





[image: image]












Amber and Danielle Brown both graduated from Rider University where they studied Communications/ Journalism and sat on the editorial staff for the On Fire!! literary journal. They then pursued a career in fashion and spent five years in NYC working their way up, eventually managing their own popular fashion and lifestyle blog. Amber is also a screenwriter, so they live in LA, which works out perfectly so Danielle can spoil her plant babies with copious amount of sunshine.









Also by Amber and Danielle Brown


Someone Had to Do It









[image: image]









Copyright


Published by Piatkus


ISBN: 978-0-349-43323-3


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © 2023 by Amber Brown & Danielle Brown


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Piatkus


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









To everyone searching,
be honest with yourself,
answers are not always the truth









1


A FAT, HEAVY tear trickles down my cheek when I yank the final hair from my left areola, and it’s not even twelve seconds after I exchange my tweezer for the disposable razor I grifted from Reggie’s top drawer that blood is gushing down the inside of my thigh. I pause at the shocking appearance of crimson and immediately wonder if this laceration is punishment for being impatient or an indictment of my anti-feminism. Part of me thinks hustling to shave the stray hairs that still stubbornly sprout along my bikini line, despite the six agonizing laser removal sessions I’ve suffered through, is a reflection of how deeply I’ve internalized the particular brand of misogyny that says any hair below the brows on a woman is gross and revolting, and the fact that I’m doing this for a man, not myself, is in itself gross and revolting. I’ve also already chugged sixteen ounces of pineapple juice this morning, for obvious reasons.


The other part of me thinks it’s complete bullshit, that being hyper hygienic and having a general disdain for visible body hair is simply considerate, because feminism and a preference for hairlessness shouldn’t be mutually exclusive. I don’t actually think Reggie has ever noticed the hairs on my tits, or even the splattering on my toes that I compulsively remove once a week, so in a way maybe I am actually plucking the hair from my nipples for my own aesthetic appreciation, not because of the patriarchy, and my feminism is not actually in jeopardy at all.


My dad used to get on me all the time for fixating on tiny, inconsequential details, a habit I no doubt inherited from my mom. But I really am torn about whether I should be judging myself or just owning the part of my personality that is unapologetically vain as I glance at my phone again to see if Reggie has gotten back to my three where r u and did u leave yet and you’re still coming, right? texts, which is what I was doing when I slashed myself in the first place.


There is no reply.


No ellipsis to show he’s typing.


I sigh because I can’t remember the last time my thigh has felt even a trickle. Granted, the deep red liquid heading toward the marble tile is vastly less pleasant than the warm ropes that Reggie sometimes sends down my adductor, or wherever I request, but it’s warm and sticky just like it, and in the most bizarre way, watching it drizzle down my skin turns me on a little. After checking my phone again to no avail, I bandage the nick on my leg and toss the razor, assuming Reggie is already packed in a subway car like a sardine. He is not ghosting me. He is not cheating on me. He just doesn’t have reception and can’t write back yet.


Another thing my dad is constantly grumbling about, usually while he scans the day’s headlines in the Star-Ledger I bring him every Sunday, is how highly intelligent people can convince themselves of really dumb shit. So there’s that.


I look myself over, naked except for the fresh bandage and the glint of gold around my neck, and wish I could see myself the way Reggie sees me. I notice the flaws first. The blemishes. The discoloration. The faded scars I still have from childhood. He notices everything he likes and never has time to consider that I could even potentially see a single flaw in my own body because his hands and mouth are always busy pawing and sucking before he has the chance. Well, that’s how it used to be. Before Goldstein & Wagner claimed his soul. Now I think his perpetual delirium from the lack of sleep gives him a soft-focus gaze and that’s why he thinks I’m so hot.


Most of my dresses are of the silky, shapeless variety, but the one I pick for tonight is also obscenely short, more reminiscent of a chemise than a dinner garment, something I would never wear out alone. But whatever I wear has to pull its weight tonight. My period is two days away and Reggie squirms even at the idea of a speck of blood. I’m virtually celibate five days every month because even bloody hand jobs freak him out, but he does run to Duane Reade without complaint whenever I’m almost out of tampons and always grabs the right box depending on my flow, so it balances out. He’s put in at least ten hours at the firm today, but I’m totally down for doing all the work to get us both off, so yes, this is the dress, and I’m going to make sure he orders something light with plenty of green on his plate so he doesn’t get the itis on the ride back to my place.


Still, as much as I am craving tongue and hands and a long, indulgent dicking down to sustain me while my ovaries wreak havoc, I would happily handle it myself once he’s asleep and take a couple of hours of slow, deep conversation instead. A little shit talking, but mostly watching him eat, and laughing the way we used to back when we first met, when he was finishing the last leg of law school and had a fraction of the responsibilities he does now. I try not to romanticize the days when we were fresh and new, because it was fresh and new and so of course it was fucking romantic, but I’m human and can only look back on the inception of our relationship through a halcyon lens.


My apartment is a microscopic studio in a freshly gentrified Bed-Stuy, all I can afford on my own with my salary, which, five hundred miles toward the center of the continent, could get me a mortgage on a cute starter home. It can feel claustrophobic with more than two people inside it at once, but when it’s just me here, it’s perfect. The galley kitchen is at the front and my bed is made semiprivate by the two white open-shelf bookcases I have packed with too many books, some vintage with gorgeous, battered spines, most pre-loved before I got my hands on them. Reggie thinks I have a problem since I’ve lost count of how many I have and because I have dozens more books littered around the four-hundred-square-foot place. He had the nerve to toss around the h word once. I deadfished him that night, and he never used it again. Though if I’m being objective, there is barely a flat space that isn’t occupied by at least one paperback, but that’s only because I am an actual slut for an aesthetic floppy copy of almost anything. Reggie doesn’t get it. He thinks hardbacks are supreme, and I think it’s tied to the fragility of his masculinity somehow, especially since he’s barely a recreational reader, which makes his opinion hardly justified. Then again, I’m a fiend for his dick when it’s floppy too, so maybe I’m the one with a complex.


I run through my standard series of poses using my floor-length mirror to check how far I can lean over without flashing my nipples or my ass, and frown at my visible panty line. They’re seamless, allegedly, but I can see the faint indent where they grip my skin beneath the delicate fabric of my dress. I step out of them and shuffle through my top drawer for a much less conspicuous thong, but then shut it empty-handed and decide that it’s fine, Reggie has had a long week and it’s only Tuesday. I’m sure he’ll appreciate the surprise.


I’m ten pages away from knocking another contrived, predictable thriller written by a man that swears the narrative is feminist but comes off glaringly misogynistic off my TBR by the time I hear the jingle of Reggie’s keys outside the door to my unit. I toss the book aside without dog-earing my current page, though I feel an instant pang of regret and swing my legs off the arm of my couch as I reach for my phone to see what time it is. It’s been two hours since I gashed my leg. I wait for the door to fly open and brace myself to be seen, for his jaw to drop when he sees me.


But nothing happens.


Reggie doesn’t push in. I don’t hear that jingle anymore.


Before I fully convince myself that I’m suffering from hallucinations courtesy of my surge of pre-menstruation hormones, I straighten out my dress and cross the space to glance through the peephole and be sure. Reggie is on the other side, head bent over, his thumbs beating away at his phone’s screen, whatever email he’s writing taking precedence over our date. Envy erupts like a geyser inside me.


It’s hard to stay pissed at him once I swing the door open and look him over without the distorting view of the peephole. His shirtsleeves are rolled up to his elbows, revealing his forearms that are corded with thick veins, the left one covered in a massive tribal tattoo I still don’t know the meaning of. So slutty of him. His tie is loosened around his neck, but not all the way undone, and I can still smell the remnants of whatever soap he showered with this morning.


“Hey.” He hasn’t looked up yet. “Sorry I didn’t hit you back. I was swamped.”


I don’t reply, will not dignify anything he says with a response until he properly acknowledges me and all the work I put in to look edible for him tonight. He finally hits Send and lifts his chin, a guilty smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. I don’t know why, with all this pent-up anticipation, his double take at my dress still makes me blush, and I sort of resent that part of me. Though, at the same time, it feels good to be taken in like this.


“Thought you said seven thirty,” I say, fighting to not sound too accusatory, but it’s not much of a battle since the way he’s checking me out is softening me right up like a stick of butter in a microwave.


His eyes are moving quickly, like they are being pulled downward by some invisible force. “This new?”


He reaches for my amorphous dress, his touch rough enough for me to worry about the preservation of its barely-there straps.


“Figured you’d like it,” I say.


I would have much preferred an immediate and sincere apology for keeping me waiting, but I relinquish my simmering irritation and let him feel me up as I lean in to give him a kiss. He settles a hand on the small of my back, definitely wanting me closer, wanting more, but I pull away before he gets too distracted by the dessert and no longer has an appetite for the meal.


“So.” I look for my purse. “Where you taking me?”


He smirks. “To the bed.”


Which isn’t far from where we stand, so very low effort on his part.


Before I can grab the strap of my Fendi Baguette dupe, Reggie shoves me into the wall, his long and hard suited body pressed against mine so tightly, I couldn’t escape this hold even if I wanted to. I can smell the office on his skin and I can feel him. He’s not hard yet, but I can’t even remember the last time he kissed me like this, like we’re on some kind of cheesy film set. Like kissing me is thrilling in that way it is when it’s new and novel.


He wraps my legs around his waist, and I laugh against his mouth. “Reg…”


He pulls back slightly, but only to go at my neck like a carnivorous beast who hasn’t managed to outsmart its prey in weeks. He knows every spot, every secret, and coherent thoughts and intelligible words are no longer possible for me to conjure. I have to grip the wall behind me in order not to completely liquefy. Asshole.


“Five minutes, then we’ll head out,” he mumbles between kisses, his pace quicker now.


“No.” My breathiness embarrasses me. “You know you’re oxytocin-sensitive.”


Straight facts. Orgasms are like Ambien to him.


Reggie laughs, like really laughs, which is flattering but I’m serious. “Hey, putting me to sleep is the best compliment you can get.”


He palms my ass like he owns it, then dives for my left nipple, doesn’t even bother to push the thin cup of fabric out of the way, just sucks on my freshly pruned flesh through the satin, which is so wolfish, all I can do is bite down on my lip and watch as he squeezes the other one like he’s juicing a grapefruit. I moan in pain, then writhe in pleasure, bounce from one end of the spectrum to the other in rapid succession.


“We haven’t been out in like two months,” I whisper, desperate to get him to calm down before we’re both naked and fucking on the floor. I still have scabs on my knees from the last time we didn’t make it to a piece of furniture after some horror movie we saw in some old theater in Brooklyn.


He makes a soft sound, my skin still between his teeth. “I know, but isn’t this the whole point of…”


Shock hijacks the rest of his thought because his hand has gone up between my thighs and he’s discovered my last-minute sartorial decision, but I know exactly what he was going to say, and he’s wrong. The point of going out and sitting opposite each other in a booth, legs touching under the table as we gorge on food that’s doused in too much olive oil and an even more alarming amount of salt, is to spend quality time together, the kind of slow-moving time we haven’t spent together since he started at Goldstein & Wagner. Dinner isn’t just a meaningless prelude to fucking just because we’re in a relationship now. Of course, when we get back home we are going to fuck and bruise each other with love and call out to gods neither one of us believes in, but I want the conversation and the laughs and the flirting. That’s what makes the sex even better. And there’s still so much to learn about each other. So much more we can share fully dressed but stripped down to our most vulnerable selves that’ll bring us way closer than a pillow-top mattress and a tube of lube.


This is what I should say. I should be brave and articulate exactly how him canceling our planned date makes me feel and why I still want to date him even though we’re a couple. I should tell Reggie that even though I thoroughly appreciate that he literally can’t keep his hands to himself, I’d much rather pick his brain before he gives me head. Because if we jump straight into it now, it’ll make me feel like this—my body, my writhing, my moans—is more important to him than my thoughts, my jokes, my company.


I should.


But Reggie states the obvious before I can find the right words. “You don’t have panties on.”


He grins, and he looks so much like a little boy announcing this discovery that it borderline makes me feel like a perv.


I push his hand down and smirk. “You weren’t supposed to find that out until we were at our table and there was nothing you could do about it for another two hours.”


“Can’t we just stay in tonight, babe?” The way he begs makes him sound as infantile as that grin made him look. “I just put in eleven hours at the office. I’m beat.”


I know he’s exhausted. I can hear it in his voice, see it in his eyes. But this is becoming a pattern. I’ve eaten dinner at restaurants alone so many times in the last couple of months that I told Reggie I wouldn’t meet him anymore. He has to come pick me up like a chivalrous motherfucker now. That solved nothing except that I don’t have to eat alone in public anymore. No, I get to skip eating altogether because we never actually make it out. He either starts feeling up on me until I give in and help his tired hands get me naked, or blacks out as soon as he hits the part of my sectional that’s not covered in books. I don’t even bother calling up my favorite Italian spot anymore because I’ve bailed on so many reservations already, I’m afraid the hostess is gonna call me out and make me cry because I’m sensitive like that.


“Yeah,” I say, making no question of my disappointment. “Whatever you want.”


I push him off. Or really, he lets me push him off because he’s sixty pounds heavier than me, but I can feel his regret as soon as I strut away. I don’t give a shit about my neighbors whose ceiling is currently my stomping ground. The staccato of my stilettos soothes me like three ounces of Macallan.


I don’t care about my period anymore. I don’t even feel like being touched tonight. I’ll just eat some saltines and faux cheese out of a can and get an early start on my monthly celibate stint.


“Ninety seconds,” Reggie says, breaking the silence. “New record.”


I pause, glancing back at him. “For what?”


“How fast I can make you mad at me.”


Reggie follows me to the other side of my massive bookcase, where my frameless bed sits on a jute rug, swathed in slouchy white linens. I hate that just the sound of his zipper coming undone makes the small, intricate muscles in my lower abdomen clench. The metal clink of his belt is deliciously erotic too, but I yank off my heels and ignore the tempting symphony the sounds that Reggie undressing creates behind me.


“I’m not mad,” I say, but I don’t risk glancing over my shoulder again because I can hear that he has just stepped out of his pants. “I’m disappointed. We don’t even talk anymore.”


“Talk about what?”


He sounds frustrated already, and I can’t help but yank my body around to face him. The sharp movement sends one thin strap of my dress down the curve of my shoulder. “How work is going. Your family. Your friends. You.”


“It’s fine. Everybody’s fine. I’m just tired as fuck.” He works on the buttons on his shirt, then slips it off his shoulders. “I leave in the morning and it’s dark. Come home, it’s dark. It’s a lot, babe.”


And now I feel like a shitty person. He’s right. He works overtime and never complains. He is the hardest-working person I know. This is probably the last thing he needs right now, my nagging. I should be more supportive. I want to hug him, but his head is bent over his phone before I get the chance. He checks his inbox before pulling off his undershirt, and I study his features, his full mouth and broad nose, lit up by his phone’s incandescent bluish light.


“So you’re not hungry?” I finally ask.


Tonight can still be mended.


“I ate at the office,” he admits distractedly, his thumbs beating the screen softly in response to an email.


“Oh, I get it.” I fold my arms across my chest and wait for him to meet my eyes, but he types away. “You forgot you were taking me out tonight, didn’t you?”


He glances up, his expression now veiled in confusion that quickly morphs into regret.


It’s not the first time. I shouldn’t be surprised. This shit shouldn’t hurt as much as it does, but it does.


“Did you even make a reservation?” I ask.


He stammers for a couple of beats, but I’m already crossing into the kitchen before a coherent word comes out because it’s obvious his hesitation is the most honest answer I’m going to get. I yank open the freezer door and the urge to tell him to go to his own apartment to sleep tonight gnaws at me as I decide between the dairy-free pint of cookies and cream or the raspberry sorbet. He might have eaten, but I was warding off my appetite for him all evening and I’m starving. I have no patience to cook or even wait for delivery.


My dress is the kind that is as comfortable to sleep in as it is to wear out, so I throw myself under my covers without changing out of it and hunt for the page I was on in my book before his ass showed up. This only lasts a few moments. I quickly grab my Prada glasses from the nightstand so I can see without giving myself a migraine since I can no longer wear contacts because of the magnitude of my astigmatism, though I always feel self-conscious wearing them around Reggie. He has never complained, but even these stylish frames make me feel more frumpy dumpy than hot teacher. I’m not even a full scoop or two pages into the formulaic plot of my novel before Reggie is on his knees at my side.


“No,” I say without looking away from the paragraph I’ve read three times and still haven’t retained a thing from. He is not the kind of guy who prays, so I’m already anticipating his impending apology.


“I wasn’t gonna ask anything,” he whispers, the bass in his voice a stark contrast to the breathiness of his words.


“Then why are you on your knees?” I flick him a glance with a slight cock of my head, and his crooked side grin ruins me. I shouldn’t be this easy.


“Okay, I lied.”


Obviously.


He touches my leg, slides his long fingers toward the softest part of my thigh. I stubbornly move my eyes back to my page, but can’t focus for shit.


“Wanna catch up over lunch tomorrow?” he asks. “There’s this new spot by my office. Opened last month. Their cauliflower buffalo wings slap.”


“Reg.”


“Seriously. Had them last week.”


I shut my book, but keep my thumb in the crack as a temporary bookmark and sigh. “It’s okay. I get it. You’re too busy to take a—”


“Not too busy for you.”


The look in his eyes is so sincere, so earnest. But words are cheap. I dig into my pint with the tip of my spoon, but before I can bring the little mound I’ve carved out to my mouth, he takes the carton and my book in each of his hands. He discards them both before climbing onto the bed, his legs opened in a kneel around my closed ones.


“I was…” I glance at the book, and while I’m distracted by trying to remember what page I was on, he slips the spoon from my grasp too. “That’s for work,” I tell him in protest to this glaringly obvious attempt at seducing me into acquiescence. “I have to—”


“Lay back.”


It’s a command, not a request, and I can never oppose quiet authority on the spot, so of course I heed, sliding my glasses off as I do what he says. He licks his lips and my thighs clench in anticipation, the way he is so self-assured doing me in like always. I know exactly what is about to come now, and I hate how weak I am for it. I remove one of the super plush Euro-style pillows propped behind my back so I’m nearly flat and wait for the next command. It comes in a smooth whisper.


“Grab something to bite.” He opens my legs and adjusts himself over me, strong and massive. “I don’t want your neighbors messing up my flow this time.”


This is how he gets me. Every single time. He makes me laugh, makes me forget why he pissed me off in the first place. I wanted to play mad at him until at least the morning, but here I am, showing my entire hand. I am full-on blushing as I palm around the bottom drawer of my nightstand for a wad of socks that will eat up the reverberations of my inevitable wailing. A few knocks on the wall is embarrassing, but manageable. That time the cops showed up was unbearably awkward, but it was my fault for ramming my arm into my lamp and shattering one of my picture frames on the wall. My brass light fixture wasn’t the only thing I broke, just the only thing that made contact with anything other than drywall. When it’s really good, I just throw things. And I have no idea why it helps, but it does. Reggie cracked up when I asked if I could get his tongue insured, like Tina did with her legs and Mariah did with her voice, but I’m still not sure if I was joking or not.









2


“UH-HUH,” I SAY into my work phone. “Putting it in my calendar now.”


I’m actually proofreading a draft of a review I just spent the bulk of my morning polishing up, but I hope I sound convincing enough because today is not my day to put in any actual effort. I barely comprehend what my boss even does, or what any of the execs in their messy offices anchoring this sprawling suite do, aside from pretending like they do a lot more than the assistants and lower-level account managers while getting better tax cuts than us, which is why I supplement my meager salary with penning freelance book reviews. For so long it’s been as lucrative as a hobby, but recently the tables have slightly turned. I’ve been getting a steady stream of requests ever since my controversial rave review of a destined-for-the-midlist thriller by a debut Black author changed the trajectory of the book last spring and jolted it onto the NYT bestsellers list for eighteen weeks straight. It’s not enough to quit this place because I’m still in the hole from all of Dad’s staggering legal fees, but sooner or later the hustle has to pay off. At least, that’s what Pinterest keeps telling me.


“Sure, I’ll give you a buzz next week to confirm the details,” I say, ending the call, then switch my voice back to its natural inflection. “Fucking incel.”


I don’t know why phone calls fill me with such irrational rage, and it’s very stereotypically millennial of me, as is my paltry 401(k) balance, but they do. Incel might have been too harsh of a word for my very-married-yet-still-pervy client, but in my post-call fury, it feels justified and I slam my receiver into the cradle a little too hard. It crashes into the framed Polaroid of my mom, who is wearing the nameplate necklace that’s resting at my clavicle right now. I slipped up once and forgot to remove it before my standing Sunday-afternoon visit with my dad and told him it was a replica, but it’s the exact one from the photo. The one he bought for his wife on their one-year wedding anniversary. I’d contemplated replacing it with a sleek inscription of her name on my bicep so I could put the necklace back in the box where he keeps the rest of her things, but I didn’t want to risk getting permanently inked with a potentially syphilis-laden needle. I’d already gotten a small inscription on the inside of my wrist with a quote from one of my mom’s favorite books, but still couldn’t bear not having a genuine piece of her connected to me at all times. So I swapped the real necklace for the look-alike, and now I am a liar.


“Bitch, I have a meeting to get to,” Jasmine says, reminding me that I’ve been keeping her waiting in suspense for the last seven minutes while I took my call.


The bullpen is buzzing with post-latte, almost-lunchtime energy, but because my cubicle is tucked so far into the northeast corner, the roar is muffled to a soft purr. Jasmine is six feet tall, did not play basketball or volleyball in high school because her coordination is shit, sucked at track the one season she ran, was approached by a model scout when she was fourteen but turned them down because she prefers pages to pictures, and is the biggest literature snob I’ve ever met. Obviously, we vibed immediately. She has been waiting with bated breath for me to finish my call so I can fill her in on what happened after Reggie dropped down to his knees last night.


“Come on,” she says, practically squirming in anticipation. “Was it at least good? Did he hold your hands while he did it? I love it when dudes do that. Makes me want to pop out back-to-back babies for him.”


I don’t immediately know why my instinctual urge is to lie, to tell Jasmine that over the last few months my man has become a banal lover, to bitch about how his tongue action was perfunctory and his stroke game was off. I almost have a fully fictionalized account of last night on the tip of my tongue, about how he eventually went soft and couldn’t get it back up and had drool rolling out of his mouth before I could get off.


But the truth backhands me before the words can leap off my tongue, and paralyzes me. A lie would absolutely help me justify the hive of conflicting feelings buzzing in my gut. Confessing that Reggie is no longer satisfying my needs would make me feel like less of a shitty person for resenting the three orgasms Reggie gave me last night and secretly questioning whether or not I still see a crystal clear future with him in it. Because that’s what I’ve been doing all morning, trying to justify these weird feelings of discontentment. At least if our sex life had tanked, I would have probable cause for complaining.


“I was misty-eyed by the time he came up for air,” I tell her, jolted by the monotone of my own voice. “Did you see the way I walked in here earlier? I don’t think all the feeling has come back into my legs yet.”


She just stares at me. The lack of pitch in my delivery did not match the content of my admission. I think she is waiting for me to laugh, to signify that the dryness of my tone was intentional, that I am joking.


When all I do is shrug and sip my lukewarm smoothie, she scoffs. “Dude, do you know the last time I popped a squat over a guy’s face?”


I shake my head. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just…”


“You know what else I like?” Jasmine asks before I figure out how to explain. “When they sniff it before they start licking it.”


And this is why I can only take Jasmine in small doses a few times a day.


The thing is, those three times Reggie made me come last night mean nothing when I think about the four hours—count them, four—he made me wait, all to renege on his promise to take me out. It’s about the lack of emotional intimacy we shared, despite how much we shared our bodies. We couldn’t have been closer while he rode me, sank so deep inside, whispering breathy hymns of praise into my skin as his sweat became mine, but Reggie still felt remote. He was there in body, but not in mind. He physically impaled me in the most transcendent way—it was almost spiritual, but there was this sheet of glass between us, this impenetrable wall of emotional detachment. I’d started to notice it a few months ago, but willingly ignored the signs, thinking I was being dramatic and blowing something minuscule way out of proportion. The fact that he didn’t want to cuddle afterward was not something big enough to start a fight over. I thought he was just tired; worn out from the demanding hours of his new job, the pressure to perform and be everything he was expected to be. I wrote off the two times he couldn’t get all the way hard as the stress finally getting to him, his overachieving side rearing its ugly, pointed head. I thought it was him. Now I’m realizing it might not have been him. It could be us.


“It feels manipulative sometimes,” I say to Jasmine, and my heart pounds at the unadorned admittance. I’ve never been this kind of honest to Jasmine. We’re office buddies, not friends friends. But the longer the words hang, the more I realize how true they are, how magnificent they are in their own darkness.


“I’m happy it’s going well at the firm. He’s worked his ass off for this, but…” I pause, pensive for a moment. “I just don’t want to end up growing apart like my parents did.”


“It was really that bad with your folks?”


I lean in for effect. “Before my dad got his corporate job, we lived in this tiny apartment. I was little, so I don’t really remember it. But it only had one bathroom. So my mom would do her makeup in the morning while my dad was on the toilet.”


“Like…”


“Coffee is like a laxative for him,” I say, and her face scrunches up in disgust. “So yeah, that was literally the most intimate thing I ever saw them do.”


“Okay, gross, but you and Reg are still getting it in on the regular, no?”


She asks that like us still having regular, satisfying sex puts us in the clear. Like our relationship is totally healthy and immune to dysfunction and dissatisfaction because we’re burning calories under the sheets consistently.


I used to think like that too. I wish I could go back to being that cute little naive girl-woman who thought if what Reggie and I had was the opposite of what my mom and dad had, we’d be on track for forever together. I thought the sexlessness of my parents’ coupledom was the bane of their marriage, but for the first time, I can see it couldn’t have been. It used to be so obvious, so simple. A couple that sweats in bed together, stays together. But my parents did stay together even though they barely touched each other. They kept up a united front until the day she disappeared. Divorce was never on the table, as far as I could tell. All this time I thought sex was the glue, the eggs in the batter. But it must have only been the icing on top because their marriage never actually collapsed. Cake without icing isn’t as sweet or as beautiful, but it’s still cake. Icing without cake is nothing but useless sugar.


Reggie and I are all icing, no cake.


It hit me right when he pulled out of my mouth last night, as he closed his eyes and shuddered as if on cue, and my mind has been going haywire ever since.


“Don’t tell me things are drying up between you two.” She whispers like she is sharing a burgeoning conspiracy theory. “I thought you—”


“Nothing’s drying up,” I say, interrupting her, realizing she’s taken my silence as confirmation. “We just don’t vibe like we used to.”


Her face twists. “What do you mean?”


“Like if we take out the sex, I don’t think there’s much left. I barely even see him anymore,” I say, and as the words leave my tongue, they sting.


I’ve never admitted this to Jasmine. I’ve never admitted this to myself. It makes me feel awful to speak of him, of us, like that. But the truth is the truth no matter how it makes you feel. Fuck, I hate this. I should be so grateful to be with someone like Reggie. He has a great job, his own place with an actual couch and an actual bed frame with actual sheets and no baby mama drama. And I am. I swear I recognize how lucky I am, but my self-awareness doesn’t change the fact that our connection feels grounded by sex and nothing else.


“All you have to do is hang in there a little longer,” Jasmine says. “That ring will be on your finger before you know it.”


“What, is marriage some magic Band-Aid? I don’t want to hang in there. I want it to be like it…”


Like it used to be.


Or maybe it’s always been this way and I’ve never noticed. Maybe the hazy mist of immediate attraction has worn off and now I can see what is really there, or the lack thereof.


“He’s just busy with the new gig,” Jasmine assures me. “Once he gets settled in, it’ll go back to the way it was before.”


I watch her for a moment, and I get her, but also, I know Reggie more than she knows Reggie.


“We’re meeting at this spot near his office for lunch,” I tell her, checking my desktop for the time.


“See? He’s trying.”


He is trying. I have to give him that.


I go into my purse and roll on some lipstick, press it in with my finger, then tap it on again. “We’ll see. Gonna head out.”


Jasmine hops onto my heels as I make my way through the suite toward the elevator banks. She is generous in her delivery of synthetic smiles to all our white colleagues we pass or intercept. I reserve my energy.


At the edge of the suite I feel my phone buzzing in my pocket, and for some bizarre reason I cannot comprehend, I answer it without considering the vaguely familiar number on the screen.


“It’s Pia again,” she says quickly, in lieu of a greeting, and I can’t help but flex my jaw, more angry at myself for answering than her for calling for the umpteenth time. “Please don’t hang up this time. I just want to—”


“I have nothing to say to you. What part of that don’t you understand?”


“Listen, I’m moving forward with or without you, but I would much prefer it if it was with you.”


If I had the kind of audacity this girl has, I would be rolling with billionaires, taking pointless trips in rocket ships like the Musks of the world instead of struggling to balance two demanding jobs, a long-term relationship and busting my ass to get my dad out of one of the oldest and most dilapidated correctional facilities in the country.


I part my mouth to light her ass on fire, something I regret not doing the first time she contacted me, but then I notice that Jasmine is still within earshot, heading to the elevators too to get to her meeting.


So much adrenaline surges as she mouths, “You okay?”


I’m not sure if I am, but I nod and force myself to flip back to my much gentler inside voice. Other people in the suite look over at us and the last thing I want is to cause a scene. “I wish you the best of luck with your project, but please do not reach out to me anymore.”


I end the call with a pointlessly aggressive tap and Jasmine follows me out, no more questions asked, and it’s such a relief.


I almost blew it. I almost backed myself into a corner that I’ve managed to evade for the last decade. All lies eventually unravel. The best way to keep a secret is to never allow people to know you are keeping something from them. At times it can get overwhelming—and on my worst days, debilitating—but it’s practically become second nature, presenting this sanitized version of myself to my peers, my colleagues, the world. I’ve never spoken a word about Asher Lane to anyone. Not even Reggie knows the surface of my past. To everyone else I encounter, my father is six feet under the earth, not in prison for capital murder. I am not the daughter of a merciless monster who slayed his wife in one of the quietest, safest, most wealthy suburbs in the nation. I am not the spawn of New Jersey’s most infamous murderer, a heinous man who many wrote to the governor about, asking to have the death penalty reinstated immediately so my dad could be executed in front of a roomful of witnesses who’d never seen him smile or heard him tell one of his circuitous stories about his adolescence in rural Virginia. A modern-day lynching.


“Okay, I know you’re weird about the whole wife thing,” Jasmine says, once we get past the main desk at reception. “But if you don’t lock a guy like Reggie down, he’s gonna trade you in for the first white girl who hasn’t satisfied her BBD itch yet. You know how they do. They fuck us for support, then fuck them for power.”


“Not worried,” I say, unfazed as I do something I should have done weeks ago when Pia first started badgering me, but absolutely after she expressed that the thesis of her documentary was getting into the mind of a convicted killer—block her number. “Reg isn’t the mentally colonized type that associates success with whiteness.”


Jasmine snorts. “You held his broke ass down throughout his last leg of law school. You deserve a Stonehenge-level rock. Matter of fact, he needs to hop on a plane to Greenland to properly ice you out.”


“A sparkly piece of coal won’t change the fact that I’m not a priority for him anymore.”


“Fine. Don’t come crying to me when he leaves you for some basic-ass Becky with good hair and no rhythm. Be looking like Quasimodo’s ass when their man hits it from the back. Arch game weak as hell.”


I smile at her, holding back a laugh. “They do always pick the plain ones.”


We reach the elevators, and I push the call button to go down.


“Yo, if I got with a white dude, he’d have to be on his Hemsworth brother shit,” Jasmine says.


“Facts.” I shrug. “But they’re all scared. Look at all the men here. Have any of them ever approached you?”


“No, but I always catch them staring.”


“Exactly.”


“Some of them are sexy as hell, but I just feel like fucking a white dude would be like, ‘Let’s role-play tonight.’ And then he’d come back with a whip and a rope saying he’s the master, and I’m his slave.”


I laugh. “They’re not all like that,” I say, though I have never been with a white man.


“Maybe not, but even if he asked me to make him breakfast the morning after, I’d be like ‘Bitch, do I look like Aunt Jemima to you?’ But he can go down the block and fetch me an egg-white omelet, some avocado toast and an overpriced cappuccino with the heart in it. Reparations, motherfucker.”


We both cackle. The elevator arrives with a cheerful ding.


Jasmine sucks her teeth. “How come when you call it, it always comes right away? Because you’re light-skinned?” She rolls her eyes. “Even the elevators here are prejudiced.”


I laugh again and shake my head as the doors slide open. “I think there’s some good white guys out there. Just feel like they wouldn’t understand me, so…”


“Dude, you already got your Barack. Get your ass in there before I’m late for my meeting.”


I slip between the doors with a smile that’s not just leftovers from laughing. She’s right. I got everything I hoped for, everything any girl like me could ever want. Technically, Reggie is going to be broke for the next few years until he pays off his student loans, but my man is gainfully employed, gorgeous, and isn’t checking for any other chick. I hold up my phone and check my lipstick one more time, then start to text him that I’m on my way.


“Wait.”


I look up and see Jasmine’s arm dangling between the heavy metal doors, signaling for them to ease open again.


“Did you hear?” she asks, quickly glancing over each shoulder to verify we are outside the earshot of our nearest colleague.


“Hear what?”


She steps in a tad closer and lowers her voice to a whisper. “Matt is considering both of us as Katrina’s replacement.”


The news hits me like a freight train; it’s good news, of course, but just as much bad news. Katrina is a junior account manager here, and even though I’ve been on the firm’s payroll for almost three years, I’ve never considered taking a promotion. I guess I’ve always assumed I would have outgrown this place before I was considered for a managing position. The salary boost wouldn’t be astronomical, but it wouldn’t be modest either; it would definitely allow me to get a savings account again and be able to get Dad a new, better attorney. I don’t want to dedicate more time and energy to the hamster wheel that is surviving corporate America, but I also need the money in a way I’ve never needed money before.


Jasmine bounces away, and as the doors close, I feel imprisoned, like I don’t have a choice in my future. Then I feel incapacitated by the avalanche of guilt that tumbles over me for even allowing the thought to cross my mind when my dad is locked in literal prison seventy miles away for a crime he did not commit. So of course I will fight for this promotion, so that this time when we file the habeas corpus petition, we don’t get denied again.


My bra is squished inside my purse next to my can of Tic Tacs. It was a last-minute adjustment that I managed to pull off in the Starbucks bathroom after climbing out of that germy hole in the ground with all the other midday commuters.


When I step into the marble-clad lobby of Reggie’s historic office building, the doorman smiles and asks me for my ID. As I’m reaching into my wallet, my phone buzzes in my hand. I slide my ID across the front desk, then answer it.


“Everyone’s heading to the conference room now,” Reggie says, before I can even speak, his voice a bit frantic.


“I thought you said you didn’t have to go.”


“It’s not mandatory, but the other new guys are going. It’ll look bad if I just dip out, you know?”


I struggle for a second. “Yeah. No, you should go.” I sigh, trying to not let my feelings show. “Do you want me to bring you something? I can grab—”


“Nah. I probably won’t even have time to eat.”


“Reg, you can’t just not—”


“Babe, you know I’d rather blow you than blow you off, but I don’t wanna be the new Black dude who holds up the meeting. I’ll text you later.”


He drops the call before I can even tell him it’s okay and I understand and have a good meeting or whatever.


I hate that by the time I take my ID back from the doorman and make it back over to the revolving doors my appetite has dwindled and I’m moving as if trapped in a stupor. It’s just lunch, just another canceled date. Reggie is an actual lawyer now. I can’t demand as much of his time as I could when he was still a student. Between adjusting to the new routine and dodging all the microaggressions from his homogeneous colleagues, he has a lot on his plate. He doesn’t need his girlfriend complaining and draining even more energy out of him.


I still feel like shit, the rejection not just stinging but searing as I step through the annoying doors coated in fingerprints. It feels like I’ve been physically assaulted and I can’t tell if my hurt is irrational or if my period is actually a day early and I just need a pound of something Swiss and dark and bitter.


I whip out my phone before I get through to the concrete and see that it’s someone calling from a blocked number. After the call goes to voice mail, I unblock the number, then call Pia back, only because I realize there’s something I forgot to say before. Still halfway through the rotation, I wait for her to answer, heat in my cheeks, in my palms. I barely know what this woman looks like. I googled her full name and found her website after checking out her boring Twitter profile. Beyond that bare-bones recon I did a couple of months ago, she’s a complete stranger to me. I have nothing against her personally, but trying to come between me and my father? She needs to know she’s messing with the wrong one.


She picks up on the third ring with a question in her “Hi, it’s Pia,” which I steamroll right past.


“You have no idea who I am or who my dad is. You know nothing but lies and you want me to help you spread them? Forget how offensive that is. It’s insulting that you don’t think I can see right through your bullshit. You pretend to care about the truth, but all you care about is fitting us into the narrative you’ve already settled on. You don’t care about what me or my dad have to say, so why don’t you just go into porn and exploit people who consent to be exploited? There’s way more money in it anyway. Oh, and for the last time, my father is not a murderer, so you can respectfully fuck off.”


I say all this without taking a single breath, without filtering a single thought, without realizing she has already hung up on me before the end of my diatribe. First there’s fury, some residual anger from her calling again, some pent up from the last time she called, and new anger from her hanging up on me and leaving me to wonder where she tapped out. I almost give in to the urge to call her back.


Almost, because I’m too stunned by the tall, blondish guy I notice waiting for the door to come around, his head bent over as he scrolls on his phone.


Just from one glance I can tell his haircut cost more than my shoes. He’s carrying a chopped salad in a brown paper bag with handles, the kind that costs twelve bucks minimum, so few calories for so much money. I usually never give his kind a second glance, much less a full-on gawk, but I come to a full stop when he finally looks up. Like not even a period, a fucking exclamation point. I watch this thoroughbred over my shoulder as he effortlessly struts his way to the other side of the revolving glass door and ambles into the lobby like he owns the place. Of course I know the odds of him having a financial stake in the building are absurd to none, but he’s an able-bodied, cishet white guy. That’s how they walk. They don’t need to actually own the building to carry themselves like they do. They own the world.


What’s a lone edifice to the entire fucking world?


He is so not my type with his impeccably tailored suit and lace-up Ferragamos, but I can’t take my eyes off him and his beautiful clothes and perfect hair. He looks like money, and I can tell he smells like it too, a scent that’s impossible to describe but we all know it when even a faint whiff wanders up our nostrils. I can feel how soft his hands are by just looking at the cut of his designer suit. A hard day’s work is as foreign to him as skipping a couple of meals a week to make sure the lights don’t get cut off is.


The thing is, I have felt his hands. Not on my body, not like that. But we have held hands more times than I can count, than I can remember. I thought I’d forgotten. I thought I’d successfully wiped my memory clear of all those times we shared, when the world was so much smaller but felt huge and life was so much simpler but felt grand. When the illusions that made life seem boundless and my future so sure were still intact.


I would have put money on me witnessing a supernova with my naked eye in my lifetime before crossing paths with Hunter Bishop again. Despite how hard I’ve tried to expunge him from my psyche, he has made appearances in so many of my dreams—most of them brutal nightmares—but I’ve never spoken his name to anyone. Not even Reggie. It would make him real again instead of an apparition of my buried past.


He is the same six foot one as I remember, but has put on a solid forty pounds at least, and even though his hair has also evolved from a starry-white platinum to a sun-highlighted golden brown, my heart skips too many beats to count because I’m certain it’s him.


Just when I thought I had successfully obliterated all my memories of Asher Lane, there he goes, strutting past me like a complete stranger to remind me that they have only been lying just below the surface all these years, dormant. Capable of erupting and destroying this new me I’ve designed like miles of fresh magma from the pit of a volcano.


I can deal with Pia blowing up my phone, hounding me with incessant calls, attempting to get me to participate in a true-crime film about my dad’s nonexistent involvement in my mother’s murder. But seeing Hunter in the flesh like this, all grown up, alive and well—incredibly well, from what I can see—this is bringing another breed of Asher Lane memories bubbling to the surface.


Not the haunting kind.


Almost every memory my brain has held on to of Hunter is doused in an innocent kind of happiness I know I am incapable of ever feeling again.
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“HEY, SORRY.” HUNTER glances in my direction, but his gaze doesn’t land directly on my face and quickly ricochets back to the navigation panel inside the elevator. “Didn’t know you were coming up. Would have held it for you.”


His voice fits him now. When it first changed and went down two entire octaves, it didn’t match his sweet face, which I can see has hollowed out significantly since then. It sounded like a man much older than him had taken his lean body hostage and hijacked his vocal cords. Now the gentle rumble of his low-pitched voice complements his much hairier face, sculpted cheeks, thicker chest.


“Which floor?” he asks, because I am still standing outside the stall with my arm keeping the doors from shutting again.


He has already selected his floor, and his hand is positioned over the panel to select for me. There are a shit-ton of businesses in this building, but I know the one he has selected will lead him to Sachs & Marston, the law firm where his father made a name for himself decades ago.


In my immobility, he glances over at me again, lifting his gaze to my face this time. I keep my arm between the doors that eagerly want to shut him out of my life again and wait for him as his eyes brush over my eyes, cheekbones, lips. There is a promising pause, but then he meets my eyes again in question, like he is wondering if I didn’t hear him. Or maybe it is just impatience, though he has always been much more forbearing than me.


“Well, this is embarrassing,” I say, and I expect recognition to leap into his eyes. I can’t really conceptualize what I must have sounded like when I was thirteen, and I know it must be drastically different from my voice now, but I was expecting something about it to be vaguely familiar to him, maybe something in my tone.


But he gives me nothing.


“Not sure where you’re going?” he asks, angling his body toward mine, and I get a whiff of him. “Maybe I can help?”


On one hand, this makes me feel great, that my former best friend grew up to be a kind man. But on the other, more dominant hand, I am a cross between shocked and offended that the guy who lived on the other side of the hedges back in Asher Lane doesn’t recognize me by face or by voice. I do, however, understand why twenty pounds, four years of running track and going from a training bra to a 34D is pretty hard to see past, but still, I am suddenly questioning my instincts. For a second, I absolutely doubt myself and consider the lofty idea that I am having some surreal experience like déjà vu, but not déjà vu, that this isn’t actually Hunter Bishop, the boy who ditched AP calc to grab a freshly dry-cleaned plaid skirt from my closet and buy me my first box of tampons without complaint since I am the girl who got her first period in the middle of third period on a Tuesday and was too humiliated to go to the nurse’s office, and also had no girlfriends to borrow one from.


There is a telltale trail of moles that starts on Hunter’s left cheek and extends down his neck, shoulders and back, a galaxy of dark beauty marks, but just as I tilt my chin back so I can see over his collar and try to squint through his stubble for one of the marks, the elevator doors start to crash in on me again and this time he swings his much sturdier arm between them.


“It’s just…” This is getting obnoxious, so I step in, and now we are only arm’s distance apart. “Well, you still look the same.”


“I’m…” He cocks his head and gives me another once-over, his gaze lingering on my hips for a beat and stumbling up past my boobs before making it back above my collarbone. “I’m sorry, but do we know…?”


His eyes lock on mine when his words dissipate. I can all but see recognition finally ricochet around his temporal lobe and send bolts of electricity up and down his spine as he studies my smile now through a new lens.


“Holy shit.” It’s a whisper, like I am a wonder. “Simone?”


There was the inflection, but it is not a question. He knows it’s me. He remembers. The surge of energy coursing through his body is practically tangible. He wraps his long arms around me and pulls our bodies together, and when they collide I not only smell the zesty soap he must have used on his hair and skin this morning, I pick up on the softer, familiar scent underneath, the one I knew before Hunter went through puberty and started wearing too much of something that made him smell like a freshly opened bottle of Hendrick’s.


He grabs me up so hard and so fast, my windpipe is crushed. He squeezes all the air out of my lungs, at least as much as necessary for me to lose my breath but not swoon instantaneously. He has always been bigger than me, stronger than me, but now he is man-big and man-strong. Humanity does not deserve dogs, but if there is anyone who gets close, it’s the twelve-year-old Hunter who befriended me when everyone else teased and laughed and slung slurs at me, the only one who saw beyond our differences and stopped in the middle of the hallway to ask me if I was okay like he could somehow tell I was falling apart on the inside. But feeling him now, his muscles, the strange hardness of his body, it is clear: we are not kids anymore. Which is sad because that means we are also not friends anymore. We are strangers who were once practically inseparable, who had parallel experiences in the idyllic cul-de-sac we grew up in. We are not the same people we were before. Nothing is the same. For one, I arrived with two parents and left with one.


And maybe we come to the shattering realization that we are fully developed adults with pheromones and libidos and debts at the same moment, because just before I start to shift away, he abruptly pulls back. I see it on his face. It has just hit him that I am no longer flat-chested and streamlined, though he tries his best to hide it.


“Sorry, I…” He looks at me like he’s surprised at himself, like he doesn’t know what came over him either. “I didn’t mean to—”


“No, it’s okay. It’s you.”


He smiles. “And it’s…you.”


There is like seven seconds where neither one of us says or moves anything. It’s not awkward, nowhere near as weird as I’ve always imagined it would be to see Hunter again, but somehow I cannot breathe properly.


“I don’t know if it’s an insult or compliment that I’m unrecognizable less than fifteen years later,” I say with a smirk.


“To be fair, the last time I saw you, you were this high,” he says, hyperbolically gesturing toward his hip, “about to start eighth grade.”


I laugh. “I was definitely missing a couple things. God, I was such a late bloomer.”


Of course, my words act as a cue and his eyes drop straight down to my tits. He didn’t mean to because they immediately jump back up to mine in earnest, but as soon as he realizes I witnessed him checking me out, he shifts away, chin tucked as his cheeks flush red, and I remember the look on his face right now is supposed to be the look on Reggie’s face. My bra is in my purse. He must think I am a slut.


“No, you…” Hunter shakes his head. “I was just rushing. My head was…” His laugh sounds nervous, like he is about to burst from embarrassment. “I’ve got a big meeting upstairs in five, actually.”


“Sorry. Duh. Not everybody’s on their break just because I am.”


“A break? What’s that?” He gestures to the bag of takeout in his hand. “Gonna scarf this down before slipping into the conference room.”


The doors start to squeeze shut again. He waves his arm to stop them even though he clearly shouldn’t.


“So you…” I take him in again, his fitted suit, his silk tie, the kind of watch men don’t buy to tell time but to show off how well-bred they are. “You really did it? You got your JD and everything?”


He shrugs. “Didn’t really have much of a choice,” he says, and I nod solemnly, knowing exactly what he means.


Scott Bishop had Hunter’s entire life planned out from the day he spotted his tiny scrotum in the ultrasound machine. The teams he would join, the university he would attend, the degree he would get, the firm he would work for. The one he works for, of course. All Hunter had to do was acquiesce and follow the yellow brick road to Emerald City. It’s the acquiesce part I was always afraid of, not because I wasn’t sure he would be able to do it. Because I knew he would be able to do it.


“Are you still writing?” he asks, flipping the script on me. “How long have you been in the city?”


And now it occurs to me that he is the first person other than my dad who I’ve interacted with in the last several years who knew me before the braces came off, before my hair grew out past my shoulders, before I gave up on writing.
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