. The movie credits rolled across the television in soft blue light, unnoticed.

I felt him still inside me, the heat of him lingering, grounding.

Too intimate.

Too close.

He shifted slightly, like he was going to pull away, but instead his hand settled against my chest. Not possessive. Not dominant.

Just there.

That almost undid me.

This wasn’t a hookup anymore. Not in the way I understood hookups.

This was something else. Something I didn’t have a name for.

And that scared the hell out of me.
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I woke up alone.

For a second, I didn’t know where I was. The couch felt unfamiliar beneath me—too narrow, too firm, a dull ache pulsing low in my body where I wasn’t used to feeling anything at all. My neck was stiff. My lower back protested when I shifted. There was a soreness between my hips that made my breath catch, not sharp exactly, just... new.

The TV had shut itself off sometime during the night. The room was quiet except for the low hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen and the faint noise of traffic outside.

I lay still.

Because if I didn’t move, maybe I wouldn’t have to think.

But my body remembered.

The heat.

The weight of him.

The way I’d said his name like it meant something.

I rolled onto my back and scrubbed a hand over my face.

He was gone.

No shoes by the door. No low murmur of a shower running. No movement in the kitchen. Just the lingering scent of cologne and stale sex in the air and the indentation in the cushion beside me where he’d been.

Cody.

Even thinking his name did something strange to my body.

I pushed myself upright slowly, wincing at the soreness that tightened through me. My muscles felt used—worked over in a way that should’ve been uncomfortable. But underneath the ache, there was something else.

Energy.

Like my blood was running warmer than usual. Like something had been shaken loose inside me.

That part bothered me more than the soreness.

I’ve never woken up like that after being with a woman.

Satisfied? Sure.

Tired? Definitely.

But this—this steady hum under my skin, like my whole body had been plugged into something electric—this was different.

I stood and stretched carefully, my body reminding me of exactly what we’d done. My reflection in the hallway mirror caught my attention. There were faint marks along my collarbone. A bruise forming near my hip.

Proof.

I stared at myself longer than I meant to.

I didn’t look different.

Still the same guy I was yesterday morning. Same dark hair I needed to trim. Same stubble. Same shoulders I’d built up in the gym over the years.

Still straight.

The word came automatically.

Straight.

I’d always been straight.

I dated women. Slept with women. Wanted women.

Last night didn’t rewrite that.

It was just... a thing.

An exception.

A moment.

I walked into the kitchen and poured myself a glass of water, my mind drifting back despite my efforts to stay present.

We met at O’Malley’s.

Of all places.

O’Malley’s wasn’t exactly known for experimentation. It was loud, crowded, filled with groups of guys watching games and women dressed for attention. It was predictable. Comfortable. Safe.

I’d gone out because my buddy Eric had bailed on plans, and I didn’t feel like sitting alone in my apartment on a Friday night.

Cody had been standing near the bar, laughing at something the bartender said. He didn’t stand out because he was flashy. He stood out because he didn’t look like he was trying.

Broad shoulders under a fitted black tee. Relaxed posture. That easy confidence that doesn’t need volume.

We ended up next to each other when the crowd shifted. He made some comment about the game playing overhead. I responded. He smirked. It felt normal. Easy.

We talked about work first. I told him I worked in marketing for a small tech startup. He said he was finishing his MBA while helping his dad with some real estate projects. We traded sarcastic comments about corporate nonsense and terrible bosses.

We talked about women, too. Exes. Dating apps. Bad dates.

He mentioned a girl who ghosted him after three weeks.

I told him about a bartender I’d seen for a month who got too attached.

We laughed.

Nothing about it felt loaded.

Nothing about it felt inevitable.

We were just two guys having drinks at a straight bar.

At some point, the conversation shifted. Not dramatically. Just closer.

Standing a little too near. Letting silence linger a little too long.

I remember noticing his eyes first.

Not the color. The focus.

He looked at me directly. Like he was studying something.

I should’ve walked away then.

I didn’t.

Instead, I asked if he wanted to get out of there. My place was closer than his.

Even now, I don’t know why I said it.

Maybe I thought we’d keep talking. Watch a movie. Have another drink.

Maybe I knew exactly what I was doing.

The memory of that first moment in my living room hit me hard. The way he stood just inside the door. The way the air shifted.

I exhaled slowly and leaned against the counter.

It wasn’t just the sex.

That’s definitely a part that I can’t stop thinking about.

But it was also the way he’d looked at me afterward.

Not triumphant.

Not smug.

Just... steady.

Like he’d expected me.

And that was new.

I’ve been with women who wanted something from me. Attention. Validation. Stability. Fun.

Cody hadn’t wanted anything.

He’d just been there.

I walked back into the living room and sat on the couch, staring at the space where he’d been on top of me hours earlier.

This wasn’t supposed to mean anything.

I don’t do complicated.

I don’t blur lines.

And I definitely don’t question my identity after one night.

My phone buzzed on the coffee table.

I flinched.

For half a second, I thought it might be him.

It wasn’t.

Mom.

I stared at the screen before answering.

“Hey,” I said, trying to keep my voice normal.

“Morning, sweetheart.”

I hated when she called me that, but I let it slide.

“You sound tired,” she added.

“Long night.”

She laughed softly. “Well, I hope it was a good one.”

I didn’t respond.

She didn’t push.

My mom and I were close. Not clingy-close. But steady. She’d raised me mostly on her own after my dad left when I was ten. We had a rhythm. Sunday dinners. Occasional phone calls. She asked about work. I asked about her garden.

“Listen,” she continued, her tone shifting slightly. “I wanted to ask you something.”

“Okay.”

“I’ve been seeing someone.”

I sat up straighter.

“That’s good,” I said automatically.

“It’s... more than casual.”

Something tightened in my body, though I didn’t know why.

“Yeah?”

“I’d like you to meet him.”

There it was.

“Mom—”

“Just dinner. Sunday. Nothing formal. I really care about him, Sean.”

The word care lingered.

I rubbed the back of my neck.

“Alright,” I said finally. “Sunday.”

She sounded relieved. “Thank you.”

After we hung up, I stared at the blank TV screen again.

Meet him.

Meet the guy she cared about.

I leaned back and closed my eyes.

The soreness between my hips pulsed again, grounding me in reality.

I’d spent last night tangled up with a man.

A man whose name was still sitting in my head like an unfinished sentence.

And now I was going to meet my mother’s boyfriend.

I laughed once under my breath.

Unrelated.

Completely separate parts of my life.

There was no reason they should intersect.

None.

Still, as I stood and headed for the shower, one thought wouldn’t leave me.

I hadn’t given Cody my number.

And somehow, that bothered me more than anything else.
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I told myself it was a one-time thing.

That became the sentence I repeated every morning that week.

One-time thing.

A fluke.

An anomaly.

It wasn’t a shift. It wasn’t an identity crisis. It wasn’t some dramatic turning point in my life.

It was a night.

Just a night.

I threw myself into routine like routine could fix it.

Monday morning, I hit the gym before work. Harder than usual. Extra reps. Extra weight. Like soreness in my shoulders could drown out the soreness in other places. The physical reminder of him was fading now, replaced by muscle fatigue and sweat.

That felt safer.

Predictable.

The gym was familiar territory—men lifting, women stretching, music thumping overhead. No confusion there. No blurred lines.

I caught myself watching a woman on the treadmill longer than necessary. Blonde. Athletic. The kind of girl I’d normally swipe right on without hesitation.

Still attractive.

Still wanted her.

That should’ve been reassuring.

It was.

Mostly.

Work didn’t help.

I sat in meetings half-listening to discussions about brand positioning and Q4 projections, my mind drifting back to O’Malley’s. To the bar lights reflecting in a half-empty glass. To the way Cody had leaned in when he talked, close enough that I could feel his breath.

I didn’t understand that part.

The closeness.

It hadn’t felt predatory. It hadn’t felt experimental. It had felt... natural.

That word irritated me.

Natural implied belonging.

This wasn’t that.

I checked my phone more than I should’ve that week.

Not because I expected a message. We hadn’t exchanged numbers.

But because part of me wondered if he’d find a way.

Through social media. Through sheer persistence.

He didn’t.

That should’ve made it easier.

Instead, it made the whole thing feel sealed off. Like something intense had happened in a vacuum, unacknowledged and already dissolving into memory.

Tuesday night, my friend Eric dragged me out for drinks.

I almost said no. I didn’t feel like navigating conversation. But staying home felt worse.

“Dude, you’ve been weird,” Eric said after our second beer. “You good?”

“I’m fine.”

“That’s what people say when they’re not fine.”

I shrugged. “Work’s busy.”

He didn’t buy it, but he let it go.

A group of women stood near the jukebox, laughing loudly. One of them caught my eye and smiled.

Reflex kicked in.

I smiled back.

That was normal. Easy.

She approached ten minutes later. Brunette. Confident. Sharp eyes.

We talked.

It flowed.

We joked about the terrible playlist and the crowded bar and the way everyone thought they were more interesting after two drinks.

When she touched my arm, it didn’t feel wrong.

It just didn’t feel like anything.

That realization hit me harder than it should’ve.

There was no spark under my skin. No current. No pulse beginning to race.

Just familiarity.

I went home alone.

Not because I couldn’t have left with her.

But because I didn’t want to.

Wednesday, my mom texted me a picture.

A dinner table. Fresh flowers. Wine glasses.

Getting things ready for Sunday ❤️

I stared at the heart emoji longer than I needed to.

She sounded happy.

Genuinely happy.

And that mattered.

My mom didn’t date much. After my dad left, she’d gone through a few awkward attempts at relationships, but nothing stuck. She always prioritized me. Always kept things stable.

If she was serious about this guy, it meant something.

Which meant I needed to show up and be supportive.

Even if I didn’t feel particularly enthusiastic about meeting him.

Thursday night, I caught myself replaying the last few minutes of that night with Cody.

Not the physical parts.

The silence afterward.

The way he hadn’t rushed.

The way his hand had rested on my chest like it belonged there.

That was the problem.

I’ve been with women who wanted more from me.

But Cody hadn’t asked for anything.

He hadn’t labeled it.

He hadn’t joked about it.

He hadn’t tried to define it.

He’d just been steady.

That steadiness unsettled me.

Because if it had been messy or awkward, I could’ve dismissed it.

But it hadn’t.

Friday afternoon, I stood in front of my closet longer than necessary.

It was ridiculous. Sunday dinner didn’t require strategy.

Jeans and a button-down. Clean. Respectable.

But I found myself wondering what kind of guy my mom was dating.

Was he older? Obviously.

Was it as serious as she had said?

Did he look like someone who belonged in her life?

And then, uninvited, a thought slid in.

Would I recognize him if I’d seen him somewhere before?

I shook it off immediately.

There was no reason for that thought to exist.

Saturday night, I stayed home.

No bars.

No distractions.

I ordered takeout and turned on a game, barely watching.

At some point, I caught my reflection in the darkened TV screen.

Still me.

Still straight.

Still the same guy who’d never once questioned his orientation.

I leaned forward, elbows on my knees.

The word straight felt different now.

Not broken.

Not wrong.

Just... complicated.

Because if I was straight, then what was that?

A mistake?

Curiosity?

Loneliness?

It hadn’t felt lonely.

It had felt intense. Focused. Mutual.

I exhaled slowly.

Maybe it didn’t need a label.

Maybe it was just one night that existed outside the rest of my life.

And tomorrow, I’d meet my mom’s boyfriend.

Shake his hand.

Be polite.

Move forward.

Sunday morning arrived too fast.

I woke up tense.

Not excited.

Not anxious.

Just tight.

I dressed carefully. Showered longer than usual. Styled my hair twice.

I told myself it was about making a good impression.

Nothing more.

As I drove to my mom’s house, the familiar streets felt slightly unfamiliar.

The house came into view—white siding, trimmed hedges, the porch light she always forgot to turn off during the day.

There was a second car in the driveway.

Black SUV.

Newer model.

I parked behind it.

For a split second, something flickered in my mind.

Recognition.

I ignored it.

There are a lot of black SUVs in the world.

I stepped out of the car and adjusted my shirt.

This was fine.

This was normal.

Just dinner.

Just meeting the guy who made my mom happy.

Nothing about this day had anything to do with that night.

Nothing about this house had anything to do with O’Malley’s.

Nothing about this moment was connected to Cody.

I walked up the steps and rang the doorbell.

Laughter drifted from inside.

Male.

Familiar.

My stomach dropped before my brain caught up.

The door opened.

And everything tilted.
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The door opened.

And there he was.

Cody.

Standing in my mother’s foyer like he belonged there.

His sleeves were rolled up, revealing his forearms. He held a beer in one hand. His expression was relaxed—until he saw me.

It lasted half a second.

That flicker.

Recognition.

Then it was gone.

“Sean!” my mom beamed, stepping around him to pull me into a hug. “You made it.”

I hugged her back automatically, but my eyes never left him.

He looked just as shocked as I felt.

But steadier.

He recovered faster.

“Sean,” my mom said warmly, turning between us. “This is Daniel’s son. Cody.”

Daniel.

So that was his dad’s name.

Cody extended his hand like we were strangers.

Professional.

Controlled.

“Hey,” he said evenly. “Nice to meet you.”

Nice to meet you.

The words hit like a slap.

I stepped forward and took his hand.

Firm grip.

Warm.

Familiar.

Too familiar.

“Yeah,” I replied. “You too.”

We held eye contact for a second too long.

Then both looked away.

If my mom noticed the tension, she didn’t show it.

“Dinner’s almost ready,” she said brightly. “Daniel’s in the kitchen.”

Daniel appeared a moment later—mid-fifties, tall, silver creeping into his dark hair. He had Cody’s jawline. The same steady posture.

“Sean,” he greeted, offering his hand.

I shook it.

“Nice to finally meet you,” he said sincerely. “Your mom talks about you nonstop.”

I forced a smile.

“She exaggerates.”

Cody shifted slightly beside me, not touching, but close enough that I could feel his presence like static in the air.

We moved toward the dining table.

Four place settings.

Four wine glasses.

Normal.

Completely normal.

I sat across from Cody.

Of course I did.

Dinner began politely.

Questions about hobbies. About the MBA program Cody was finishing. About Daniel’s latest property investment.

Cody spoke easily. Confident. Calm.

Like he hadn’t been inside me a week ago.

I kept my answers short.

My mom kept glancing between Daniel and me like she was measuring compatibility.

“So how did you two meet?” I asked Daniel, smiling.

“At a fundraiser,” Daniel replied. “I was there for work. Your mom spilled wine on me.”

“It was an accident,” she protested, laughing.

Cody smiled at that. Soft. Genuine.

I hated how normal he looked here.

Daniel then began telling a story about a rental property that had flooded during a storm. My mom laughed easily, leaning into him when he finished. They looked comfortable together. Familiar already.

Across the table, Cody sat angled slightly toward his dad, one arm draped over the back of his chair, posture relaxed. He could’ve been anywhere. At any dinner. With any family.

Except he wasn’t.

He was here.

With mine.

“And Sean works in marketing,” my mom said proudly, gesturing toward me like I was still twelve and showing off a school project.

Daniel nodded. “Good field. Lot of opportunity.”

“Yeah,” I said, keeping my tone steady. “It keeps me busy.”

Cody glanced up briefly. Just long enough for our eyes to meet.

There was no smile there.

Just awareness.

My fork scraped lightly against my plate. I focused on chewing, swallowing, breathing.

Normal things.

“You two are about the same age,” Daniel said casually, looking between us. “That’s nice.”

“Yeah,” Cody replied smoothly. “Close enough.”

His foot brushed mine under the table.

Light.

Intentional.

I froze.

It wasn’t a mistake.

I could feel the pressure of it, subtle but deliberate. My pulse kicked up before I could stop it.

I didn’t look down.

Didn’t react.

After a second, he shifted his leg back like nothing had happened.

My mom didn’t notice.

Of course she didn’t.

Dinner wound down slowly, plates mostly empty, conversation drifting into that comfortable lull after a good meal.

Cody shifted in his chair, glancing toward the hallway.

“Hey,” he said casually, looking at my mom. “Where’s your bathroom?”

“Down the hall,” she replied, wiping her hands on a napkin. “Second door on the left.”

“I’ll show you,” I said, already pushing my chair back.

The timing wasn’t planned.

But it felt inevitable.

Cody stood, offering a polite nod to his dad. “Back in a minute.”

We walked down the hallway side by side, the noise from the kitchen fading behind us.

The house felt quieter away from the table. The hum of conversation faded behind us.

“It’s right here” I said, stopping outside the bathroom door.

He didn’t move to open it.

Instead, he turned to face me.

Up close, it was impossible to pretend we were strangers.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said under his breath.

“I was thinking the same thing.”

He let out a short, sharp exhale that might’ve been a laugh. “Out of everyone.”

We stood there, the hallway narrow, the distance between us smaller than it should’ve been.

“Wow, that’s your mom,” he said, quieter now.

“Yeah.”

“And they’re serious.”

It wasn’t a question.

I swallowed. “Seems like it.”

He ran a hand through his hair, frustration flickering across his face. It was the first time all night he’d looked unsettled.

“This is bad.”

“It was one night,” I said quickly.

The words felt thin.

His eyes lifted to mine.

“Would it have been?”

The question hit harder than I expected.

I didn’t answer right away.

Because honestly, I didn’t know.

“My dad hasn’t dated anyone seriously in years,” he said. “He actually looks... happy.”

“My mom hasn’t either.”

Silence stretched between us.

Heavy.

“This can’t get messy,” he added.

“It already is.”

He stepped back slightly, like putting physical space between us might make the situation clearer.

“We act normal,” he said finally. “We don’t say anything. We don’t do anything.”

I nodded.

“Right.”

He searched my face for something.

Agreement. Resistance. I wasn’t sure.

“You good with that?” he asked.

I forced a shrug. “We didn’t exactly make plans.”

Something flickered across his face at that. Not anger. Not quite.

Regret.

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “We didn’t.”

We both knew that might not have been entirely true.

A burst of laughter floated down the hallway from the kitchen.

Reality snapping back into place.

“You going in?” I asked.

He held my gaze one second longer.

Then opened the bathroom door.

“Yeah.”

I stepped back toward the kitchen.

My heart was beating too fast for someone who had just agreed nothing mattered.

When we returned to the table a few minutes later, Daniel had his arm around my mom’s waist. She leaned into him easily.

They looked right together.

Cody took his place beside his dad.

I stood near the doorway for a moment before sitting down again.

Two families.

Two sons.

One secret.

And the growing sense that pretending this was simple might be the hardest part of all.
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I didn’t stay long after dessert.

My mom hugged me in the doorway, warm and glowing in a way I hadn’t seen in years.

“I’m really happy,” she said quietly, her hand squeezing my arm. “I hope you can see that.”

I nodded.

“I do.”

And I did.

That was the problem.

Daniel stepped forward, steady and sincere. “Good to finally meet you, Sean.”

“Yeah,” I replied, shaking his hand. “You too.”

Cody stood a few feet behind him.

Watching.

Not smiling.

Not tense either.

Just there.

“See you around,” he said evenly.

Around.

Like that word didn’t suddenly feel dangerous.

I drove home in silence.

No music. No distractions.

Just the hum of the engine and the steady replay of everything that had happened.

The way his foot had pressed against mine under the table.

The way his voice had dropped in the hallway.

Was it?

That question wouldn’t leave me.

Was it just one night?

I flexed my hands against the steering wheel.

It should have been.

I’ve had one-night stands before.

Plenty.

Women whose names I barely remembered by morning. Women who never crossed my mind again.

But this wasn’t fading.

If anything, the distance was sharpening it.

I could still feel the echo of him in my body. Not soreness anymore. Just awareness. Like my skin had memorized something new and refused to forget it.

That part scared me.

Because it wasn’t just physical.

It was the way he’d looked at me in the hallway.

Not angry.

Not ashamed.

Just conflicted.

I pulled into my apartment complex and sat in my car longer than necessary.

My mom’s words drifted back to me.

I’m really happy.

Cody had said something similar about his dad.

He actually looks happy.

That wasn’t something I wanted to ruin.

But I didn’t want to pretend that night hadn’t mattered either.

Inside my apartment, everything felt exactly the same as it had a week ago.

The couch.

The TV.

The faint scuff mark near the coffee table.

I dropped my keys onto the counter and stood there, staring at nothing.

It had started so casually.

A straight bar.

Two beers.

Easy conversation.

He’d leaned in when he laughed. Not exaggerated. Just close enough that I’d noticed the warmth of him.

There had been a moment—just a small one—when our knees brushed at the bar.

I could’ve moved.

I didn’t.

That was the truth of it.

I hadn’t been dragged into anything.

I’d stepped forward.

That part mattered.

I moved into the living room and sat down on the couch.

The same couch.

My pulse kicked up involuntarily.

The memory wasn’t explicit anymore. It wasn’t about positions or movement.

It was about the way he’d said my name.

Low. Intent.

It was about the silence afterward.

The weight of him not rushing away.

That was what felt different.

Women I’d been with wanted something afterward. Reassurance. Compliments. Promises of “text me.”

Cody hadn’t asked for anything.

He’d just stayed.

And then he’d left before morning.

Which meant he was just as confused as I was.

I scrubbed a hand over my face and leaned back.

“I’m straight,” I muttered aloud, like saying it would settle something.

I am.

One night doesn’t rewrite that.

But attraction doesn’t ask permission.

It just happens.

And whatever that was between us... it hadn’t felt like a mistake.

It had felt inevitable.

I was still sitting on the couch when the knock came.

Three solid raps against my door.

I frowned.

No one ever showed up without warning.

The knock came again — not impatient, not aggressive. Just certain.

My pulse ticked up for reasons I didn’t understand yet.

I stood slowly and walked toward the door, my mind running through possibilities that didn’t include him.

When I opened it—

Cody was standing there.

For a second, my brain stalled.

He looked different in the hallway light. Less shadowed. Less chaotic than he had that night. But it was still him. Same shoulders. Same mouth. Same eyes that had been inches from mine on this side of the door.

Neither of us spoke.

He didn’t look surprised.

Didn’t look unsure.

Just steady.

“You gonna let me in?” he asked quietly.

He didn’t need to explain how he knew where I lived.

We both knew. He remembered from last week.

I stepped aside.

The door closed behind him with a soft click.

And suddenly the air in my apartment felt heavier.

“This is a bad idea,” I said.

“Probably,” he agreed.

But neither of us moved.

The space between us wasn’t large. Three feet, maybe. Close enough that I could see the faint crease between his brows, like he’d been thinking too hard before showing up.

“You didn’t have to come,” I said.

“I know.”

“But you did.”

“Yeah.”

He didn’t offer a better explanation than that.

I studied him for a second, trying to find the version of him from last week — the one who had been all confidence and heat and control.

He wasn’t standing like that now.

He looked... deliberate.

“I couldn’t just leave it like that,” he said finally.

“Like what?”

“Like it was nothing.”

The word again.

Nothing.

I folded my arms loosely, defensive without meaning to be. “It complicates things.”

“It already is complicated.”

“My mom—”

“I’m not talking about them right now.”

That stopped me.

“Then what are you talking about?”

His jaw flexed once before he answered.

“You.”

The air shifted.

That wasn’t what I’d expected.

He took a slow step closer.

Not crowding me.

Not pushing.

Just closing the space enough that I could feel the warmth of him.

“I don’t need this to be a label,” he said quietly. “I don’t need it to be a crisis. I just need to know I didn’t imagine it.”

My pulse kicked harder at that.

“Imagine what?”

“That it meant something.”

The word landed between us, heavier than anything else had.

Something.

I swallowed.

“It was intense,” I said carefully.

“That’s not what I asked.”

I let out a breath.

Because that was the problem.

He wasn’t asking about the physical part.

He was asking about the way it felt.

And I didn’t have an easy answer for that.

“It wasn’t nothing,” I admitted.

The honesty surprised both of us.

His shoulders relaxed — just slightly.

“Okay,” he said.

“Okay?” I repeated.

“That’s all I needed to hear.”

That simple.

That steady.

It would’ve been easier if he’d been reckless. If he’d come here demanding or defensive.

Instead, he was measured.

Present.

He stepped closer again, slow enough that I could’ve moved away if I wanted to.

I didn’t.

His hand lifted, hesitated in the air for half a second — giving me the chance to stop him.

I didn’t.

His fingers brushed my jaw.

Not possessive.

Not rough.

Just a light touch, like he was reacquainting himself with something familiar.

My breath shifted without permission.

“This is where it gets messy,” I said quietly.

“Yeah,” he replied.

He didn’t pull his hand away.

“This doesn’t feel like a mistake,” he added.

And that was it.

That was the crack.

Because I’d been trying all week to file that night under “mistake.”

And standing here, with his hand warm against my skin and his eyes locked on mine, it didn’t feel like that.

It felt chosen.

I closed the last inch between us.

This time the kiss wasn’t frantic.

It wasn’t fueled by beer or adrenaline or shock.

It was slower.

Careful.

Like we were testing something fragile instead of tearing it open.

His hand slid to the back of my neck, holding me there without pressure.

My fingers curled into the front of his jacket.

There was heat, yes.

But underneath it was something steadier.

Recognition.

When we finally pulled back, neither of us looked away.

“We need rules,” I said.

“Okay.”

“No public slip-ups.”

“Obviously.”

“No hurting them.”

His expression softened slightly at that.

“Never.”

“And if this gets too complicated—”

“We talk about it,” he said.

Not walk away.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Te

STEP
ﬁ@éa}@@m 53

‘e

They met first.
Everything else came later.

ALEXANDER GRANT





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg
NOTWHAT

aAPaCTeD

Book 1 of The Step Between Us Series

ALEXANDER GRANT





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





