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To all my supporters—this book is for you. 
Y’all are nasty.








  
  Author's Note


Reading Structural Damage is completely necessary before reading Structural Support. 
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  Chapter 1








Violet

Cora


Present Day

My head and body feel like they’ve drained themselves of all fluids, function, and life. I have no reason to exist. I am a shell. I am a husk. The physical darkness of my bedroom, with its heavy drapes pulled tight, is nothing compared to the darkness inside me. 
I cannot muster the energy to punish my body with exercise. There is no energy to eat. All that exists is my ability to sleep; at least then I can turn off the main breaker to my self-disgust and all-consuming sadness.
The pillow beneath my face is soaked from crying for hours on end. I refuse to change it for the one right next to me, wanting the uncomfortable wetness to remind myself how terrible I am. I should be uncomfortable. I deserve to feel like shit.
What kind of mother forgets her baby’s birthday? A piece of human garbage, that’s who.
Clutching Violet’s swaddle and tiny beanie from the hospital close to my heart, both stained with a rusty brown color from blood and birthing fluids, I inhale the scent that no longer lives. I’ve held these items so many times that her essence no longer lingers. Replaced by mine, I suppose.
She can’t be replaced. She can’t be erased—yet that’s exactly what happened. I let her slip away from my mind.
There are exactly two people in this world who were supposed to give her everything. Who were supposed to keep her alive; if only just the memory of her.
Supposed to.
Theo called me last year to simply say it was her birthday, and that he missed me.
Me. Not her. Not the child he decided he didn’t want.
I wanted her!
I want her.
I want her.
But there was no call from him this year. No text. But that’s fine. That fits his feelings perfectly, doesn’t it?
My stomach churns not only from disgust about Theo and my neglectful self, but from starvation as well. I haven’t eaten since… I can’t remember. I’m not entirely sure what day it is or what time. I turned my phone off so that nothing would distract me from wallowing. From repenting. From encasing myself in only the memory of her. She deserves nothing less than my undivided attention right now. Feeding myself means I would have to think about getting up, and even that simple task is too much.
George lays perched on my head, her belly like a heating pad that refuses to turn off. She hasn’t moved from my bed, not even to eat. But when I feel a sudden jolt, she launches herself, claws digging into my scalp for leverage as she scurries away. I then realize I have fallen asleep again because there is a worried-looking Marco stalking towards me. I didn’t even hear him come in.
I blink away the fogginess of my sleep-drunk haze and see his chest heaving as his long stride eats up the distance between the now open door and my bed.
“Baby!” he exclaims breathlessly as he sinks his body next to mine and kicks off his shoes while never diverting his stare from my face.
“She’s there?” I hear a familiar voice sound from his speaker phone.
Marco wraps his big arms around me and I can’t stop the tears from falling again. “Yes. I have her.”
“I’m almost there. Cora baby, I’m coming.” Jay’s proclamation breaks me even further. I don’t deserve this kind of attention. This kind of support. I’m a worthless human who can’t keep her life in order enough to remember her own daughter.
Marco rests his chin on the crown of my head, smoothing his hand over my knotted mass of hair. “We’re here, sweetheart. We’ve got you. It’s going to be okay.” Too stunned and too touched by his kindness, I full-on ugly cry into his broad, sweatshirt-covered chest. I have questions for him—for them—but I can’t form words.
I keep crying, surprising myself that I even have enough hydration in my body to produce more tears until I hear Jay’s stomping feet sprint up the old wooden stairs and run into my bedroom.
With a look that tells me he’s on the verge of crying himself, he throws his dress coat in the corner and launches himself at me. He swiftly sidles up behind me and perches himself on his elbow so he can spoon me while relentlessly kissing my tear-streaked face. He peppers his lips over my eyelids, my cheeks, the corners of my whimpering mouth. With his hand cupping my turned face, I’m painfully aware of the ache in my jaw from trying and failing to fight my unstoppable sobbing.
“We’re here, baby. It’s okay. You’re not alone. Let it all out.”
Why are they here?
How did they find out?
Neither man leaves my side, and I cry for what seems like hours. They don’t ask me questions. They don’t try to make me stop. They just let me feel and wallow and sob to my heart’s content.
I breathe in their combined scents—Marco’s lavender and sandalwood and Jay’s spicy citrus. The warmth and comfort their fragrances bring, lulls my body.
When I’m finally able to take a few uninterrupted, deep, clear breaths, I tilt my head to look at Marco. His ocean-blue eyes bore into my soul as he silently commands me to inhale and exhale with the pace of a rising sun. Our chests lift and fall in sync with one another, and I can feel Jay’s doing the same behind me. Breathing as one—and that’s exactly what I need. I need someone else to breathe for me.
A new, bone-deep wave of exhaustion clings to my being, but I’m able to coherently connect my mind’s questions to words when I finally ask, “Why are you guys here? How did you know to come?”
“You weren’t answering your phone, and no one at the office knew where you were. Then I saw the email Katie sent… I worried you were spiraling.” Jay takes another deep breath. “And I called Angie because she was the last person who saw you.” Another long pause. “She remembered then and told me yesterday was Violet’s birthday. I rushed here as fast as I could.”
With defeat, I admit in a murmur, “I forgot until I saw the email announcement. I forgot until the day was already here. I woke up feeling… normal. Happy, actually. But when I saw it,” I let out a shallow breath. “I felt like the worst mother ever. I should have known it was coming up.”
Marco and Jay stay silent, listening to every pathetic word as I continue. “So that, on top of the obvious pain that is her birthday, I—I shut down. I couldn’t—I can’t do anything.”
After several mirrored inhales, Marco whispers in that low timbre I crave. “I’m sorry, baby.”
Jay echoes, “I’m sorry.”
It’s so simple what they’re saying. What they’re offering.
I’m sorry.
No follow up. No words of encouragement. They’re offering their uninterrupted time and attention and the only thing someone can say in a situation like this.
I’m sorry.
Interrupting our bubble of solitude, my stomach gurgles so loud it’s embarrassing. Ever the nurturer, Marco chimes in. “When was the last time you ate, sweetheart?”
My brain is slightly more focused now as I remember. “Dinner with Angie.”
“Saturday night?” Jay deduces, and I nod my head.
Marco shifts his body to pull away from me and lifts off the bed. He gently squeezes my arm in reassurance. “I’m going to make you something to eat. Jay will stay here with you. We’re not leaving your side today.” He leans down to press a tender and firm kiss to my forehead. “You’re going to let us dote on you and you’re not kicking us out. Understood?” Eyes locked on his, I agree wordlessly. “Good. I’ll be right back.”
When Marco begins to walk out of my bedroom, he flicks the bedside lamp on, creating a warm glow in addition to the peeks of bright light that pour in from around the drapes and hallway. Jay turns me over so I can nuzzle into his crisp, white dress shirt. I focus on the texture and pattern within it. Minuscule triangles overlapping each other, creating mesmerizing depth, only visible up close.
“How would you feel about a shower or a bath?” he murmurs.
I sigh and slowly tell him the truth. “It feels like it would take too much energy.”
With one hand on my back, soothing in a gentle, concentric motion, he leans even closer. “Let me be your energy. Let me do this for you.” Before I can melt at his plea, I nod.
When he gets up, he leans a knee on the bed and guides me up. Still clutching Violet’s swaddle and hat, his eyes catch on them for a moment and dart back up to me, a sad but knowing smile quickly fades. “We’ll take it with us to the bathroom and place them on the counter while we shower, okay? Then you can have them back.”
Tears prick at my eyes, but I fight them back and nod. As long as I have them close by, I’ll be okay.
He takes my hand and places it on his arm, acting as my own personal crutch, as he guides me to my bathroom. Once we’re in the too-bright, marble-tiled en suite, he turns on the shower, then faces me solemnly. He holds out his hands, silently asking me to hand over the most cherished and invaluable things I own. With a heavy heart and more reluctance than I anticipated, I slowly push them into his waiting hands, swallowing the biggest knot in my throat.
I trust him.
He neatly and reverently places them on the matching, white-marble vanity top, then lifts my dingy and wrinkled cotton nightgown over my head and tosses it in the hamper.
He makes quick work of undressing himself from his beautifully-tailored, gray suit pants and dress shirt. Once he’s done, he keeps a hand pressed into my shoulder as he leans over to check the water temperature. With a satisfactory sigh, he coaxes me in and shuts the glass door.
Both instinctively and needing physical support, I lean into him, my face planted snugly in the crook of his collarbone. His body, like a magnet, draws me in. His skin, the slight give in his warm, muscled chest, is like the best kind of drug—connecting me to another plane of existence.
Silently he washes my hair, massaging my scalp and rinsing. He lets the conditioner soak in longer, like he knows I like, and then he uses the wet comb to glide through my strands from root to end.
He does quick but careful work of washing my body. His hands never missing an inch, but never lingering or trying to start something sexual.
Jay then tilts my face, still planted in his chest, and with those endless pools of deep brown eyes and a slight curve to his lips, he lets his stare rove over my face, gently wiping the water droplets away.
My chin starts to wobble as I feel tears begin to collect. He leans down and affectionately kisses my temple before mumbling, “Thank you.”
We step out of the shower and he dries us both off, then immediately hands me my treasured belongings from the counter. He has me sit on the covered toilet seat, and with a furrowed brow, I watch him dig through my vanity drawer, pulling out a skin care vial, a tube of moisturizer, and one of the many hair care products. He turns that bottle and looks at me. “This one, right?”
I nod, amazed that he even remembers which products I use.
He takes a step towards me, tilts my head up and begins softly rubbing the serum from the vial into my skin as I hold tight to my scraps of fabric. He finishes with the moisturizer and then to my continued surprise, pours the exact right amount of hair product into his palm, smearing it all over his hands, and applies it to my curls with the same technique I use.
I never knew he paid attention to that.
I’m so stunned that I can’t speak. As if sensing my internal war, he has me stand and embraces my body, his words pouring into the crown of my head, “I know, baby.” Exiting the bathroom, we make our way to the dresser. “Let’s get you some new comfy clothes and lay down.”
I look over to the bed and see Marco sitting in my velvet, mauve armchair, one foot over his knee, hand supporting his rugged face. He gives me a soft smile and flicks his eyes to the bed. I follow his stare and see that he has not only provided a tray of food and assortment of drinks, but he’s also stripped and made my bed in a crisp and uniform manner.
As Jay slips me into my new pajamas, a matching black silk set with long sleeves and pants, I inhale a deep breath. I feel clean and fresh. My bed is, too. It all makes me feel marginally but significantly better than I did before.
Jay sits me down on the bed, propping himself against the padded headboard and I cross my legs in front of the tray of food. Marco has prepared an omelet, a small bowl of blackberries, buttered toast, coffee, water, and grapefruit juice. There’s even a tiny creamer dish.
“Please,” Marco nods. “Dig in.”
I hand over my swaddle and hat to Jay for safe keeping while I tuck into my meal. After several glorious mouthfuls and a sip of juice, I am finally able to speak again. “Thank you. How did you guys get in here?”
Marco gestures for me to keep eating. “Angie told us where the spare key was hidden outside.”
Jay shifts his weight, and it’s then that I see that he’s wearing only his dress pants again, with the zipper open, revealing his black briefs. He looks so at ease. “She said she would come by after work if that’s okay with you.”
While I don’t want an audience to witness this particularly low moment of my life, I know these three people are my rocks.
I give him a nod. “Okay. Speaking of which, don’t you guys have work?”
“Nothing is more important than this right now.”
“I canceled all my appointments today.”
“You guys didn’t have to do that.”
“Yes, we did.” Marco says, so matter of fact.
While I turn back to my breakfast and pick up another bite of omelet, Jay asks, “Cora, have you spoken to a professional about this? About Violet?”
Without looking back at him, I take a bite and shake my head.
“Why not?”
These men know me well enough now that I don’t sugar coat the painful truth when I exhale, “Because I thought I could control my feelings.”
Marco pours a bit of creamer into my mug and gives me a raised eyebrow. “And is that working?”
I see what they’re doing. They’re showing me that even under these perfect conditions in their care, I still need more. I still need help. They’re allowing me the mental space to come to this conclusion myself; they’re not rushing me or telling me what to do.
Is it working? Controlling my emotions?
The realization washes over, like a tidal wave that has always been lingering right next to me, waiting for me to notice. “No,” I concede.
Marco grabs my free hand, brushing his big thumb over my knuckles. “You know I’m in therapy too, right?” I nod. “It’s been the single hardest and most beneficial thing in my life. It’s allowed me to identify triggers, confront them, and to heal. It’s also allowed me the tools to be a better partner.” Knowing about Marco’s fucked up upbringing and seeing the man he is today—peaceful, calm, and nurturing—it’s hard to not be inspired by such a transformation.
“And I don’t need to, but let me remind you, the company—your company—has generous mental health benefits.” I give Jay a weak smile as he winks at me. “And I know a guy that can walk you through the offerings.”
And that simple wink, that small gesture of his levity, is so familiar and important in this moment. It’s like a sliver of light that beckons to me—reminds me there is hope and happiness to be found.
“Thank you,” I whisper, not sure if it’s entirely for them or a prayer.
“We’re going to stay with you until you’re feeling self-sufficient.” Jay huffs a laugh. “And even then we’ll probably stay longer than necessary. We’ll work from home once you’re ready and Marco and I will take turns visiting your mom while you grieve. Okay?”
“You really don’t have to do that.”
“But would it make you feel better knowing she has company?” Marco asks.
I think for a second. “Yes. It would.”
He smiles. “Then it’s settled.”

      [image: image-placeholder]We spend the rest of the day cuddled up in my bedroom, the guys each taking turns holding me, allowing me space and freedom to cry and sleep. They bring me snacks throughout the day, and when Angie arrives, they leave the room so I can be alone with her. Marco interrupts only once to bring us dinner and let me know Jay went to the nursing home and will be back later.
“You have excellent staff in your estate, darling,” Angie drawls in an English accent, after Marco closes the door, making me smile.
“I don’t deserve them.”
“Stop that. Yes, you do. You deserve to be loved and cared for, Cora. And heaven forbid, but if you didn’t have them, you would always have me.”
For the millionth time today, an errant tear springs free as I wipe it away and sniffle. “Thank you, Ang. And you’ll always have me.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Marco and Jay spend the rest of the week at my place. On Wednesday, I felt better enough that Marco had myself and Jay work from my studio. By work, I mean he worked from his laptop and cell phone with frequent breaks to check on me, while I painted and sketched to my heart’s content. Dayo took over the majority of my responsibilities, which I was apprehensive about, but that was nothing against them—I trust them, I do. It’s just hard, still, to give up control. I know I needed this time to grieve.
Marco had found my sketch pad that first day and thought it could be a good idea for me to indulge and express myself. I don’t know why I didn’t think of that. Creating, painting, sketching—it’s always been a part of me. It helps me center myself. It makes me feel more connected to… me.
Marco busied himself with cooking, cleaning, and fixing random stuff in my home. A leaky faucet in one of my bathrooms, a faulty light switch, a wobbly stair rail, even fixing a doorknob that I was convinced would never function properly again.
I drew portraits of what I think Violet would look like now. I sketched what I imagined her nursery would have looked like. A watercolor painting of me breastfeeding her and another of me placing her tiny, swaddled body on a cloud. Each one both effortless and emotionally draining to create, but it felt cathartic and necessary.
Turning off the light to my closet, I pad over to my bed and slip in between Jay and Marco. I’m wearing a full matching set of pajamas, but both of them are shirtless furnaces. Marco pulls back the comforter and lets me snuggle in between them, just like every night this week. And just like every night, George springs up and claims her spot behind her man’s legs. 
“Do you want to watch a show before bed, baby?” Jay asks, hooking his leg between mine and pressing into me. 
“Actually, can you tell me the story of how you met again? Please,” I beg sweetly. It’s the third time I’ve asked them this week, but thankfully, Jay grins and I know they’ll indulge me yet again.  
Marco clears his throat as he speaks into my hair, his low timbre soothing me. “Once upon a time, a queer prince and a straight knight walked into a bar…”
“Supposedly straight,” Jay smirks.






  
  Chapter 2








Dirty Frank's

Marco


Five Years Ago

For the last three months I've been in a rotten mood. I should be relieved to be home on leave—a chance to relax. But I can’t. 
And is it even home? It’s home in the sense that I’m in Philadelphia, but it’s not my home. It’s my sister’s. I’m technically homeless. I don't really consider my base at Fort Belvoir in Virginia my home either.
The Army is my life—and a sad excuse for one. Yes, it gave me structure when my life had none and it saved me from a life of stealing cars and hanging out with unsavory people. But when I come home now, I’m painfully aware of my lack of friends outside my unit. The ones I do have in the Army—well, they only know a certain version of me. This hard, reserved, and quiet version, and the more I am that version, the more I feel myself become wholly that.
It’s easier to deal with death that way—to pretend it doesn’t bother me.
“Seriously, Marco, what is your problem?” Rebecca chides me in that way only a big sister can. Standing in the doorway to their guest room and my temporary residence, she scowls at me as I flip through the channels on the small TV in my room. She’s wearing tight dark wash jeans and a Flyers hockey jersey. Her hair is dark like mine, straightened and pulled back into a tight ponytail. “The entire time you've been here you've been off. Has something happened to you? You stay hidden away and keep to yourself; you barely speak to me; Vinny and I have invited you out to dinner, invited you out to see the game with us, invited you to participate in this fragment of a family that I’m desperately trying to keep together, and you’re shutting us out.”
“I’m still a part of this family,” I seethe.
“Then act like it! Fuck, Marco. Let us in! I'm worried. Nonna is worried, too."
My nonna is worried about me? I haven't changed that much. I'm just stuck. Cutting people out of my life hasn't been easy, but I didn't think it was going to alter how I act.
Regardless, I don't want to sit here anymore and listen to her, and I certainly don't want to talk about it. With a huff of anger, I launch myself off the bed. I drop my sweatpants and pull on a pair of old jeans over my boxers.
“Going somewhere?” my sister says through clenched teeth.
Pulling on an Army hoodie and a beanie, I shove past her. “Anywhere but here.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Walking in the cold night air, the sidewalk is clear, but a light dusting of snow starts to fall. My breath forms puffs of white in front of my face but the temperature doesn’t bother me. I barely notice it with all this aggression coursing through my blood. Even if I did notice the cold, I would welcome it. I’m sick and tired of the heat in Afghanistan.
After walking aimlessly for a while, I come across a dive bar called Dirty Frank’s. This bar has clearly been here for-fucking-ever and I have vague memories of being here years ago.
Let’s go ahead and make tonight the same. I want to get loaded and block out my thoughts. Block out my life.
Stepping in, I take in the low ceiling, countless framed pictures and knickknacks and banners strewn about. Everything seems to have a layer of dingy film and I can barely see the actual wall behind the chaos. The dive is fairly busy, but there are a couple stools open around the rectangular bar located smack dab in the middle of the room.
Striding up to the wood-paneled bar, I take a seat next to some people engrossed in their own conversation. Not moving from his spot and pouring a pitcher of beer from the tap, the red-headed bartender eyes me and raises his brows. “Yo, what’ll it be?”
I notice he’s pulling an IPA, and that settles it for me. “I’ll have the same thing.”
“Pint?”
I shake my head once. “Pitcher.”
And I’ll probably get three more after that.
With no acknowledgment, he sets the full pitcher down and grabs an empty one to fill it. He passes another patron theirs and then slides me mine with an empty plastic cup and leaves.
Wasting no time, I pour my IPA into the flimsy cup and take a few deep gulps; the cold carbonation and bitter taste of hops swirling in together in perfect harmony.
Aerosmith blares throughout the space as I sit brooding. Not bothering to pull out my phone to distract myself from the self-inflicted mess I’ve made, I glance around the cluttered bar. A couple of older women are playing pool, a few guys are huddling around an old pinball machine, shouting at the player who’s trying to concentrate but seems too drunk to even stand.
Finishing my last sip of this first round, I begin to pour another when I feel a gust of cold air blow in from the outside.
“Dibs!” I hear a male voice shout as he suddenly appears, hunching over the empty stool next to me, clutching it like a life preserver.
A woman closely runs behind him, trying to knock him away, but he’s not giving up. She’s wearing a black hoodie with a Carhartt jacket over it. She’s slim with pale skin and short, white-blonde hair slicked back over her fade. She has several piercings in her ears and nose. 
“What happened to you courting me? You should give me the seat!”
The guy uncurls himself from the stool but bows his elbows out, not letting her get past him. He’s wearing a tan overcoat with a black scarf. His black hair is nicely styled, albeit a little disheveled from running to the bar, as it flops over his forehead. He looks entirely too nice to be in a bar like this.
Looking over his shoulder at her, he tells her, “You’ve had every empty seat at every crowded bar we’ve been to tonight. It’s my turn! And you know, I’m beginning to think you’re just stringing me along,” he says with narrowed eyes.
She takes a step back and shoves him as he finally sits down and he turns to her.
“Are you just now getting that, Jay? I’ve been telling you all night you can’t join our soccer team, but you’ve insisted on, as you put it, courting me, so that I’ll let you join.”
I can’t help but stare at this interaction playing out next to me. His eyes go wide and jaw hangs open. “So you’re going to?”
She pinches the bridge of her nose. “Bud, for the hundredth time, no. You’re not a woman. This is a women’s league.”
“But gender is a construct!” he whines.
“You don’t even identify as a woman!” she retorts.
“But I love women! And your team is so cool, Brittany. Mine sucks. Let’s put it to a vote! Text your whole team right now and ask them if I can join.”
The woman, Brittany I guess, takes a moment to stare at him, contemplating. She lifts her hands and rests them on his shoulders. “I’ll text them, if you can shotgun a tallboy with me and beat me.”
He points his finger at her as his eyes lock in. “You’re on.”
I can’t help but chuckle at this bizarre situation I’ve found myself on the periphery of. I watch the guy order two Pabst Blue Ribbon tallboy cans and take off his dress coat, revealing a maroon sweater and jeans.
Still too nice to be in this bar.
When the bartender hands them their cans, he spins around and hands them to Brittany, who takes out her keys and punctures a large hole at the bottom of each can. She looks at me and asks, “Hey man, would you mind being an impartial judge for this?”
Amused, I turn ninety degrees to watch the show. “Sure.” Each of them hold their thumb over the hole and ready themselves as I announce, “On your mark. Get set. Drink.”
They each crack open the pull tab and start chugging the light beer, errant drips of liquid pouring out around their mouths. Within three seconds, Brittany is the winner by a long shot.
The guy, Jay, finishes his beer a couple seconds after her. When he comes up for air, he looks over at me with a look of resignation. “Okay, I know I lost, but was it at least close?”
I give him a smile. “No, man. She smoked ya.”
“I’ve been smoking you since college, Jay. How have you never learned?”
“I’m a hopeless optimist with a competitive streak.”
Brittany’s focus moves from Jay’s to over his shoulder. “Hang on… there’s a girl over there checking me out.” She smirks, “I’ll be right back. Let me go see what she’s about.” She saunters over to the woman in question at the far end of the bar and leans against the counter to talk to her.
Jay shakes his head and turns to face me, rolling his eyes. “I love her, but she will ditch me any chance she can for pussy.” He sticks out his hand toward me and gives me a megawatt smile. It’s strikingly white compared to his tan skin. “We didn’t actually meet. Hi, I’m Jay.”
I grab hold of his hand and shake it. “Marco. Nice to meet ya.”
“So what do you do, Marco?”
I lower my chin and tug at my sweatshirt. “I’m in the Army. I’m between deployments right now.”
“Oh, shit. Thank you for your service, man.”
“Yeah. How about you?” I don’t know what is compelling me to want to keep talking to him, but I do.
“I work in Human Resources. Today, I got to watch someone publicly defecate in our building’s lobby because they were angry about being fired moments earlier.”
My mouth hangs ajar as my eyes round. “Are you kidding me?”
He shakes his head with a smirk. “I wish I was. Last week, a used condom was found in one of the bathrooms, so I had to send out an email to the entire company reminding them about our strict ‘Don’t have sex at the office’ policy.”
Chuckling, I add, “I don’t know, sparks can fly around the water cooler.”
“Oh, I’m not saying the idea of office sex isn’t hot, but you know… dispose of the evidence.”
“A rookie mistake.”
“You hate to see it.” Jay says with a matching smile to mine. He glances over my shoulder, excitement lights up his face and he grabs my elbow. “The pool table is open! Let’s go.”
With my stupid grin, I stand up but hold still to grab my pitcher and together we dodge drunk buzzards to get to the worn, green-felt table.
“Are you any good?” I ask, pouring myself a beer as Jay puts quarters into the slot.
“Not at all. But again, I’m a hopeless optimist with a competitive streak. You’d think with how well I understand math and physics, I’d be better.”
He starts to rack the cue balls while I decide to grab a new plastic cup from behind the bar for him. Without asking, I pour him a beer and hand it to him. “Is that what you studied in college? Math and physics?”
He takes the beer from me with an appreciative nod. “More or less. I have my degree in mechanical engineering.” He grabs us two pool cues and hands me one. We’re both about the same height—I might be a little taller—so he selects the two longest ones. “My dad is an ME and he wanted me to go into it. I liked it well enough, but once I actually graduated and did it, I found myself more interested in the people at work than my actual job. Hence the recent career change into HR.”
Seven Nation Army by the White Stripes plays in the background, and I set my beer down on the edge of the table and line up my first shot. “So you like your job? What a novel concept.” I thrust my cue forward and the balls scatter. Solid blue number two sinks as does green number six.
“Do you like your job?” Jay asks as he leans his hip against the table, hands clasped around the stick.
I don’t think anyone has ever asked me that. I don’t think I’ve ever admitted the truth aloud. Gnawing on my inner lip, I still myself and rip a new shot at my number four before answering. “No. It fuckin’ sucks, man.” Four sinks into the left corner pocket.
“Sorry. How old are you?”
“Twenty-three. You?”
“Twenty-four,” he replies and takes a drink from his cup. “You from here?”
“Grew up in Norristown.” I don’t feel like revealing that I’m essentially homeless, but I do add, “Staying with my sister in the city while I’m here. You?” I strike again, this time missing my pocket.
“I live in the city. Grew up in Bryn Mawr.”
I rise back up and give him a haughty look, knowing how affluent that area is and the complete opposite of my hometown. Grabbing my beer and extending my pinkie like it’s high tea, I give him my best yacht club voice, “Oh, Bryn Mawr, you say.”
He chuckles and makes his way to assess his first move. “Yeah, yeah. I know.” He lines up and strikes the cue ball, knocking several, both striped and solid, but nothing drops in a pocket. He furrows his thick eyebrows. “Come on,” he groans. “I think I need to be drunker for this. Maybe I’m thinking too much.”
I huff a laugh and he downs the rest of his beer. Scanning the table, I decide to help him out. I shoot for number seven by way of his yellow number nine, knocking mine close but just shy of the pocket. This allows a clear and easy shot for him to sink his nine.
He gasps in excitement. “I see your pity and I’ll gladly take it.” He lines up and shoots his shot. “No shame here.” On his next shot, he miraculously makes contact with two more of his balls, dropping them both. “Woo! I’m gonna rally!” he exclaims and my whole body shakes with laughter at his completely delusional outlook.
On his next shot, he accidentally knocks my yellow number one and it falls in as well as the cue ball. “Fuck,” he whispers under his breath. I decide to go for the kill and sink my three and five and finish it off with eight. Not shying away from his embarrassing defeat, his face sets in determination. “Best two out of three.”
“Alright. Your funeral. It’s a good thing we’re not putting money on this.”
His eyes dart back and forth as he taps his finger to his chin. “Oh, I think we should. That could be a good incentive for me to win.”
“How about loser buys a round?”
“That’s it? Worried you’re gonna lose, Marco?” he taunts.
“Petrified,” I say evenly in a sarcastic tone while the corner of my lip turns up.
He makes his way to the bar and yells back over the music. “Well, that’s brave of you to admit.”
We spend the next hour or so playing and joking and chirping at each other. At some point, Brittany came out of the bathroom looking disheveled with her hookup and ran past me to whisper in Jay’s ear. He just smiled and shook his head as she ran off, Hookup’s hand entwined with hers.
“Last call!” The bartenders shout. We’ve already downed a couple pitchers between the two of us and I’m feeling buzzed and happy. Not exactly how I thought this night would play out, but I’m not mad about it.
Jay scrunches his face after finishing his beer. “Damn, it’s last call already? I’ve been having such a good time.”
“You’ve been having a good time losing to me?”
“You’re letting me lose,” he says with a sway and one eyelid closing.
A laugh bursts from my belly at his ridiculous comment. “What? That makes no sense.”
He inhales sharply, as if he just thought of something. “Hey, what are you doing tomorrow? Do you wanna go play some pickup basketball at my gym?”
I consider it. It’s not like I have anything better to do. And Jay’s been fun to hang out with. Why not?
“Yeah, sure.”
“Cool.” He pulls out his phone, unlocks it. “What’s your number?” I rattle it off to him and a text pops up on my screen.
Unknown: This is Jay Bishop, Pool Shark, ESQ.


“You’re an esquire?” I chuckle.
He looks up at me and says, “I am many things while drunk, Marco—?”
“Borrelli,” I add.
“—Marco Borrelli. The least of which is a lawyer. Also, I saved your contact as Marco with an eight-ball emoji as the o.”
“Well, thank you,” I look down at the message and read off his credentials. “Jay Bishop, Pool Shark, Esquire. I had fun tonight. You’re gonna get an Uber, right?”
“Yeah. I’ll order it now and then we can finish this last game. You need a ride?”
“Nah, my sister’s place isn’t a far walk from here. I’ll be fine. Are you sure you want to finish this game? You know I only have one move left, right? And you have… well, every ball left.”
“Of course I want to finish. This is an underdog story if I ever saw one!”
The chorus to Billy Joel’s Piano Man plays loudly and Jay lets himself succumb to the ballad, singing at the top of his lungs. He wildly gestures for the other patrons to join in. To my surprise, they do, and I can’t help but join the drunken choir. 
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Grandpa Basketball

Jay


Five Years Ago

“Are these the guys you normally play with?” Marco whispers to me as he leans in close. Close enough for me to smell him. And of course he smells good. Why wouldn’t the hottest guy I’ve ever seen smell amazing? He’s not even wearing cologne, but between what I assume is his body wash and deodorant plus his natural scent, I’m wrecked. 
We walk further into the gymnasium of the YMCA as Harold spots me and gives me a wave. Harold is about eighty years old and he’s the median age of this group of men I play with regularly.
Chuckling, I set my duffle bag down on the bench. “Hell yeah. Don’t let the name of this establishment fool you. The Young Men’s Christian Association is mostly made up of families with young kids, moms on treadmills who have brought their pubescent sons, and the oldest men that still walk the earth.”
Marco sits down next to me, and as he pulls his sweatshirt off, his t-shirt clings to the thick material and it comes off, too.
Fuck. Me.
He’s ripped and has tattoos?
Trying to turn off my inner horn dog, I keep word-vomiting. “I almost never find anyone my age here. I’d rather play with the grandpas anyway. They’re always impressed by me, unlike the teenage boys who I’m pretty sure make fun of me but I can’t tell because they use new slang that I’m not up on.”
He brings his gray t-shirt back down and turns his head to smile at me.
Ugh, that crooked smile is going to kill me.
This was a very bad idea. I’m almost positive this guy is straight as an arrow. There have been absolutely no flirtatious glances or remarks from him and yet—I want to hang out with him more.
“Honestly, this might be a good thing,” Marco says. “I’m a little hungover still, so a slower paced game might be the right way to go.”
“Are you here to gab like a couple of birds, or are you here to play?” Doug grumbles by way of greeting. He’s about five foot five and the skinniest man alive with a bald, white head dotted with dark sunspots. He’s wearing—Jesus Christ, it’s always something weird with this man. Today he’s wearing jorts that are four sizes too big, held up by his signature yellow, wide-strap suspenders and what I think might be his high school wrestling singlet. He’s also wearing New Balance shoes that look like they’ve mowed one thousand lawns.
We live in the middle of Philadelphia… what lawn is he mowing?
“Good to see you, too, Doug. You ready to get beat?”
He throws his hand, pretending to shove off the comment and guffaws. “You wish. Go’n pass me the jawn.” He points to the new basketball next to me and I throw it his way.
Marco and I stand up and make our way to join the geriatric group, both of us towering over them. “Hey, boys. This is my friend Marco and he’s gonna play with us today. You want us to split up or you wanna get creamed?”
They all grumble and chuckle and some start hacking up a lung already. Marco and I join in and I put my hands up. “Alright alright! We’ll split up. I’ll take Harold, Lawrence, and Roy. Doug, Fletch, and Jerome, you’re with Marco.” The last three start to protest so I quickly add “Fine! He’s with you,” I drawl and roll my eyes.
Roy and Fletch tip off—if you can call it that—and the game, as always, is equal parts amusing and fun. It’s fucking hilarious to watch old men get angry at one another for making a mistake and then celebrate a good shot.
We quickly find our rhythm on the court and Marco and I stick to defending against each other. I don’t normally have anyone physically capable of properly doing so, so this is a welcome change of pace.
Literally.
We’re racing up and down the polished court, trying to be careful not to knock one of our elderly friends down and accidentally kill them. We make shot after shot, juke each other, and back off to let the old guys make their plays, too. I’m actually putting in work in this game thanks to a matched opponent and it’s helping me not focus on how fucking good he looks with sweat soaking his chest through his cotton shirt. Or how I want to wipe away the beads of wetness on his forehead with my hand, pushing it through his buzzed hair.
I wonder what it looks like grown out a bit?
Okay, maybe I’m still focusing too much on him. But how can I not? He’s being so nice to my friends. Letting them steal the ball away from him, gently patting them on the back when they make a good shot, encouraging them… how dare this man be hot and sweet. 
When the game ends, my team wins and my guys taunt Marco as he grabs his water bottle and takes a few long pulls.
“Yeah, that’s right. You might be young, but we’re experienced!”
“Don’t go crying to your mama.”
Marco just laughs at their sick burns. “You guys can play one hell of a game, I’ll give you that.”
“Hey Jay, when you gon’ ask my grandson out?” Harold asks, having a seat next to me and I swear I hear his bones creak.
Oh shit. I did not anticipate this.
I’ve been playing with these guys for years and they know things. They’re all cool with it, though. There was one guy who wasn’t and they all iced him out on my behalf. They’re crotchety, but they love me.
Not turning to see Marco’s reaction, but desperately wanting to, I bend down to take off my gym shoes. I can’t deny this around my pals, and I certainly shouldn’t deny it in general. I’m proud of who I am, but the smallest part of me is worried Marco won’t be cool with it. I mean for fuck’s sake—he’s in the military: a notoriously not-cool-with-queer-people professional field.
I mentally sigh, knowing I have to get this out in the open now before I do any real damage to my psyche.
Transforming myself back into a jovial persona, I tell Harold, “Your grandson hasn’t texted me back, boss. I’m not about to send him follow up messages and look thirsty for a guy I’ve only seen pictures of.”
Not even hot pictures.
Family pictures that Harold had stored on his flip phone.
“Hey, whoa whoa. What about my granddaughter?” Lawrence interjects, removing his sports goggles and wiping sweat from his dark brown skin with a hand towel.
“First of all, your granddaughter is twenty years older than me and ghosted me after our first date.”
“She what? What’s that mean?”
“We went out and I never heard from her again. Poof. Vanished. Like a ghost.”
Lawrence looks taken aback. “Well, I’m gon’ have a talk with her. She don’t know what she’s missing out on.”
Harold interjects about his grandson and the guys battle about who’s going to date me. Nervously, I finally look over to Marco who has a huge grin on his face as he watches the guys bicker.
He finds this funny? I mean, it is funny. But to see him look so cool with it… My god, my heart is pounding in my chest. So he’s straight and seems unfazed by this new information.
Looks like I have myself an unrequited crush.
Friend zone it is.
I lean over to him. “They’re gonna keep at this for a while. Wanna get some food?”
When he turns his deep blue eyes to mine, I think I might be momentarily paralyzed. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“Thanks for indulging me,” Marco says as we sit down in the no-fuss diner with our hoagies. “I know it’s cliché, but I'm about to go another twelve months without cheesesteaks. I need to stock up while I'm home."
I unwrap mine and look at him. “You’re really not twisting my arm, dude.”
We both bring our cheesesteaks to our mouths and he lets out a groan and closes his eyes. He swallows and I’m internally drooling at the sight.
I want to make him feel that good.
I want to make him swallow.
“Fuck, that’s good,” he mumbles through a napkin and then lowers it, looking at me. “Not as good as my own, but close.”
“You cook?”
“When I can. I try to make the best out of what we’re given, but MREs—the freeze-dried field meals we get—are nothing special. I try my best to put some life and flavor in them whenever possible.”
“I bet that makes you popular around your unit.”
“Popular? No. But I’d say it’s why the others talk to me. I mostly stick to myself.”
“That seems a little lonely,” I say with a furrowed brow.
He just shrugs and keeps eating.
Now I’m worried. Is he talking to anyone out there? I hate the thought of him keeping himself locked away from friendships. From not talking about how he’s feeling. It doesn’t take a trained professional to tell me that’s a recipe for destruction.
“Are you able to communicate often to friends and family back home?”
“Sometimes. Sometimes I’m not at liberty to disclose where I am or I have to be off the grid for days to weeks at a time.”
“Would it be cool if we stayed in touch?”
Marco stills and then lowers his sandwich. With a creased brow, he looks at me and I panic. “I think I need to tell you right now, Jay… I’m straight.”
Yup. Panic.
Fix this. Fix this, you moron.
“Oh my god, no. I figured. Just thought we could keep in contact so when you come back home on leave we can keep hanging out. You’re cool to talk to. And sue me for wanting to make sure my new friend is safe while at war.” I give him a sarcastic smile. “Plus, I’ve got my hands full with dating Lawrence and Harold’s grandchildren.”
His unguarded self comes back and I sigh with relief. “Please tell me how that pans out,” he chuckles.
“Who knows, maybe next time you come home it’ll be for my wedding.”
“I’ll be there.”
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A Decent Proposal

Jay


Present Day

“Fuck, Cora. That’s so good,” I groan as my eyes roll to the back of my head. “Where did you learn how to do this so well?” 
“My mom,” she says with a nudge of her shoulder.
“Bless your mom for teaching you how to bake. These chocolate chip cookies are better than the ones from the night we met.”
She gently pats my cheek and quirks her lips. “I love how you react to my baking. If I made something nasty, would you ever tell me?”
I gobble down the rest of the gooey, fresh-from-the-oven cookie and grab another one. “Hell no. I’ll pretend to love it and go to my grave with that information.”
She chuckles and it’s a sight to behold. She’s come a long way this last week. She was downright depressed when we got to her Monday morning—though I will never use that word until she acknowledges it herself—and now she’s mostly back to her normal, loving, and beautiful self. But knowing what I know now—I know what lingers deep down. She has a dark place she retreats to, a place she needs to talk about more, and we’re going to make sure she does.
Tomorrow we go back into work together to start a new week, but tonight, Marco and I want to make our voices heard loud and clear.
We both hear the door open and look over to see Marco walk through Cora’s entryway with a backpack slung over his shoulders. He went back to our place for a couple hours to meet some at-home clients. “Honeys, I’m home.” George darts for him and dances around his feet, begging for attention.
Oh yeah, George is Marco’s cat now. She tolerates me and gives Cora attention when she needs it, but Marco? He’s like catnip to her.
He takes off his coat and bag and picks up George so she can snuggle into his black t-shirt-covered chest. “And hello to you, too, Georgie.” He kisses her on the head and starts towards us as we stand in the kitchen. Speaking softly to his gray fur baby, he asks, “Did you take care of Mama and Dada while I was away?”
He leans in to give Cora a big, lingering kiss. She smiles up at him and rolls her eyes. “She mostly perched on the windowsill and watched for you to come home.”
He chuckles and then gives me the same smooth kiss while George purrs loudly between us. “Mm, you two taste good. I see you made treats.”
Cora bites her bottom lip and gives him a demur look. “I was hoping they would be a little aftercare snack?”
Oooh, this sly woman.
We haven’t done anything more than cuddle and kiss this whole week. She’s been grieving and we’ve wanted to give her the time and a safe place to do it—much to the chagrin of Marco’s cry boners.
He leans his tall frame against the white countertop, his hands buried in gray fur. He takes a long moment to study her. “Are you sure you’re ready for that?”
She takes a step and leans into me, wrapping her arms around my waist and tucking her head into my chest. Looking across to Marco, she says, “Honestly, what I need is a distraction. I’m feeling better, but I want to shut my brain off for a little bit.”
He transfers his stare from her to me and raises an eyebrow.
I know what he’s silently asking.
Clearing my throat, I tell her, “Let’s have a seat and talk first.”
I lead her to the front sitting room’s luxurious white couch and have her sit between us. Bending one knee in, I turn to face her and take her hand. My heart is racing, but we have to ask her.
With a slow and gentle cadence, I tell her, “We’ve been talking, and we think it would be a wise decision for you to seek professional help. Someone you can talk to about Violet. About what happened to you. About everything. I want to make it clear, this is completely your decision, but we can only help you so much, baby.”
George breaks free from Marco’s hold and pads to Cora’s lap, nudging her head under her other arm and settling in.
Marco inches a little closer and puts his arm around Cora, her back slightly turned into his chest. He brushes his thumbs over her pink sweater-covered arm and murmurs into her hair, “As much as I want to be the one to take all your burdens away, sweetheart, this is too big. Too important.”
Cora closes her eyes to inhale and exhale slowly. “I know.” She leans her head into Marco’s shoulder and looks at me with those emerald green eyes I adore. “There’s already so much on my plate. I don’t know how I’m going to find the time.”
“Well…” I say sheepishly and turn around to grab my laptop bag from the floor beside the couch and bring it around. Taking it out and opening it, I continue. “I’m hoping you see this effort as thoughtful and not pushy, but I’ve already found a few therapists who can help and have availability this week.” I point to my computer screen and show her. “All of them are women, are in our benefits network, are accepting new patients, and specialize in loss of a child and pregnancy.”
Her mouth drops as she blinks at the list of doctors and credentials. “When did you do this?”
“Wednesday. It was a longer list, but I asked Angie to look it over and verify since she’s in the counseling field. These were her top three picks after vetting them.” I grimace, “I hope you’re not mad I asked her to help. I just wanted to make it easy for you and make sure you had the best.”
She huffs out a small breath and then smiles.
Smiles.
And I sag in relief.
“Oh my god, this is actually really helpful. I don’t know why, but the idea of doing all this leg work myself would have felt like an impossible hill to climb.” She shakes her head in disbelief.
“Baby, I will be your assistant and call to set up an appointment for you if it’ll make your life easier.” I would do anything to make this woman’s broken heart whole. I would do anything to fix it. And since I can’t—we can’t—completely do it ourselves, then we’ll find the way, no matter what.
Marco tilts his head to look her in the eyes. “So what do you say, sweetheart? Will you do this for us? For you?”
She cranes her head slightly and gently puckers her lips, inviting him to kiss her. He obliges without hesitation. “Okay. I’ll go.”
My god, I feel like I’ve been lifted free from a pile of rubble. I was so worried she’d get upset at the situation, at me, deflect with excuses… but she didn’t. She’s going to do this, and my blood is pumping hard at the exciting promise of her healing journey.
She leans into me and we wrap each other in a tight embrace.
Fuck, I could cry.
“Thank you for helping me, baby.”
And now I’m internally squealing because she called me baby.
“Of course. I love—” I wince, glad she can’t see my face yet as I hug her. Marco looks at me though, his eyes rounded with panic. The same panic that’s thrumming through my body. “I love that you’re gonna try it,” I quickly add, hoping that’s a good enough save.
Because it’s not that I don’t.
I do.
We do.
We love her so fucking much, but we agreed now is not the time to tell her. We wanted to on New Year’s Eve, but after her episode, we knew it wasn’t the right time to bring it up. And then she was grieving all this week… it just hasn’t been the appropriate time to declare it. She needs the space to process her feelings. So we’ll wait for her to come to us. As much as it pains me to let it happen that way, we have to. In the meantime, we’ll do everything we can to show her how much we love her.
Thankfully, she doesn’t falter at my near slip up. And if she heard, she doesn’t let on. She releases herself from me but doesn’t pull away too far. Like the siren she is, her eyes hood as she trails her hands over my chest and then cups the back of my neck. Licking her bottom lip, she moves her eyes from mine to my mouth. “Let me thank you,” she says in a whisper.
My hands connect with her hips. “I didn’t do this for a thank you or anything in return.”
Lightly scratching her manicured nails against my scalp, she sifts my hair. “I know, but I want to thank you. I need my men. I need to get out of my own head.” Her touch feels so good that I’m pretty sure she could ask me to do anything right now and I’d agree.
Thankfully, Marco is the voice of reason because all I can do is roll my head back and moan. “Since you’ve been such a good girl, I’ll reward you, princess.”
She sharply inhales and I feel her shift her weight to turn and look at him. “Really? Thank you, Sir.”
“Now get upstairs before I change my mind and make you squirt all over this white couch,” he growls. Glee paints her face as she pulls me with her, and we run for the stairs. Marco calls out to us, just loud enough for us to hear as I slap her ass going up the first couple of stairs. “Naked. Princess, I want you sucking his cock when I get up there.”
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Good Girls Go To Therapy... and Get Fucked

Cora


Present Day

Wanting to be his good girl and obey Marco, I eagerly take Jay's heavy erection in my mouth as he stands above my kneeling and naked frame. Little did I realize Marco was going to take his sweet ass time getting up here. I've been sucking Jay's dick for at least ten minutes now, and while, yes, I love and desire to do it, Jay's positively ready to explode. He's trying not to come, I'm trying to take it slow— 
Okay, I see what Marco's plan was here. Purposefully making us wanton and on edge simply by knowing we're going to obey him, even if he's not physically in the room.
The sounds coming from Jay's mouth—the whimpering, the growling, mixed with his grip on my hair and his labored breathing makes me clench and release my pussy all on its own.
"That's what I like to see." I lift my gaze to the open door and see my sir sauntering in with his backpack. He makes his way to my nightstand and unpacks his bag. I watch him open it up and—
"Close your eyes. Both of you." I shut them as he commands and focus my efforts on my lover's balls—licking and nipping at them as I stroke his saliva-wet shaft. "Prince, take three steps back and sit on the bed. Crawl to him with your eyes closed, princess, then sit on the bed next to him."
When I find my bearings and sit on the bed, I can feel Jay's thigh against mine. I feel his hand touch my leg and I instinctively squeeze his fingers between mine. Then I can feel Marco's presence in front of me before he says anything. He wraps a silky blindfold around my head and my heartbeat picks up. I'm sure my pale skin is flushed with blush, but I can't help being turned on right now.
Marco finishes with my tie and I sense him do the same to Jay. In that low Dom voice that makes me tremble, I hear him ask, "Are you going to be a good boy and help me?"
"Yes, Sir."
"Good." I then feel Marco grab my chin and tilt my head up. "You are going to do as I say. And when I say 'you're going to therapy and get better', then I expect you to go. You're going to do it for us. You're going to do it for you. You're going to do it for Violet. Do you understand?"
"Yes, Sir."
"You may speak freely."
"I'll go. I promise. I want to." I can feel Jay give my hand a firm squeeze in solidarity.
"Good girl. Now turn around and get on all fours, elbows down. Expose yourselves to me."
We quickly turn around and get into the humiliating position, but damn it all, if that's not exactly what I want. My feet dangle off the foot of my platform bed as Jay reaches for my fingers again. I love having this connection with him. My sub partner. He understands me—they both do.
"Do you trust me, princess?"
Without a doubt. "Yes, Sir. I trust you."
"Then I'm not going to explain what's coming next. You have the power to stop. Employ it."
"Yes, Sir."
I hear him step away to grab something and a second later I feel him gliding his large hand over my hind end. "You two are so beautiful together."
Slap!
Jay and I both whoosh out a muffled gasp as the sting from Marco's spank permeates my skin.
Then I feel both hands grab my thighs as the slick warmth of his tongue glides from my clit to my back entrance. He's gentle with his mouth, but all I want is to feel the pain and escape. But I know what he's doing. Some might call it teasing… but what he's really doing is heightening my sensitivity. Like an erection, my blood converges to my core, desperate for more tingling sensations. His feather light breath mixed with soft, deliberate kisses drives me wild.
I don't even realize I have a death grip on Jay until Marco pulls away briefly. He returns a moment later and starts to flick my clit. My lips. I feel him gently tug at my labia and—
"Fuck!" I yip as I feel a precise and painful pinch—no, it's not releasing—it's a clamp? He pulls another section of my labia and does the same thing. By the fifth clamp I can feel the sweat beading on my back. My breathing is shallow and inconsistent as I try to inhale past the glorious pain.
He runs a thick finger through my wet center and inserts it slowly until he reaches that rough spot on my inner wall. He strokes it once—twice—three times, driving me mad, and then exits.
His jean-clad legs press against me, his erection prominent, as he leans over me. His weight against the clamps brings another level of pain as he forces his finger inside my mouth. Without pause, I eagerly suck my slick off his fingers.
With his other hand, he grabs hold of my neck and growls, "You taste so sweet when you obey me, don't you? When you let me hurt you."
Vigorously I nod, while still licking his fingers like a greedy animal.
"Your pain comes from me and me alone, do you understand?"
I swear I'm halfway to subspace already because I can't remember why I'm even here. All I know is I will do anything he wants me to because in every way, I know he'll take care of me.
I nod again and whimper.
"Good." He lifts his warm, hard body away from mine. "Now stay right here. Our prince has been so patient. You did such a good job at warming him up, princess."
I wish I could see what's going on because the sight of Marco and Jay together sets me on fire. Whether they're just kissing, in a scene, or making love, my entire body is burning.
Soon enough, I hear Jay let out his own cry as I hear the same small, squeaking sound of the clamps biting down.
Oh my god, are they on his balls? His taint? Thighs?
He grabs my hand with both of his and kisses them. I can feel our pain-induced sweat mingling as the sides of our bodies press against each other.
Then I hear the tell-tale sound of lube being pumped and then a low groan. "Yes. Thank you, Sir."
"Tell our princess what I'm doing."
"He's… he's pumping in my ass… with a dildo." He lets out a choked cry. "While I have clamps attached… to my taint and balls."
"And you're both doing so well. Why don't you let Cora take over, prince? Crawl forward and lay on your back. And if that dildo falls out, you're gonna sit in the corner, watch us, and never touch yourself."
"No, Sir. I'll be good," Jay says quickly as he makes his way up and flips over.
"Cora baby, slowly reach out your hand and feel for the base of the dildo." I find the wide, circular, suction cup base and gently hold on. "That's it. Good. Now slowly work him."
I never thought I'd do something like this, but right now I am simply an extension of Marco. I am his to command.
As I slowly penetrate him, Jay lets out a low, inaudible mumble.
Then I feel it—the head of Marco's length pushing through my clamp-bitten folds. My left hand clenches the comforter as I continue to push into Jay with the other hand.
"God, princess, look at you," he says in awe. "I love the way your cunt swallows me."
With the sharp pain zipping through me and the invasion of his thick and generous sex into mine, I welcome him eagerly. Moaning into the bed, my muffled sounds are barely perceptible next to Jay's whimpers.
"I know, baby." I'm not entirely sure which one of us he's calling baby, but it doesn't matter. We’re both his.
While pumping into me harder and with a demanding grip, Marco spreads my ass and I hear him spit—and a wet splatter hits my asshole. As his groin slams into me, creating even more pain as the clamps pull against my skin.
"You like it when I play here, don't you, princess?" he growls, rubbing a fingertip through his saliva, teasing my rosebud.
"Yes, Sir."
"You want to get fucked in the ass just like our prince? You want me to use my fingers to do that?"
"Yes, Sir. I'll take anything you give me. I'm yours."
After spitting a few more times, he pushes a slick finger in and pumps his hips. "That's right. Now take off your blindfold, Cora. Then, I want you to slowly—and I mean slowly—pull off each clothespin from Jay.” With my left hand I untie the easy knot from behind my head and look forward to see Jay's ass and testies staring right at me. And yeah—he's right. Five wooden clothespins are attached to his delicate golden skin.
I let go of the bright blue dildo, and as I touch the first pin, I focus on his face. I haven't even pulled it off yet, but he's making a pained look, like he knows what's about to happen—bracing himself for it.
And then I pull one of them off his sack as Marco pulls one off me.
"Shit—fuck!" Jay and I both scream as Marco pounds into me.
"Keep fucking him, Cora. Scoot over a bit and use the other hand to fuck his ass with that thing. When you feel me pull a clamp, you pull one of his. Understood?"
"Yes, Sir." I whimper, and I feel even more fingers push inside me. I'm not sure how much is in there now. I'm not sure if it's one or two… all I know is it's tight and I love it.
I feel another clothespin start to pull and I do the same to Jay, pulling one from his taint—the skin stretching and pin popping off, leaving a writhing man coming undone at my thrusting, as well as red marks peppering his beautiful skin. Tears start to emerge from both of us. Another clamp pulls, and with it more tears, more sweat, more pounding. Then I feel Marco pull his finger out of my ass and a second later, something cool and smooth slides over my butt. A light tap. Another.
It's the paddle. Oh shit.
Crack!
Crack!
Another clamp tugs on my labia and I pull one from Jay's inner thigh. He squirms and as the pain reaches a crescendo for me. Marco pulls it off, thrusts hard, and paddles me even harder.
I scream into the bed.
With a voice that can only be described as demonic, Marco growls, "What do you say, princess?"
I turn my head so he can hear me clearly. "Thank you, Sir!" I cry out.
Crack!
Crack!
"Good girl. And good girls go to therapy, don't they?"
Crack!
"YES, SIR!"
He pulls the last two off, one right after the other, and I mirror his actions. With one more slap, I come undone—wetness shooting out of me like a rocket as my pussy convulses. Pure ecstasy washes over and inside me.
"That's a good girl. Come for me. Come all over your Sir's cock."
I can't make sense of any sounds or language coming from my mouth anymore. It's a cacophony of arousal in this room. And I know this is my room, but I'm both lost and found right here. 
I'm seen. 
I'm gone. 
I'm me.
I'm him.
I'm thrown—pushed forward without warning and flipped on my back. "Clean her up, prince. Then make her messy again."
Through hazy, lust-induced vision, I see my sir pull out the dildo and set it to the side. Jay, still blindfolded, hastily shuffles down and searches for my core, latching onto my sex like a leech, sucking every drop and licking the slick streams clean. Fuck, it feels good. Sinful.
My eyes roll forward from their position in the back of my head at the moan coming from Jay, and I watch Marco pull out of him, just to slam back into him. Jay's on his knees, elbows to the mattress as he spreads my thighs wide.
"That's a good boy. Give her what she needs."
"Yes, Sir," he gasps, like he's coming up for air after being underwater. Going straight to my clit, he flicks his taut tongue over it relentlessly, and then slides in two fingers, rubbing, scratching my G-spot. My eyes shut and my hands fit in Jay's thick, silky hair.
"Good. Grind yourself into his face. Use him, princess. He's mine and I want you to use him."
"Thank you, Sir," I whine.
Crack!
Crack!
Crack!
The paddle sounds off as Jay flinches and digs his teeth into me. "I'm so proud of you, prince. Taking care of our princess. Taking me. Letting us use your body like this." Jay nods his head swiftly in agreement, adding to my pleasure, but he doesn't stop. He keeps shaking his head, driving me wild. "Make her come right now. I want both of you to come." I watch as Marco kneads Jay's tight ass with his strong fingers, using him as leverage to thrust hard and deep.
My next orgasm drops like a sack of bricks, knocking the wind from my lungs. Silently screaming but unable to take in more air, my body spasms involuntarily, and Jay laps at my pussy as I squirt all over his face.
"Yes, yes! I'm gonna—ungh!" Jay groans, resting his forehead against my simmering core. I can feel his hot breath dance along my skin.
"Good boy. Give it all to me," Marco praises, thrusting at each word. Then all his muscles flex and he throws his head back. He groans so loud and proud that I'm going to be dreaming about that sound for the rest of my life. He fills Jay and slows his movements. His muscles relax and I watch his chest rise and fall. It's not often Marco is fully naked with us in a scene, but when he is, like right now, it's like a gift. Sweat covers his body, just like ours, but instead of it coming from pain, it's coming from exertion—because this man put in the work just now.
Jay settles his body next to mine and he holds my hand to his mouth. Not sure if he moved himself or Marco did, but our sir finally removes Jay’s blindfold. I feel a tender kiss from a bearded face, and I inhale his scent. Sweat. Lavender. Sandalwood. It only adds to the floating feeling I'm riding on.
"I'll be right back. Stay here and relax," Marco whispers to us.
The feeling of a warm, wet cloth caressing my sex and thighs wakes me. He makes us sit up and drink water, then lovingly rubs the pain-relieving gel on our bottoms. He kisses us all over our backs and down our legs, murmuring sweet things to his prince and princess. When the gels soaks in, he maneuvers us so we lay on our sides, each laying our heads on either side of his chest. His arms wrap around our shoulders as we hold hands over Marco's heart.
"Is that what you were looking for, sweetheart?"
"Yes. Thank you."
"How do you feel? Was it too much?" he asks, checking in like he always does.
"I feel perfect. It was perfect. I loved those clamps. I assume you got them from your place along with the other supplies?" I giggle.
"Mmm. I figured I'd bring a few toys over here to stay."
To stay—wow. That's a weird feeling. It's surprising, but not? They already feel so permanent. Do I want them to be? Do I want to be? This is too much and too deep for this moment. I guess that's something I can explore in therapy—the therapy I accepted over and over and over again.
"And you, baby?" Marco kisses the top of Jay's head. "How do you feel?"
"Debauched," he chuckles. "I've never been pegged by a woman before." He smiles at me, and I mirror it. "Feel free to do it again."
I quirk my brow. "That can be arranged."






  
  Chapter 6








The Drive to Base

Marco


Five Years Ago

"Are you sure you don't want me to drive you to Fort Belvoir?" my sister asks, handing me my toiletries case as I neatly pack the last few items in my bag. 
"You said it yourself, your company's investors made a last-minute trip to visit, and I told you Jay could drive me." My sister works for a medical supply startup and works crazy hours. Meetings are at all times of the day and night, and I know it's stressful for her.
Rebecca takes a seat on the made bed next to Kayla, her sweet-as-sugar border collie who's snoozing in the lamp light. The sun isn't even up yet. My sister looks up at me as she runs her fingers through Kayla's long black and white hair. "You seemed to have really hit it off with him."
That's accurate. I've spent most of the last two weeks with him. I like being around him. And sue me for wanting to be around someone fun and genuine. All my old friends—if you can even call them that—are dickheads. They're always looking out for themselves, scheming the next thing, and dragging me into their bullshit. Bullshit that's usually illegal. I'm over it. So yes, I found a friend, as new as he is, that I like. He's—I don't know, he's easy to be with, I guess. He seems safe and cool and makes me feel like I'm not the biggest waste of space.
I clear my throat. "Yeah, he's cool," I grunt.
"Is he anything like Will or Nicolai?"
I scoff at her, knowing what she's getting at. "No. Nothing like them." My sister knows I've flirted with the law, but doesn't know to what extent—and I plan to keep it like that. She doesn't need to know about the hundreds of cars I've stolen between here and Baltimore before I joined the Army. But she does know about a couple of my "friends" from high school who got me into it—like Will and Nicolai.
"Jay seems straight-laced." I smile at that, thinking maybe that's not the right word to use since he's queer. I'm about to tell her that, when I catch myself. Maybe he doesn't want that spread around? But everyone he's introduced me to these last two weeks seems to know… No. I don't want to tell her. I've never had a queer friend before, that I know of. What if she thinks I am since I've spent so much time with him? That's crazy. Maybe I'm over-analyzing this.
I pull the drawstring tight at the top of my canvas duffle and look at her. "I mean he seems like a well-adjusted person. Went to college. Has an office job." I cock my eyebrow and dip my chin. "Grew up in Bryn Mawr."
"Oh! La-tee-da!"
Kayla perks up out of nowhere and starts running out of my bedroom. I hear a knock on the front door and she starts barking, running downstairs to "protect" the house. This dog is nothing but a high-endurance marshmallow. She's never met someone she didn't want to be friends with.
I sling my bag over my shoulder and pop my ball cap over my buzzed head before heading down, Rebecca close behind me. She's hot on my toes and it's probably because she wants to meet this new mystery friend of mine.
Kayla sits next to me as I open the door and see a bundled-up Jay in that same nice coat I met him in. He's wearing nice dress pants and shoes, too. Oh shit—that's right—he's probably going into the office after he drives me down there. It's almost a three hour drive if there’s no traffic.
"Good morning," he says with a smile. "I'm Jay and I'll be your driver today. Coffee and today's paper awaits you in the car, sir. May I take your bag?" he holds out his hand and lifts a sarcastic brow.
I chuckle at the theatrics of it all. "Jay, this is my sister, Rebecca."
They shake hands and she says, "It's nice to meet you, Jay. Thanks for doing this. You know he could have taken a bus."
"Nonsense. I believe it's good karma to take someone to the airport or, in this case, to their Army base. I've been banking that karma for years. Something good will come out of it, I know it." Then he looks down at Kayla, who's wagging her tail along the floor so fast, I think she might lift off like a helicopter.
Jay crouches down a little and says, "And who is this beautiful creature?"
I look down at her and answer. "Kayla. And if you give her permission, she will jump in your arms and kiss you. I don't think you'll want to get your coat—"
I'm cut off by Jay as he pats his chest a few times. "Come here, Kayla!"
She leaps into his arms, her front legs over his shoulders, and starts to kiss his face. He's smiling so big and bright it's hard not to do it in return. "That's a good girl. Oh, yes, yes. Thank you."
"Alright, Kayla Girl, get down. Uncle Marco needs to get going," Rebecca calls.
Kayla nuzzles Jay one last time and hops down as gracefully as she got up. I reach down to pat her fluffy butt and rub the side of her. "Be good for your mommy. I'll see you in twelve months, baby girl." I turn to give Rebecca a hug and she squeezes me tight. "Tell Vinny I said 'bye'."
"I will. Sorry he couldn't himself. He starts work so early." He does—he works in construction and his days start at six. "You sure you got everything?"
I let her go. "Yeah. Thanks again for letting me stay here."
"Of course. You're always welcome here, baby brother."
"Thanks." I sigh and Jay takes that opportunity to step down the stoop.
"It was nice to meet you, Rebecca. I'll get him there safe."
I take the stairs down to his waiting car and turn back around to wave as Jay opens the car door and I set my bag in the backseat. We both get in the front seats, and I wave one more time as Rebecca stands at her open front door, waving back.
When Jay pulls away from the curb, he actually hands me a cup of coffee from Wawa. "I wasn't joking about the coffee. It's black, but there's a few creamers if you want them in the center console."
I grab the paper to-go cup with a thermal sleeve. "Wow. If you're not careful, I'll be promoting you to my full-time driver. I could get used to this."
"Well, consider your next pickup taken care of. I'll be there with a cheesesteak."
I inhale the heavenly aroma and chuckle. "Ooooh, talk dirty to me."
He laughs at my little joke, a bit awkwardly and immediately takes a sip of his own coffee, then clears his throat. "So, twelve months, huh? Is that normal?"
I think about that. "Kind of. It can be anywhere between twelve and eighteen months—though I don't see those long stretches as much." Jay sets his coffee in the cupholder and I watch as his hands flex and twitch over the steering wheel. "You okay, man?"
He looks over and nods. "Yeah. It's just weird. I know we don't know each other that well, but it's a strange feeling taking someone to their base so they can go to war." He huffs and his eyes widen as he stares at the road ahead. "It's not the most natural feeling."
"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to put you in this situation. We can—"
"No, no, it's okay. I'll get used to it." He gives me a grin. "I'm apparently your driver now, so I have to be."
We slow down, hitting the morning rush-hour traffic. I reach down to recline the seat a little. Wanting to steer the conversation away from where it is, I ask, "So tell me what you have planned for this week. Any hot office gossip? Who's getting fired and why?"
He takes another sip and launches into some juicy details about a man who's been caught watching porn at work, a woman who's stockpiling K-cups from the communal kitchen who thinks she's being slick but everyone knows she does it and they don't care, and a litany of other petty crimes committed by employees over the years.
By the time we reach the base, our coffees are long gone and I'm laughing my ass off. Jay is such a charismatic storyteller, it's hard not to get sucked in. We step out of his SUV and he comes around to the passenger side where I'm leaning in to grab my bag from his backseat. Swinging it on my shoulder, I shut the door and lean over to give him a bro hug. He returns it, patting my back. "Alright, man, thanks again for driving. I owe you one."
"No problem. Text me when you're bored or whatever. And, um, be safe, okay?"
"I’ll do my best." I give him a short wave. "See ya, man."
"Bye."
I give him one last look and a head nod before turning and walking towards the doors of the building I need to report to. My gut drops and I have the weirdest feeling. I can't really describe it. Am I nervous? Why would I be? It's not like returning to work is something I've never done. Did I forget something? I rack my brain but I'm certain I packed everything.
Huh. Weird.
What I do know is for the first time ever, I can't wait to come home again. 
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Deployment DMs


Five Years Ago

February

Marco: Hey man. What are you doing?


Jay: Omg… remember my friend Brittany? I'm currently helping her move in with that chick Samira she met at Dirty Frank's.


Marco: LOL that was a month ago! I thought you said she was a turn 'em and burn 'em kind of lady?


Jay: She is… was? Idk, we'll see if she changes her ways. What r u doing? What time is it there?

Marco: It's almost midnight. I'm ok. I had a long day. Just trying to relax and shut it out.

Jay: U wanna tell me about it?

Marco: I can't really. Just that it was fucked up.

Jay: Are you at least safe?

Marco: Yeah man.

Jay: Good. I'm sorry then. Want me to take ur mind off it?

Marco: Lol sure.

Jay: I accidentally looked in one of Brittany's moving boxes and I instantly regretted it. It was large and heavy and the stuff inside it kind of rattled around. I thought it was for the kitchen, so I looked inside to make sure, and it was nearly full of sex toys. I've never seen so many dildos outside of a sex shop.

Marco: LMAO! What else was in there?

Jay: From my quick assessment I also saw rope.

Marco: Nice.

Jay: Oh is it? Is it NICE? Or is it weird to see ur friend's sex toy box? I think I saw a tentacle in there…

Marco: Lol ok, it's a little awkward. But also, good for her.

Jay: What… r u into that stuff? Toys and ropes and kink?

Marco: Never really explored that. Idk.

Jay: Me either.

Jay: In other news… I have a date tonight with Harold's grandson, Noah.

Marco: The one who never texted you back?

Jay: Yeah well, Harold dragged him to the court last week to meet me in person. We hit it off.

Marco: Ah. So what's the plan for tonight?

Jay: Just drinks.

Marco: You gonna make a move?

Jay: We'll see <smirk emoji> Depends if we can emotionally connect. I have a hard time doing random hookups. What about u? With ur job and whatnot… how do u date?

Marco: I don't really. I haven't had a gf in years. I've got a couple girls on my roster here. It's casual.

Jay: Anyone back home?

Marco: Not anymore. I cut a lot of people out of my life over the years, tryin to make it a healthier one.

Jay: And I made the cut?! I'm honored.

Marco: Haha I wouldn't say you made the cut… You were a first round draft pick.

Jay: I'M NUMBER ONE, BABY!!

Marco: Lol Don't get too excited. I'm a fuckin loser, dude. I have no friends outside of the Army… and the ones here aren't all that great.

Jay: <shocked emoji> Lawrence and the boys will be very sad to hear that u don't think of them as ur pals.

Marco: <laughing emoji> Omg how could I forget my new geriatric buds? Tell them I said hi. I hope they're schooling you.

Jay: I will. And u know they are lol

Marco: Well, good luck tonight. And thx for talking with me.

Jay: U feel better?

Marco: Yeah. Let me know how your date with Noah goes. Goodnight.

Jay: Night



      [image: image-placeholder]Marco: So how'd it go?

Jay: Surprisingly well. He's a realtor… was a good listener and asked interesting questions. I think I like him.

Marco: You gonna see him again?

Jay: Yeah. We made dinner plans in a couple days.

Marco: Cool. Anyone make a move? I hope you're not renting a U-haul like Brittany already…

Jay: LOL no moving trucks. But… u sure u wanna hear about this?

Marco: Dude, I have very little to entertain me. Please.

Jay: Alright… yeah, he kissed me outside the bar before we said goodbye.

Marco: Good for you. I bet Harold's already planning the wedding.

Jay: LOL for sure.


March

Marco: Look at you, making it official on social media: Jay Bishop has a boyfriend.

Jay: <blushing emoji> Yeah yeah.

Marco: Idk why, but I didn't picture him having long, blonde hair. I saw him more as an academic type. Anyway, he's treating you well?

Jay: Yes, he is. I met his family and everything. They're fucking nuts and everyone knew me already bc apparently Harold has been talking about me for years. The best part was the look of realization and relief on all their faces when they figured out I was Jay and not some 80 yr old man they all thought Noah was dating.

Marco: LMAO! So they all thought "Jay from the gym" was an AARP member all these years? Omg that's rich.

Jay: What's going on with u?

Marco: I'm in Germany right now for some training.

Jay: Oh really? U gonna go explore?

Marco: Can't <sad face emoji>

Jay: Show me some pictures of ur travels. I would love to see them. I wanna see what u see.

Marco: Ok. Well, first of all, here's a picture of Kayla. My sister sent it to me the other day after her grooming appointment. [picture of Kayla sitting on her hind legs, front paw up, waving at camera].

Jay: <heart eyes emoji> OMG SHE'S PRECIOUS. I miss her.

Marco: She misses you, too.

Jay: Here's a picture of Noah's bulldog, Fiona. She's a proper diva. Wears pearls, painted nails, takes bubble baths, the works.

Marco: Aww. She's adorable.

Jay: Yeah she knows it.

Marco: Here are some pics from Afghanistan… of the sunset in the desert. The mountains. A flower market.

Jay: Looks like you can still find beautiful things even in war.

Marco: Yeah. I certainly don't want to take pictures of the ugly things. Those will stay in my mind forever.

Jay: Keep finding beautiful things. Then show me.

Marco: Will do.


April

Jay: Please tell me ur ok.

Marco: Hey sorry I missed your last few messages. I’m ok. I haven’t been able to communicate with the outside world the last couple weeks. I’ll try and tell you before that happens from now on. 

Jay: Fuck, dude. Had me sweating there. I was worried. Glad ur safe.  

Marco: What’s going on with you?

Jay: Had dinner with my fam tonight. [picture of Jay and parents smiling at the camera].

Marco: Oh, I didn’t realize you were adopted. 

Jay: WHAT? I AM? <laughing emoji>

Marco: Lol stop. Siblings?

Jay: Nope, just me and a bunch of cousins. U just have Rebecca, right? 

Marco: Yeah. Oh, she’s pregnant btw. She’s due just before I come back. 

Jay: Aww, ur gonna be Uncle Marco now. 

Marco: Lol yup. I want to help her and Vin with the baby, but I’m scared I’ll break it. 

Jay: Yeah I think that’s a thing… ur not supposed to break kids. 

Marco: <writing hand emoji> noted.

Jay: Sounds like I’m picking u up from base again!

Marco: You don’t have to. I can figure it out.

Jay: Yes I do! I want to. Unless u don’t want me to.

Marco: Nah, it’d be good to see you, man. I’d like that. 

Jay: It’s settled. 


May

Jay: Let’s play what’s ur favorite. 

Marco: Idk this game. Did you just make it up?

Jay: Yup. What’s ur favorite snack?

Marco: Pussy <smirk emoji>

Jay: <cry laughing emoji> <tongue emoji> <cat emoji> SAME DUDE

Marco: Popcorn. You?

Jay: S’mores.

Marco: Lol that’s a whole ass dessert, dude. 

Jay: It is not. It is a campfire snack. And I’ll have several in one sitting, fuck u very much.

Marco: I take it it’s my turn to ask a question?

Jay: U catch on fast, Marco, I don’t care what others say.

Marco: Lol thanks. Favorite song?

Jay: Ok, this is gonna sound weird, and this isn’t even a genre of music I listen to often, but Take Me Home, Country Roads by John Denver is my favorite song. 

Marco: <laughing emoji> Really? I mean, it’s a top tier song for sure, but yeah that does surprise me. 

Jay: What’s urs?

Marco: If anyone asks, I tell them it’s Back Against The Wall by Cage the Elephant, but secretly, it’s Unwritten by Natasha Bedingfield. And if you tell anyone, I’ll deny it. 

Jay: LMAO that’s a great song! But I swear, ur secret's safe with me. What’s ur fav show?

Marco: The Office.

Jay: Me too! 

Marco: What’s your favorite episode?

Jay: Omg Threat Level Midnight, for sure. What’s urs?

Marco: The one where Michael grills his foot on his George Foreman <cry laughing emoji>

Jay: LMAO And Ryan puts crushed up aspirin in his pudding cup <cry laughing emoji>

Marco: Who’s your celebrity crush? 

Jay: Ashley Graham <winking tongue emoji> <drooling emoji> <gif of plus size supermodel Ashley Graham>

Marco: MY MAN! She’s so fine. 

Jay: Who’s ur crush?

Marco: America Ferrera.  

Jay: Niiiice. My older girl cousins made me watch Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants all the time. 

Marco: Rebecca made me too. Then I’d beg her to watch it again and again lol

Jay: Aw, I can just see little Marco now, hands on the TV screen and licking it. 

Marco: Let’s not pretend you don’t have a physical copy of Ashley Graham’s Sports Illustrated under your bed.

Jay: Under my bed? R u kidding? I’ve got it framed.

Marco: LOL as you should.


June

Jay: Did I ever tell u about my Uncle Chuck?

Marco: Yeah, he’s the one who started the medical marijuana company based in Macedonia?

Jay: Yup. Well, the SEC is on his ass because he hasn't paid his investors… or his taxes… and things are looking shady. 

Marco: WTF dude?!

Jay: I know. And my other uncle invested in his business and now there’s family drama. 

Marco: Duuuuude

Jay: Idk why anyone in the family invested in the first place. He’s owned two restaurants and a car dealership before… all went under. 

Marco: Jesus. You ok?

Jay: Yeah. Anyway, what’s going on with u?

Marco: Got a new tattoo yesterday.

Jay: The honeycomb? Send me a pic!

Marco: [picture of his back with honeycomb hexagons over his right shoulder blade]

Jay: That’s so cool! R u gonna fill it in? I mean, it looks awesome as is. 

Marco: Maybe. 

Jay: It could be like a passport. U get a stamp everywhere u’v been or something like that. 

Marco: That’s a good idea. How’s Noah?

Jay: He’s good. 

Marco: Just good? Everything ok?

Jay: Idk. I like him a lot, but sometimes I think he’s hiding something from me. 

Marco: Like another bf?

Jay: Maybe. Sometimes I catch him checking out other guys.

Marco: Dude that’s not ok. 

Jay: I know. But I also want to trust him and not dig. Sometimes it can be so hard to be a part of the gay community. Guys can be such players, and when I’m single, I feel like the odd one out bc I just want a partner. I don’t like to do casual. 

Marco: Did you and Noah talk about being exclusive? 

Jay: Yeah and we agreed. 

Marco: Do you want me to have someone trail him?

Jay: What? No. What r u, a mobster? 

Marco: If you’re worried, I can get to the bottom of it. 

Jay: No, it’s ok. I think I just need to have an honest conversation with him. 

Marco: Well, that sounds mature and not shady like I suggested LOL



      [image: image-placeholder]Jay: Are you awake?

Marco: Yeah, what’s up?

Jay: We broke up <sad emoji>

Marco: Fuck. What happened?

Jay: He said he wanted to be single while he’s still young. That it’s nothing against me. I guess he wants to sow his wild oats. 

Marco: Did he fucking cheat on you?!

Jay: I asked and he said no. We parted on good terms, but I still feel like shit.

Marco: I’m so sorry. Man, Lawrence is gonna be upset. 

Jay: I know <sobbing emoji> I’m afraid to go back to the Y and face him. He’s been telling the whole staff how I’m gonna be his new grandson <face palm emoji>

Marco: Bud, they’re still gonna love you. What do you normally do after a breakup?

Jay: Hide. 

Marco: Ok. Are you hiding now?

Jay: Yeah. I’m in bed. I canceled my plans for the next couple days. 

Marco: Alright. If that’s what you need then do it. Just don’t shut me out, ok?

Jay: Alright. Have u taken any beautiful pictures lately?

Marco: Yeah. Here. [pictures of kids playing soccer with soldiers, a singular cedar tree, and the valley of a mountain with a winding river]

Jay: Wow. 

Marco: Those boys kicked our asses. 

Jay: lol I’m sure.

Marco: Hey, they were feisty! What’s something beautiful you’ve seen lately?

Jay: I went to Philly’s pride parade in the gayborhood. It was beautiful, all the colors and flags and excitement. 

Jay: Fuck, I’m sorry. I probably look like I’m flaunting my cushy life and crying over a little breakup. And here u r at war.

Marco: We’re not comparing our lives, so stop that. I made this choice, and you made a better one. And breakups hurt, dude. I like hearing about what you’re doing. It makes me forget about all the bullshit I’m doing. 

Jay: What do you do, btw? Like, are you just a soldier or do you have a specialty? Seems weird that u have access to a computer all the time lol

Marco: I’m a mechanic. Now I’m a sergeant and I’m in charge of our fleet… ordering parts and overseeing maintenance. That’s why I have access a lot of the time.  

Jay: Or ur a car guy, huh?

Marco: I know the ins and outs. 

Jay: Is it bad if I haven’t replaced my oil in four years? 

Marco: What?! YES! Replace it now!

Jay: <laughing emoji> I’m kidding. I understand basic car maintenance. But thanks for making me laugh. 

Marco: You’re gonna be ok, dude. I’m always just a text and 9.5 time zones away. 


July

Marco: People weren’t meant to live in such hot conditions. It’s over 100 degrees here. 

Jay: Oh, ur gonna hate what I did today. [picture of him at the beach with Brittany and Samira with a beer in hand and sunglasses on]

Marco: Is that the Jersey shore?

Jay: Yup. <wince emoji> 

Marco: Fuuuuck you! LOL That looks so nice. Looks like you had a good time?

Jay: What’s not to love about a crowded beach full of mostly naked people? 

Marco: Happy you’re out enjoying the summer, dude. 

Jay: R u sure u want me to keep sending u these pics and stories? Feels like I’m rubbing it in ur face. 

Marco: I’m living vicariously thru you. Please don’t stop. 

Jay: Well in that case, lemme tell u about the gaggle of women in the bachelorette party that was next to us today. Good Lord. They arrived just after us, wasted, and it was only 11am. They were doing a conga line which turned into them doing a running conga line, the first girl tripped, and they all fell over one another, laughing and swearing and tits falling out of bikini tops. LOL. They were kicked off the beach after that. 

Marco: <laughing emoji>

Jay: But while they were being escorted off the premises, the maid of honor was yelling at the officer, drunk off her ass, “U racist! Saint Beyonce will save us!” Mind u, she was white. The whole party was white. The officer was white.

Marco: <cry laughing emoji> 

Jay: Oh! And I saw this family at the shore and I thought of u. There was this guy there with a kid. Maybe 3 yrs old? Anyway, he was walking him up and down the beach and ladies were flocking to him. So Uncle lesson #2: use your niece or nephew as a prop. You’ll get pussy. 

Marco: <writing hand emoji> These are good tips. So far it’s #1 don’t break the child and #2 use them as a prop to get phone numbers. 

Jay: Ok, but also, he let the kid bury him in the sand and it was adorable. Do that, too.

Marco: <writing hand emoji> Take kid to beach. I’ll mark that as tip #2 instead. Probably not a good look if someone finds my list and I have “use child as prop” LOL

Jay: Smart. 


August

Marco: [picture of a stray dog on his back, awaiting belly rubs]

Jay: What’s that boy’s name?!

Marco: Don’t know. Taking suggestions.

Jay: Lil John

Marco: LOL Lil John it is. 

Jay: WHAT?!

Marco: YEAH!

Jay: OKAY!

Marco: <cry laughing emoji>


September

Jay: Uncle Tip #10: Buy them impractical things their parents never would. Like a 6’ tall teddy bear. 

Marco: Omg Rebecca will strangle me. I’m doing it. 

Jay: What’s ur coffee order?

Marco: You bringing me some? 

Jay: Would if I could. I’m just standing in line waiting for mine. 

Marco: What do you think it is?

Jay: Hmm… u probably only drink it black right now, right?

Marco: That’s right. 

Jay: But I feel like when ur home, it’s something better… something a little extra. OMG is it a PSL? <star eyes smile emoji> <pumpkin emoji> <coffee emoji>

Marco: You know what, the pumpkin spice latte gets too much hate. 

Jay: I was right?!

Marco: Yeah LOL. What’s your order?

Jay: It changes all the time. If it’s coffee flavored, I’ll drink it. Today I’m ordering a flat white. 

Marco: What’s on the agenda today?

Jay: Onboarding some new interns. They’ll have a million questions and look lost all day. All week. It’s adorable. 

Marco: You seem like you’d be a good leader. You’re patient and approachable. 

Jay: <blushing emoji> That was nice of u. 

Marco: <shrug emoji>


October

Marco: YOU SENT ME PSLs AND POPCORN?

Jay: I know they’re just powder packets, but coffee shops don’t deliver to war zones, did you know that? *scoff* <eye roll emoji>

Marco: No one has ever sent me anything before. 

Jay: Well that’s changing my friend. 

Marco: Dude, this is so nice. Thank you. 

Jay: I demand pics as payment. 

Marco: [selfie drinking pumpkin spice latte with a smile]

Jay: Now that’s a beautiful picture. How’s it taste?

Marco: Amazing. 

Jay: Sorry I couldn’t send u an entire cheesesteak. 

Marco: Lol I can't believe you did this. 

Jay: Just hurry up and come back, ok?

Marco: Trying. Oh which reminds me, in a few days I won’t be available to communicate for about two weeks. 

Jay: Can u tell me where u’ll be?

Marco: I can tell you I’ll be in Africa, but that’s it. 

Jay: Ok. Will u be safe?

Marco: Can’t say.

Jay: Well, good thing I sprung for the special PSL packets that give u immortality. Money well spent. 

Marco: Good call, bud. 


November

Jay: Should I go out with this girl? [picture of a pretty redhead with long hair and bright blue eyes]

Marco: How do you know her? What’s she into?

Jay: Her name is Willow and she’s Noah’s friend. She’s also my cousin Isabelle’s friend. Small world. I’ve hung out with her a couple times with other people around. She’s into astrology and witchy things. Nature. 

Marco: Are you talking to Noah again? 

Jay: Yeah, we’ve been hanging out lately. Things are actually good between us. No hard feelings. No strong ones either lol, just friends. 

Marco: She’s pretty. You haven’t been with anyone since him, right?

Jay: No. And idk, I’m feeling like this dry spell needs to come to an end. And she is really interesting and makes fun of me constantly, which I’m pretty sure is her way of flirting. 

Marco: Well, you’re an easy target. 

Jay: LOL THANKS FRIEND. Anyway, what about u? I haven’t heard much in the way of women on ur end lately. 

Marco: Let’s just say my right hand is making gains.


December

Jay: Ok I might be in over my head. 

Marco: What’s going on?

Jay: Remember how I told u Willow doesn’t do monogamy? 

Marco: Yeah, you said she’s polyamorous. 

Jay: Yeah well, I think she’s cast a spell on me. I can’t get enough. I’m trying not to be jealous of her other partners, but I swear she’s using it to her advantage. 

Marco: What do you mean?

Jay: She’s a goddamn Domme and I swear I’ve never felt more alive! Sometimes she Dommes me into being the Dom. It is complicated and hot and I’ve never been so caught off guard. 

Marco: Hold on… I think I need to do some research before I ask anymore questions…

Marco: Ok, so you’re a sub? 

Jay: Apparently. Er, a switch? Idk it’s hard to tell at this point. 

Marco: This is very interesting… 

Jay: IS IT?! She scratched her name into my chest!

Marco: OMG <eyes wide emoji> First of all, pics or it didn’t happen. Second, are you ok with that? From what I’ve been reading it seems like that’s a thing you should discuss ahead of time?

Jay: Embarrassingly, yes, I consented to it. <eye roll emoji> <monkey covering eyes emoji> 

Marco: Lol good. 

Jay: [picture of bare chest with WILLOW scratched in the skin]

Marco: JESUS H. CHRIST

Jay: She has very sharp nails. More like talons. She scares me in the most erotic way. 

Marco: <cry laughing emoji> When I became your friend, I did not expect this level of intimate knowledge between us. 

Jay: Is it too much? I’m sorry. 

Marco: No, it’s fine. Keep it coming. It’s very entertaining and enlightening. I’m learning new things LOL

Jay: I’m glad I can talk to u about this kind of stuff bc idk, most guys are so fucking surface-level, it bores me. I wanna dig deep and talk about shit with other guys. 

Marco: Well, I can’t say I have any experience with this BDSM stuff, but you’ve piqued my interest! This is fascinating. 

Jay: I’ll have all the stories for our drive back to Philly from ur base in a couple weeks. DUDE, I AM SO EXCITED UR FINALLY COMING HOME!









  
  Chapter 8








Royal Treatment

Cora


Present Day

You’re a bad bitch. You’re gonna kick mental illness’ ass. You’re a bad bitch. You’re gonna kick mental illness’ ass.  
I repeat Jay’s words of affirmation from today as I walk up to my new therapist’s office. I took the last hour of the day off to do this. 
I’m nervous. I know a lot of my issues come down to control, and just admitting it in a professional sense scares me. It feels so… real. Official, if I say it aloud. And if I don’t say it, it’s not real, right? Jeez, how long will I keep telling myself this?
I push the door open and notice my hand shaking. I grip the door handle to the townhouse situated in the northern part of the city. I take the opportunity to shift my thoughts to the classic architectural details of this home. Classic Georgian architecture done well. Kept well. Wide, original trim and casings, white columns flanking the wide open entry way into the living room on my right. 
“You must be Cora.” 
The soft voice pulls me away from my design critique and I turn my head to look down the elegant hall to where the voice is coming from. A tall bohemian woman walks towards me, her long mustard yellow skirt flits between her legs. She might be wearing three or four necklaces and a white cotton blouse. Her long black hair has a white streak in the front that’s so striking, I have to wonder if it’s natural or not. She’s beautiful, looks to be in her mid-forties, and I already feel comfortable in her presence as she smiles and reaches out her hand. 
“Yes. Hi. Cora Dalton.”
“Welcome, Cora. I’m Dr. Zenner. Would you like to follow me to my office?”
I nod. “Please. I’m sorry I just barged in here. I didn’t realize it was a home until just now.” I chuckle with a little embarrassment. “I just walked in.”
She turns to look at me as we walk, “Oh, don’t worry. It’s designed to look like a home. It’s all offices. There are a few other therapists that work out of here as well.” We come to a pair of ornate, double, wood doors and she leads me in. “Have a seat wherever you’d like.”
The room is essentially a large study. Tall, white wood shelves cover most of the walls except for the enormous marble fireplace at the center of the room. The walls are painted a lovely pale yellow and heavy mauve curtains are pushed open with flowing sheers between. I hang my coat on the rack near the door and take a seat in a soft green armchair with matching tassels that hang to the floor. Dr. Zenner takes a seat across from me and sets her notepad on a small side table next to her. 
“Thank you for coming. The fact that you’re here today is no small feat. Whether I am your first therapist or not, you being here is a big step, and you should be proud.” 
I’m a little taken aback. I think I expected her to start with something like, “Tell me about your childhood.” Not this. I feel seen already. How is that possible? 
“Thank you. I am nervous. You’re my first therapist. I have some… cheerleaders in my corner that urged me to come.”
“And do you agree with them?”
“Yes. I’m here for me. For a better version of me that I hope exists.”
“Where would you like to start, Cora?”
For the next fifty minutes, I explain Violet. Theo. My dad and mom. How each one of them shaped me. The good and the bad. The joy and sorrow. How I can’t seem to shake what my miscarriage caused me. How it’s affecting my life. 
When our time is up, I realize I haven’t even talked about Marco and Jay. Or the lawsuit. I find talking to Dr. Zenner to be easy and freeing. The words like a river, flowing over the occasional boulder, causing some errant tears. 
What I explain barely scratches the surface of the festering wound that is my life, but it’s all I can manage at this point. Though I feel comfortable in her presence, Dr. Z is still mostly a stranger. I’ll have time to dig deeper later. I already booked her twice a week, hoping she and I would have a connection. I clearly placed a good bet because I’m happy with her thus far. When we walk to the front door together, I pull on my long, camel-colored dress coat. “I’ll see you Thursday, Doctor. Thank you.”
She holds the door open for me as I step out. “Thank you for coming, Cora,” and gives me a wave, her many rings reflecting the lights from the foyer.
When I turn to look down the stoop, Marco and Jay are walking up the sidewalk to meet me. Jay beams me that signature smile and gives a little shimmy shake to his shoulders. “Hey, baby.” He embraces me in the cold winter air and I feel his chest inflate beneath me.
Feeling Marco come from the side, I look up at him as he hugs the both of us. His big hand gently cups the back of my head as he leans in and kisses my forehead. “Everything go okay?” he murmurs. “Or at least, as good as can be expected?”
I sigh. “Yeah. As good as can be expected.”
Jay rubs his hands up and down my back. “How do you feel?”
“Drained.”
They slowly release me and we start heading towards the car parked a little ways down the road, each of them holding my hands. There are people passing us but I don’t feel even the tiniest bit worried about what the three of us look like. I’m proud of my little polycule. I’m simply relieved they’re here. They didn’t have to be, and I told them as much, but neither of them wanted to miss this. I’m glad because I needed this immediate connection. I feel supported and prioritized. 
How did I swing this? How did my life go from that of being alone to having not one, but two partners who want to see me succeed, not just in my business, but my life? And in my journey to better mental health? Any second now I’m going to wake up and find this was all a dream, I just know it. 
Come to think of it, I haven’t had one of those teeth-falling-out nightmares in a while now. 
I add that to the list of things I should probably discuss with Dr. Zenner and turn my attention back to the hopefully real and not dream men escorting me through the snow.
“Let’s get you home, sweetheart. We have something special waiting for you.”

      [image: image-placeholder]When we get to Marco and Jay’s place, I’m greeted with an even better version of Marco’s Seolleongtang—his Korean ox bone soup. Last time I had this was when Jay shared it with me in our office when he first started. It’s great reheated, but it looks like he made it today and it’s been simmering for hours. It’s warm and salty and exactly the kind of comfort food I want on a cold night after sobbing to my therapist. 
The guys listen to me talk about how much I vibed with Dr. Zenner, how I felt safe and comfortable. I didn’t want to go into the nitty gritty because for one, they know it all, and two, I just need a reprieve. I know I’m going to sleep well tonight. 
“I made up a bag for you if you’d like to spend the night,” Jay says, clearing our dishes away and sauntering over to the kitchen. He’s still in his work clothes, as am I. His navy blue slacks hugging his backside and thighs and making my mouth water. “I have a change of clothes for tomorrow. I got your burgundy blazer, matching pants and that white blouse with the tiny dots on it. But if you don’t want to…” he takes a long pause and sets the dishes in the sink and looks at me with a concerned brow raised.
Marco takes my hand as we sit at the dining table and grazes his fingers over mine. “But if you’d rather be alone tonight, we understand.” 
“No, I'd like to be with you tonight,” I answer. 
Most nights. 
Every night.
Jay rounds back to the dining room, stands behind me and leans over, placing his hands on either side of me on the table and whispers in my ear, “Good. Because your surprise still awaits you.”
A shiver runs down my spine. “Wait,” I turn my head up at him and then back to Marco. “I thought dinner was my surprise.”
Marco stands from his chair and takes my hand allowing me to stand with him. “Oh no, princess. For being such a good girl and going to therapy, you’re getting the royal treatment tonight.”
Anticipation coils tight in my lower belly, ready for whatever my relentless, Italian Dom and sweet, Korean sub partner have in store. 
Oh, I hope he uses the clamps again. 
Marco leans down to kiss my lips gently but then nips at me. “Follow Jay upstairs. Use the bathroom if you need to.”
I do as he says and Marco walks behind us up the stairs, surely staring at our butts. I give him a little show and sway a little extra. I’m sure between this angle and the kelly green wrap dress I’m wearing, my behind looks rather enticing. 
Making a quick detour to the bathroom, I do my business and give myself a quick little whore’s bath—wiping my underarms, undercarriage and under boobs—before redressing. He didn’t say to get undressed and I will not be disobeying Dom Marco. 
When I step out of the bathroom, Jay’s waiting for me, his white shirt open a few buttons at the top. He bites his lower lip, takes my hands, and starts walking backwards. “You’re gonna love this, baby.” He leads us not to their bedroom, but to Marco’s home massage room. There are several candles burning, a Himalayan salt lamp glowing, as he dims the lights and looks at us, only a couple feet away. “Undress to your comfort level, Ms. Dalton,” he says with a smirk and sexy side eye. 
“I’m getting a massage?” I beam and clench my fists tight around Jay’s. My mind instantly goes back to our first time together at Marco’s spa. 
Oh my god, I hope tonight will be like that. 
Jay nods and waggles his eyebrows, “You are.” He begins to pull the bow at my waist “Now let me take this dress off you.” The dress falls open, revealing my white lace set. I ordered some new lingerie recently to wear for the guys, and honestly, I think wearing it turns me on as much as it turns them on. I feel so sexy and powerful when I wear it. But the way Jay is staring at me, like he could eat me alive… yeah maybe he likes it more.
I can see his erection tenting his already-tight pants as he slides the dress off my shoulders and collects it, hanging it on the hook next to us. 
I peer over at Marco, who’s just leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. He’s wearing his classic white t-shirt and jeans—and fuck me—he looks like a dream. His dick outline is clear as day behind that zipper. He’s just staring at us with hungry eyes. I think all three of us want to devour each other as dessert. 
Jay begins to unhook my bra, his mouth resting close to my ear. “I’m undressing you to my comfort level, ma’am. As much as I want you to wear nothing but that lingerie, I want you naked for this.” He unhooks me and slowly slides his hands down my curves and takes my panties down, setting them both aside. 
When he steps back to me, I put my hands up to start unbuttoning the rest of his shirt, but he stops me. “No, no. The royal treatment means you get to sit back and enjoy.” He nods to the table and I look to Marco who also nods in agreement and pushes off the wall. 
He pulls back the white fleece blanket and sheets. “Face down first, Ms. Dalton.”
Climbing onto the table, I situate myself but quickly realize there are holes under my chest in the table. The sheet covers it, but they’re like little cutouts just for my breasts. I prop up on my elbows and look from my chest to Marco, my mouth wide and eyes surely bugging out. “Does this table have boob holes?” 
He chuckles and squats in front of me with a smile. “It’s called a breast recess, yes. It’s better than the table at the spa.”
I squint my eyes smiling at him and proceed to lay my face in the cradle and relish in the comfort that not squishing my huge breasts into pancakes gives me. 
The table is warm as is the room. Ethereal music plays softly and the whole room smells like Marco—lavender and sandalwood. 
Dreamy.
Marco takes the whole blanket and top sheet off my body. “Normally I would ask for your pressure preference, but I’m not giving you a choice tonight, Ms. Dalton.”
My pussy spasms. 
“Okay, Sir.”
I feel feather light touch graze my palm and up the underside of my forearm and back down again. “You should be very proud of yourself, princess. It takes a lot of guts to do what you did today.” His touch and his praise send me to a tingling, heightened awareness of my body. 
“I am, Sir.”
His fingers drag slowly over my shoulders and down the other arm, stopping to draw lazy circles in the crook of my elbow. That must be an erogenous zone because all it’s making me want to do is ride both of them until I explode. 
I feel a second set of fingers smooth over my ankles and up to my knees. Jay mirrors Marco’s circular ministrations on the inside of my knees and I can’t help a low hum of appreciation escape. 
“That feels so good.”
“Good girls get rewarded,” Marco purrs, still touching my inner arms but then pressing soft kisses to my back. 
Jay’s hands travel back down my calves and when he gets to my heels, I decide to warn him as he gently touches the soles of my feet. “Oh, I’m ticklish—” but my words are cut off as I scream and involuntarily kick both feet, my legs spasming along with them and I hit something hard. 
“Fuck!” I hear Jay grunt as I quickly pull myself up and turn around to see him sitting on the floor with his hands covering his mouth and nose. 
Marco kneels next to him as I bolt off the table and join him, stroking his shoulder. “I’m so sorry, baby! I didn’t mean to.”
“Is it bleeding?” Marco asks, trying to pull Jay’s hands away to take a look. 
When he does get his hands away, Jay’s eyes are rimmed with water but he’s smiling through the sniffles. “I’m okay, but fuck that hurt.”
“I’m so sorry!” I repeat. 
With a smirk he shakes his head, “If you wanted to teach me a lesson, there are more effective and less violent ways of doing it, ma’am.”
“No, no! I tried to tell you. It was an involuntary reaction—”
“I’m teasing, Cora. It’s okay. Really. Are there any other ticklish zones we should be aware of? Should I be wearing a cup and a goalie mask for the rest of this session?”
Giggling, I lean in to hug him. “No, just the soles of my feet. You can press on them, but the light touches send me into a fit.”
He sighs and squeezes me. “Noted.” Pulling away, he stands up with Marco, bringing me with them. “Now let’s get back to you. Try not to thank us by showing off your kickboxing skills.”
I settle back on the table and shake my head. “I’m never gonna hear the end of this, am I?”
“No. I hope I have a black eye tomorrow and have to tell everyone at work you had to teach me a lesson the old fashion way.”
“Don’t even joke about that!” I gasp.
“Okay, that’s enough.” Marco chides. “Jay’s okay. Cora has unchecked rage issues. Let’s move on.”
I guffaw at his sarcastic accusation, but he just pushes my shoulder down and forces me to lay my face in the cradle. “We’re going to keep going, and in the next phase, Jay is going to get his revenge, princess.”
“What?” I ask.
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After torturing Cora with featherlight touches and kisses all over her body, we’re ready for phase two. Something I know she’s up for based on her BDSM interest form. 
“Alright, Ms. Dalton. I want you to flip over and lay on your back for me. Then close your eyes. Do you trust us?”
She turns over and lays down, closing her eyes. “Of course.”
Of course.
Of course she trusts us. 
I asked as a way to check in, but those words are more than that. They’re deeper. Stronger. More meaningful. 
I glance at Jay and indicate for him to bring over the candle. His eyes flash in delight as he wordlessly brings one over to her naked, waiting body. 
“You indicated you’d be interested in this before, princess. Would you like to be surprised or would you like to know what’s about to happen?”
“Surprised, Sir.”
“Alright. Jay’s going to have his revenge, then. What do you say if it’s too much?”
“Stop, Sir.”
I place a palm on the side of her face and drag my thumb along her cheek. “Good girl.” 
Now that I have her senses heightened, it’s the perfect time to do this. I nod at Jay, looking so goddamn sexy in just his dress pants, the candlelight glowing against his skin. He starts to tip the candle and lets a small stream of wax fall onto Cora’s chest, right between her breasts. 
She gasps deeply, opening her eyes and looking down at the pool of white candle wax hardening on her beautiful body. She throws a hand over her own mouth to muffle her scream.
“Do you have something you’d like to say?” I ask and she shakes her head. “Good. Now close your eyes. I won’t tell you again.”
She obeys and settles her head back down, breathing deep. 
Moving to the foot of the table, I watch Jay pour more wax over her taut right nipple. Her entire body clenches in response and I smooth my hands over the creamy skin of her thighs. Her thick, decadent thighs that I’m completely obsessed with. I have dreams of her crushing my head between them as Jay sucks me off. 
Fuck, what I wouldn’t give to have a video of that exact scenario to watch for the rest of my life. 
Her body jolts again as Jay drips more wax down her soft belly. The belly I want to see round with our baby. 
Babies. 
I know she has a lot to overcome, and I won’t push her. And if it comes down to her not wanting to go through it again, if it’s too much for her to handle the mental weight of it, then we’ll make it work. Adoption, surrogacy, no children… I know she—we—our life together is more important than making a family. I have the two most caring, beautiful people I could ever dream of and they not only want me, but they love me. 
No, Cora hasn’t said it yet, but I feel it. It’s deep and consuming like Jay’s. Like mine. We are keeping Cora Dalton, and I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure she wants to keep us, too. 
I lean forward and gently stroke her labia, finding her wet, warm and ready. “Ms. Dalton, this is a professional massage, and here you are, turned on? This is so inappropriate.” I smile at myself for placing the blame on her. Like it’s her fault we’re torturing her with pleasure. 
“I’m so sorry, Sir.”
Jay pours more hot wax over her breasts and she fidgets, letting out a huff of pain.
“Hmm, but then again, this is a special occasion. You were a very good girl today. Going to therapy—” Jay pours it onto her forearm as I continue to stroke her, finding the sensitive bundle of nerves waiting for me, and pushing on it. “—working on your mental health.” He drips more on her thigh and it drips down a little before solidifying. I start to pinch her lower lips and I can see her pelvis thrust a little. “It turns me on to see you like this.”
“I want… to be your good girl,” she pants.
Holding her hips, I kneel one knee on the table between her legs and lower my mouth to her mound, giving her a wide, wet tongue. She lets out a low mewl that sends a frisson of desire directly to my hard dick. 
Fuck, I could come just from her sounds, I swear. 
I continue to eat her out, taking my time and reveling in her taste, her sounds, her convulsions. Every time my prince pours more wax on her body, I can feel her pussy pulse. 
When I have her writhing, Jay meets my gaze and I silently tell him to pour the last of it on her pussy. His brows raise in shock, probably because she has some hair down here right now, and knows it’ll be a bitch to get wax out of that. 
But I have a plan. 
I point to a clean, dry wash cloth rolled up on the vanity behind him. His brows pinch together, but he takes it and hands it to me as I continue to pleasure her. When I have her at the precipice, I nod at Jay and he pours the wax directly on her mound, right in front of my nose and she screams in response.
“I’m coming!” she cries out as I quickly add the dry cloth to the liquid wax and press down. I remove my mouth, and with one hand, pull her skin taut and rip the cloth off, removing a couple inches of her dark, curly pubic hair with it. 
“FUCK!” she shouts, and I can see tears coming down the sides of her face as her pussy leaks its own tears. As if I wasn't hard as stone and ready to blow my load, I’m impossibly harder now. 
Wasting no time, I grab her hips tight and pull her down to the end of the table, her ass right at the edge and I plant her heels on the end. She’s spread open like the most beautiful blossom I’ve ever seen. 
“Get down here, prince, and lick her asshole until she screams.” He quickly comes around and kneels before our princess, his mouth connecting instantly to her. She softly sobs as I stand over Jay, leaning down to suckle at her clit. My jean-clad erection is poking into the back of Jay’s head and I allow myself to bask in the tiny pleasure. 
I notice her hands fly to her face as if she can’t bear to watch, not that she can because I directly told her not to. 
Her orgasm crashes once again, this time gracing us with a shower. It’s mostly over Jay’s head, but I eagerly drink from her and find Jay’s mouth as we crash together. 
Jesus Christ, the flavor the three of us make sets my body on fire.
Before she can completely come down, I order Jay to stand at her side. “Take yourself out, prince. Stroke yourself while you watch her.”
I unzip myself and pull out my heavy cock and give it a tight squeeze before I open a drawer and pull out the high-pressure massage gun and turn it on. “One more, Ms. Dalton.” I press it to her mons and she gasps. “You need to give me one more.” 
The ball tip of the gun directly to her clit as she cries out again. Jay strokes his cock with one hand and plays with his balls with the other as he watches what I’m doing to her then moves to watch her face. I can tell he’s having a hard time holding back, the same as me. 
Thankfully Cora can’t hold back either. “I’m coming! I’m coming!” she repeats over and over as I thrust my angry cock into her soaking wet warmth. “Ahh!” she cries. 
“Now, prince. Grab her breast and come all over her.” 
“Thank you, Sir.” He props a knee up next to her chest and takes as much of a handful that he can and squeezes as he strokes himself only a few times before he’s blowing his load all over her stomach and chest. 
It only takes me another thrust and I’m shooting my cum inside her, the gun still pulsating over her clit and I can feel its pressure against my cock as I empty every last drop. Cora rides her climax for several more minutes, and even though I’ve already come, I’m not pulling out just yet. Not until I know she’s done.
When she finally is, I remove the massage gun and turn it off, tossing it on the chair in the corner. Jay leans in to fiercely kiss her, their hands each holding the other’s head. It’s a beautiful sight to behold. 
“You did so good, baby,” Jay praises between furious kisses. “So good.”
I gently ease out of her and kiss the inside of her knee that’s still bent. “You were perfect, princess,” I murmur and straighten her legs to rest against my chest as I continue my kissing around the inside of her feet and ankles. “Absolutely perfect.”
Once she’s been thoroughly kissed by the both of us, I wipe a warm, wet cloth between her legs but leave Jay’s cum on her body. We’re not done yet. 
“Now you’re going to have a proper massage, Ms. Dalton.”
“Fuck me, this is a dream. I’m going to therapy every day if it means this kind of treatment.”
I pump some oil into Jay’s hands and then mine as we laugh at her. “You deserve it, sweetheart. Just relax and enjoy, okay?”
“You don’t have to tell me twice,” she smirks, then closes her eyes. 
Jay and I make careful and deliberate work all over her body. It’s not the freakishly too-deep pressure she loves, but it’s a firm pressure that will relax her. And relax her it does because fifteen minutes into it, we can hear the soft cadence of her deep-sleep breathing. Jay and I smile at each other at how peaceful she looks. 
He looks back at me with such pride and happiness. “I love you,” he whispers to me and looks at her and adds so quietly she won’t wake, “both of you.”
“I love you both, too.”
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Called Out

Jay


Present Day

As soon as Cora and I walk into the office the following Monday morning, the tension is thick. Maybe it’s just in my head, but the hearing is only three weeks away and everyone knows it. I know this is weighing on her. I can feel it like it’s my own body, my own emotions.  
We spent the weekend mostly with her mom. Marco and I finally met her Aunt Shelly who couldn’t stop blushing in our presence. We may have laid the charm on thicker than normal, but impressing Cora’s family and friends is crucial. We’re not letting go of her. 
I don’t know where this possessiveness is coming from. Maybe Marco is wearing off on me. 
As I drop her off at her office, I give her a quick forehead kiss and smell her hair like the creep I am, and we separate to prepare for the morning meeting. 
When she walks into the conference room, she looks like the epitome of style and grace. I’m acting like I didn’t see her get dressed this morning in that pleated, dark purple skirt and matching sweater. Her hair is up in a large loose bun, and she already has a pencil and marker stuck in it. When I suggested we match today, she giggled and patted me on the chest. She said, Don’t make it obvious, so I went with dark purple socks. I wanted to wear matching underwear, but I didn’t have any that color. I did find a pair of her panties that would work, but they didn’t fit; after all, my woman is packing the most delicious dump truck in the back. So I snatched them up and put them in my pocket. 
I do my best to keep my jaw closed and not stare. It’s not exactly professional to drool over your CEO girlfriend in front of your colleagues. 
Then, as if the Darth Vader theme song plays wherever he goes, Jonathan storms into the room. Seriously, what is his deal? Cora said when her father, Paul, ran the company, Jonathan was pleasant, fun, and even came to Dalton family functions. And now he’s a completely different person. 
When everyone settles into their seats, Cora starts the meeting at nine on the dot. As always, she starts with our Legal Counsel, Horatio, asking about the status of the hearing. Of course, he omits the fact that Jonathan and Chris are suspects at this point. Horatio was gathering some more information before he made it official, but after today, both Jonathan and Chris will be suspended until the hearing. 
I cannot wait to watch it go down. It’s happening at noon today and I’m shaking with excitement. 
Jonathan fidgets with his sleeve cuff, his mouth set in a hard line as he looks down at his hands as Horatio rounds out his update. “...then defamation is our next step,” Horatio finishes. 
Jonathan huffs loudly and rolls his eyes. 
“Care to share something with the class?” Cora asks.
“So… what?” he scoffs. “We’re just gonna sit here and act like this case is the thing that’s gonna bring us down? That the case is what’s gonna cause us to lose our clients? Please.”  
“What are you talking about?”
He glares at her, making my skin crawl and my blood boil. I wanna reach over this table and grab him by his stupid collar and punch his goddamn face. “I’m talking about this ridiculous relationship you two are in,” he says pointing between me and Cora. The way he said relationship—like it was poison in his mouth. “Well, the three of you are in. That is what’s ridiculous. That is what’s going to bring us down.” 
Even though no one else was talking in this room, the silence now becomes deafening.
“Excuse me?” I ask, but it’s more like an accusation. I cannot believe he’s bringing this up right now. 
“Wish that I could. Wish that I could excuse—ignore—this embarrassing display you’ve made us all a part of.” He turns his stare to the six other people witnessing this accosting. He raises his eyebrows at some of the confused expressions. “Oh, you all didn’t know? Yup. Our fearless leader, Ms. Cora Dalton is not only fucking our Human Resources Director, but also his boyfriend.” He tilts his head and bugs his eyes out, “And who knows who else?”
“Watch your mouth,” I hiss. I’m trying to reel in my emotions right now. I know I have to be the voice of reason. I have to be the HR Director and not Cora’s base, animalistic protector. Not that she needs my protection. That woman is as strong as they come. Doesn’t mean I don’t still want to shield her from harm.
My body shakes with the need to yell at him. We are not just fucking—we’re in a committed relationship. It’s not open, and it’s not open for discussion. It’s private. 
He spreads his arms out wide looking at everyone else. “Are we all going to sit back and watch this company sink deeper in embarrassment and scandal? Our CEO is in a poly-whatever relationship and we’re just going to act like that isn’t a huge red flag to our clients? Or what’s left of them?”
Cora and Dayo both stand and say, “That’s enough.” Dayo’s between Cora and myself and if they weren’t there, I would definitely be grabbing Cora’s hand right now. They stare Jonathan down through their thick, red-framed glasses. “That’s rich coming from you! Someone who keeps hitting on me, even though I’ve told you to stop several times—and oh yeah—you’re married!”
My mouth clamps closed at this news. I don’t remember seeing any HR reports about this on either of their files. 
“You, too?” Jennifer, our Marketing Director chimes in, and I perk up even more. 
What the fuck? 
I look over at Cora and she eyes me like I had no idea.
Dayo looks over to Jennifer. “Yeah. For years!” They look back at a red-faced Jonathan, rage flaming in his eyes. 
Jennifer looks directly at Cora and says, “He’s the real reason Erin, our last HR Director, left, you know?”
“What?” Cora and I ask in unison.
“Not that I should air her dirty laundry, but I’m still friends with her, and she deserves her side of the story told. He told her he was divorced, and they had an affair until she found out from others at work that he was in fact happily married,” Jenn indicates with air quotes, “and when she broke it off, he threatened to get her fired if she said anything. He used her like a puppet at work.”
My mind instantly goes back to what Cora said about Erin that first time we talked about her. The last director, Erin, was kind of a pushover. She just did what she was asked and no more. She must have been scared out of her mind to speak up. That poor woman—forced to keep quiet and ultimately leave because of this shitty situation Jonathan caused? 
Cora speaks up, her eyes wide as saucers, “I had no idea.”
Dayo, still standing, leans forward, their hands firmly planted on the table and bores lasers into Jonathan. “Whether you’re gunning for Cora’s position as CEO or not, her relationship with Jay and Marco is nothing compared to the scandal you’d cause if this information got around.”
The man has the nerve to look confused. “Are you serious?” he exclaims and pushes himself up off the chair. “You’re all gonna take their side? This is bullshit! Look at what has happened to Define under the direction of her,” he spits the words right at Cora. 
“You know very well that the building collapse wasn’t her fault,” Dayo retorts, pointing to Cora but not looking at her. They’re putting every ounce of focus onto him. “And yet she continues to work her ass off to make sure we stay afloat. All you’ve done is poke the bear. Relentlessly. And it’s exhausting and embarrassing watching you try to undermine her the way that you have. You should be ashamed of yourself.”
Holy shit. 
Dayo is terrifying. 
I look across the table at Horatio and he nods at me. Yup, we’re moving up his suspension meeting to right now. 
“This is unbelievable,” Jonathan shakes his head, grabbing his laptop from the table and making his way to the door.
“Hold up,” I tell him and stand, buttoning my suit jacket as Horatio does the same. “Come with me to my office.” I grab my notepad and then pull Cora’s chair out for her as she stands too. 
“Meeting is over, everyone,” Cora announces in a clear and commanding tone. “Please email your updates for today.”
Jonathan lets out another exasperated huff and follows me, Cora, and Horatio to my office, where we spend the next fifteen minutes laying out why he is no longer allowed to work at Define. It’s only until the hearing is over, but after that soap opera of a meeting, I’m certain I can put together reasonable cause for permanent removal.
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Present Day

The next day I’m still vibrating with the intensity from that update meeting and suspending Chris and Jonathan. I went to therapy after work and laid it all out for Dr. Zenner—everything about the case and the meeting. I don’t know what it says about me that I was able to see shock on my therapist’s face, but I did it and I’m owning it.  
This mix of emotions is really throwing me for a loop. I can’t tell if it’s embarrassment from Jonathan outing my relationship like that, anger from the way he spoke to us, or utter power from suspending those fuckers. Either way, I’m hoping that helped me appear confident in my new client meeting I just got out of. 
Across town, I met with Fredrik, a developer who’s interested in green, eco-friendly co-work spaces. He wants to put several here in Philly and hopefully expand up the coast to New York City and down to DC. Winning this bid here could mean huge potential for new business after the fact. Having Sierra with GreenGrowth Urban Planning as a partner will be clutch in this business. Frederik was actually pointed in my direction from David with Valley Forge Construction. The guys apparently knew each other from a mutual job in the past.
I can’t help noticing the arts campus across the street as I walk into a little coffee shop after my meeting with Fredrik. And a pang of dread washes over me. 
I could have had that. 
As if my self-deprecation wasn’t enough, after I place my order, I turn to see my former client herself, Maureen Hansel, waiting for her order. Her short, white bob looks just as crisp as her long, forest green dress coat. 
Shit. 
What should I do? 
Do I confront her?
Do I ignore her? No. I can’t. I’ve literally done business with her before. It would be unprofessional to not acknowledge and speak with her. I need to maintain the relationship even though she didn’t accept our quote for the auditorium renovation. 
My mind whirs back to that meeting I had with Horatio and Jay when I got the email from her, just days after I submitted the quote package, saying we didn’t win the job. 
Anger starts to rise but I push it down. 
Not now. 
Collecting myself and putting on my CEO smile, I walk up to her as she scrolls her phone. “Hi, Maureen.”
She looks up and catches my eyes. “Oh, hi, Cora. What are you doing on this side of town?”
“Just had a client meeting.” 
Her eyebrows raise slightly. “Good.”
There’s a long pause. 
This isn’t like me. I always have something to say, but I’m at a loss for words. 
Thankfully, she puts me out of my misery and addresses the elephant in the room: “Listen, I know you’re probably upset with us, but,” she sighs, “my hands were tied. The board loves the work you’ve done for us, and the design you presented for the auditorium was masterful, truly.” Her throat works as she hesitates. “And, I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, but if it was up to me, I would have hired you again for this project. But the board didn’t want to take the risk.”
The risk—also known as The Lawsuit. 
They didn’t want to be associated with the architectural firm tied up in an enormous legal battle. 
I knew it, and yet hearing it directly from her, it stings all over again. 
Solemnly, I nod. “I understand, Maureen. But if there’s any way for me to prove myself, I’ll do it. Continuing to work with the arts center would be an honor, and I’m not just saying that because I want the money. I want our work, our designs, to mean something. I want them to stand out and showcase our community. Knowing Define is losing touch with its city and the way it’s shaped… that’s why losing this project hurt the most.”
Maureen gives me a sad smile and touches my forearm. “I’m sorry, Cora. Really.”
“Large americano for Mreen!” The barista calls out.
She lets out a breath and steps forward to grab her coffee cup and comes back to face me one last time. “I wish you the absolute best, Cora. I’ll make sure future project bids are still sent out to your firm. And I wish you all the best in your lawsuit.”
“Thank you.” I give her a sarcastic grin, “I wish you the best in your future renovations, with whatever subpar firm you choose.”
She gives me an unexpected laugh as she shifts her purse strap and gives me a little cheer motion with her coffee. “Good luck, Cora.”
“See ya, Maureen.”
She walks out of the shop and turns to give me one more wave as she strides down the sidewalk. 
“Small praline latte for Dora!”
I roll my eyes at the incorrect name. I’m going to need a stronger brew.

      [image: image-placeholder]I’m a zombie for the rest of the day, lost to my own thoughts around the lost auditorium project. Maureen and I may have left on good terms, but I’m still furious. 
Jay has been in meetings all day and we’ve barely seen more than a passing glance of each other. He has plans to meet up with his cousin Isabelle after work today and Marco has clients until eight tonight, giving me the rare opportunity to see my mom by myself. 
Well, rare these days. 
When I get to the nursing home after work, my mom is sitting in her room, a book sitting in her lap as she stares out into the dark winter evening. There’s a vase of flowers sitting on the side table next to her. 
Where did those come from?
I knock on the open door gently and her attention draws over to me. “Hello?”
She stands up, closing her book and setting it down before making her way over to me. She wraps me in a hug and I inwardly crumble. “Hi, scooter. I’m so glad to see you.”
Scooter. 
I could cry. 
That’s the nickname my parents have called me since I was a baby and decided I wasn’t going to crawl, I was going to scoot across the floor. 
She remembers me today. 
“Hi, mom,” I choke out, fighting back the tears.
She releases me but guides me to the chair across from her. I shuck off my coat and settle in. 
I nod to the pink arrangement of roses, carnations, and chrysanthemums between us. “Where did these come from? Aunt Shelly? They’re beautiful.”
She scoffs and rolls her eyes. “They’re from Glenn down the hall.”
My brows pinch together and I cock my head. “Glenn?” I ask accusatorily. From what I remember, he’s in his early seventies and he’s in here for… well, I don’t really know what he’s in here for. He always seems so surly but confident. 
She sighs with an irritated but amused look, “He’s… been sweet on me lately.” She looks down and fiddles with her wedding rings. “It’s annoying, really. I mean, I’m married.”
I look at her and raise an eyebrow. Trying to gauge if she really thinks she still is, or if she’s trying to make an excuse. 
She relents. “Well, widowed. But still. I can’t just… turn off your father’s memory like that.”
“No one is asking you to, mom. He’s always going to be with you.”
She stops fidgeting with her rings and flexes her hand away. “I know. But isn’t it inappropriate for Glenn to be doing this?”
“Is he single?”
“Yes.”
“Then no, it’s not.” I study her a beat longer. “Is he pressuring you?”
Her mouth falls open and she places her hand on her chest, “No!” she squeaks. “He’s been a gentleman.”
“So what’s the problem?”
She looks out the window and shakes her head almost imperceptibly, her mouth in a tight line. “It’s too soon. It might always be too soon.”
I nod my understanding as my heart breaks for her. She’s lost her husband, her home, and her memory most days. I think about what it would feel like to lose either of my men and my entire body feels like a manifestation of heartache. I’ve been with them for such a short time, and I feel this way? My mom was with my dad for almost four decades, I can only imagine her pain and suffering. 
It’s awful to think this, but maybe her memory loss is a bittersweet blessing: she doesn’t remember her husband is dead. Most days. 
She twists the vase a few degrees and looks over to me. “He’s only doing this because my massage therapist is gorgeous and he’s jealous.”
I slam my eyes closed and laugh like an idiot. 
Oh my god, my mom thinks my boyfriend is gorgeous. 
I clear my throat after cackling. “Marco?”
She gives me a quizzical look. “Yes. Do you know him? I guess you probably do. He’s here pretty often.”
I don’t know where to start. Do I tell her he’s my hot massage therapist? I don’t know where her memory totally is right now, so I don’t want to shock her and reveal I’m dating him when she might think I’m still married. 
“Yeah, I’ve seen him around. He’s pretty hot, huh?”
She fans herself and gives me a knowing smirk. “He’s so handsome, I can’t breathe around him sometimes.”
With my big grin, I scrunch up my shoulders and crinkle my nose, “I’m gonna tell him!” I tease in a singsong voice. 
Her eyes widen and she leans toward, slapping my knee. “You are not!”
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An Unexpected Guest
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Present Day

When I get home, George is meowing at me, telling me about her day and the horrors she clearly faced and circling my feet in the kitchen as I snack on some leftovers. The guys are still out and should be home soon.  
Ha. Look at me. Calling this their home. We’re not even officially living together, but it feels like it. It feels right. 
My doorbell rings and I look down at George. “You expecting someone?” Maybe Jay or Marco forgot their key? 
I walk through the front sitting room and open the first set of doors and step into the foyer before swinging open the heavy wooden exterior door. 
The person standing before me is not Jay. Not Marco. 
It’s the last person I expect.
“What are you doing here, Theo?”
He stands there wearing a hopeful expression and a Patagonia puffer jacket. His short, dark blonde hair lays flat, like it always did after a long day. 
He shoves his hands in his pockets and bounces on his heels once. “Can I come in?”
“No,” I say flatly. 
“Please? You’ve blocked my phone number and email. Short of showing up at your office, I didn’t know how else to contact you.”
“I don’t have anything to say to you, Theo.”
“But I do. I need to talk to you. Please.” His eyes say he’s sincere, and even though my heart is pounding with alarm, I step aside and let him in, closing the doors behind him. 
He walks into the front sitting room and looks around, starting to unzip his coat. “I like what you’ve done with your parents’ house.”
Crossing my arms, I glare at him. “It’s my house now, and keep your coat on. You’re not staying long.”
He takes a deep breath. “Okay,” he mumbles and then sits in one of the armchairs. “Can you sit down, Cora? You’re making me nervous.”
“My ex-husband just showed up unannounced at my home. You wanna talk about who’s nervous?”
“Fair enough.” His Adam’s apple bobs and he shifts himself in the chair, legs spread, and puts his elbows on his knees. “I’ve been going to therapy.”
Well, aren’t we two fucking peas in a pod. 
He clears his throat and continues. “And I’ve realized what I did to you was hurtful and irresponsible. And me asking you to end the pregnancy was… just about the shittiest thing I could have ever done to you. I acted like we could just… go back to normal after losing her. I tried pretending it didn’t happen.”
My jaw locks as my hands clench my arms. My whole body is stiff. 
“And I’m sorry, Cora. I look back and I hate myself for doing that. It’s because of me that we fell apart. I tried to blame it on Violet for a long time. That she was the reason we broke up. That you couldn’t handle it. I couldn’t see that I was the root cause. 
“If I could do it all over, I would. I would have been excited with you. I would’ve never said—” he chokes, and a tear rolls down his cheek as his leg shakes up and down. “—I would have never suggested we end the pregnancy. I would have been there for you, like the supportive husband I was supposed to be when we lost her.” He stands up and steps close to me, his arms reaching, but I take a step back. He stops and rubs his five o’clock shadow, then drags his hand over his whole face. “We were good before, weren’t we? We were in love, Cora. Deeply, remember?”
I look down at my bare feet and toe the rug. “Yes, we were.” 
“We could be again.”
Before I can speak, the front door opens and the sound of Marco's deep laugh fills the space. “It just kept coming! He was snoring and farting for like twenty minutes.”
They’re engrossed in their own conversation and don’t see us standing there. Jay snorts through his own peel of laughter. “Did you tell him after he woke up?”
“No! I’m not gonna tell a client they gassed me out. They’d be—” Marco stops his story short when he finally looks over at our unexpected guest. His expression shifts, confusion and concern written all over his face. Jay stops, too, mirroring Marco. 
They both recognize Theo. They’ve seen pictures of him. Theo clearly doesn’t know who they are because he looks at me and asks, “Who are they?”
Marco and Jay come to stand on either side of me like a pair of Dobermanns, ready to pounce if I give them the okay. 
“They’re my partners.”
“What? Like… at the firm?”
“No, like my life.” They both slide a hand behind my lower back, displaying their possessiveness, and yes, it makes me stand a little taller. I don’t have to see their faces to know they have the same stern look I have right now. 
“They’re… both… your boyfriends?” Theo stumbles out, his eyes wide.
“Yup,” I reply, popping the p. 
Theo’s chest visibly rises and falls as the little bit of confidence he had seems to slip away. He takes half a step toward me and leans in to speak softly, as if the guys won’t be able to hear. “Can we talk alone?”
I peer up at Marco and then Jay, who gives me a silent look that says it’s up to you. I turn out of their hold and face them. “Just give me a few minutes.”
Marco gently squeezes my upper arm and places a kiss on my forehead before Jay does the same. They stalk off to the kitchen and pretend to look busy, but I know they’re listening in. 
In a low, hushed voice, Theo says, “I came here tonight to firstly apologize. That’s what was most important.” He looks down at the couple feet between us and nods his head before returning his sight to mine. Sorrow and hope tangle in his eyes. “And I had hoped we could… rebuild.” He reaches his hand out to mine and pulls it up between us, his thumb tracing over my ring finger where my wedding band used to sit. I pull back at the intimate touch and tuck my hands under my arms, closing myself off. 
“There is nothing to rebuild, Theo. It’s gone. She’s gone. I buried our daughter and I buried this marriage when you buried my heart. There’s no going back.”
“You can’t mean that, baby—”
“I am not your baby. Nothing you could do or say would make me take you back. You hurt me too deeply, Theo. Even if I wasn’t in a committed relationship right now, I wouldn’t take you back. You left a crater in my heart that I am trying to fix—and so are they,” I nod over to the kitchen where the guys jump and pretend they weren't listening intently. 
“Listen,” I continue, easing up on my anger. “I’m happy you’re in therapy because what we went through was tough, and your apology really does mean a lot. I never thought I would hear it, so thank you for that. But this is the last time I will tell you: we will never be getting back together. I can do my best to heal myself, but I can’t go back. I’m sorry.”
He uses the side of his palm to wipe away his tears and coughs. “Yeah,” he grumbles. “Okay.”
After an awkward goodbye, I watch him leave my stoop through the peephole and then sag my forehead against the door. I spin around, shutting the interior doors and grabbing the throw pillow off the couch and screaming bloody murder into it. My guys are at my side right away, and as I scream, they sit me down on the cushion and let me power through this emotional fucking storm. 
This day… what the fuck?
First, having that energizing meeting with Fredrik for the potential new business, then seeing Maureen and the fury rekindling inside me from losing the project. Then seeing my mom… the real her again, was amazing and it made my heart soar. And then this… whatever this was with Theo. 
My mental load is over capacity. I cannot be responsible for controlling my emotions for the rest of the night. I’m waving my white flag. 
The guys rub my back in gentle strokes, as I finish emptying my lungs into the pillow. I pull it away and grunt, staring blankly at the wall of bookshelves across from me. “I’ve had a day.”
“Do you wanna talk about it?” Marco asks. “And then we can breathe through it together.”
I unload it all for them. 
Fredrik. 
Maureen. 
Mom. 
Theo. 
When I’m done, Marco leads us through some deep breathing exercises that calm me down and center me. And I do feel better. 
I ask about their days, laughing with them when Marco recounts his story about his last client who fell asleep and farted the whole time. Jay tells us about his busy day and the great time he had with Isabelle catching up and having a few beers. 
“You should be proud of the way you handled Theo tonight, sweetheart,” Marco says through a smile. 
“You were so strong and poised,” Jay adds, rubbing my feet as I lay against Marco, his legs caging me in as we lay on the couch. “I got a boner just watching.”
All three of us giggle. I inch my other foot toward Jay’s crotch and rub. He raises an eyebrow and slants his head. “Don’t write a check you can’t cash, woman.”
“Who said I can’t cash it?” I smirk.
Marco growls in my ear as his hands squeeze my thighs. “Do you need us, sweetheart? Need to let go for a while?”
I hum my agreement and nod. “Please, Sir.”
“What our princess wants, she gets.”






  
  Chapter 12








Chosen

Marco


Present Day

She picked us.  
She picked us!
I can’t stop replaying what I overheard. What transpired between Cora and Theo. 	
The second we saw him standing there, my heart rate flew through the roof. I immediately locked into soldier mode, focusing on the situation, the exits, body language. It wouldn’t have mattered if there was a goddamn parade happening around us, I would have been honed in on what was happening. 
But our girl didn’t need saving. She handled him like a fucking queen. She didn’t waiver. She didn’t look worried or sad. She looked determined and confident; completely sure of herself. And it’s that surety that made me fall even deeper in love with her. 
The man she used to love, used to be married to, shared her whole life with, asked her to come back to him and she… picked… us. 
In your face, you fucking prick!
I also make a mental note to never break her heart because, Jesus Christ, this woman does not give it out again. We have one shot.
Pride engulfs my entire body at being chosen. My god, I know this was her moment, but she chose us!
I can’t focus on putting a scene together as we reach her room and Jay flicks on the lamps, casting a beautiful glow of yellow light. 
All I can think about is how proud of her I am. 
How happy I am. 
How in love I am. 
Jay stands behind Cora with his hands on her shoulders, both of them looking at me, waiting for direction. But I… I can’t. My throat bobs as I step close enough to softly run my hands along her collarbone and up her neck. 
“Sweetheart, what you did tonight took a lot of courage. I know you had an emotional rollercoaster of a day, and I want to give you what you need, but…” Her arms snake around my waist, pulling me closer to her as she looks up at me with those sultry emerald eyes. I push a lock of hair behind her ear, “It’s going to be a little different tonight. I will still be your Sir, but it’s going to be gentle,” I lean forward and kiss her temple, her cheek, her eyes. “I need to make love to you. We need to.” Jay pushes the few errant strands of curls falling down from her bun, and kisses her neck. 
“You chose us tonight, baby, and I can’t think of a better way to prove to you that you made the right choice than to make love to you.”
She shakes her head slowly. “You don’t have to prove it,” she whispers. “I know it. I choose you, Marco Borrelli.” She removes a hand from around my waist and raises it to caress Jay’s hair and jawline as she stares up at him. “I choose you, Jay Bishop.”
Jay lets out an audible breath and gives her a tender smile. 
I want to tell her I love her right now. At this very moment. It’s clawing to get out, but I know I can’t. She’s maxed out on emotions today—I cannot add to it. Telling her how we feel is too big right now; it’s too much. 
I lower my mouth to her neck so both of us are kissing and licking her thrumming pulse and she touches her hand to the back of my neck, grazing her fingers through my fade and into my curls. 
I may not be able to tell her I love her just yet, but I can come close. I trail my mouth along her neck to her ear. “I choose you, Cora Dalton. Every single time. Both of you.”
Jay steps around and we make a tight little huddle with our bodies, holding each other close and nuzzling in. He cups her face while holding my hand with his. “I choose you, too, Cora,” and then he lowers his mouth to hers as my heart explodes. He releases her plush lips and locks his big brown eyes on me. “And I still choose you, baby. I choose us.” He leans into me as our tongues slowly find each other. I can taste a hint of beer from his happy hour with Isabelle, but it’s mixed with something sweet. Like he had a piece of candy on the way home or something. I smile at the thought because it’s just so meta, isn’t it? This sweet man is made of sugar. 
I feel Cora shift to her tiptoes and we meet her hungry mouth with ours. Our lips like the centroid of this incredible triangle we’ve created. Our tongues silently convey the truth. Our hands are roaming everywhere, yet we’re unhurried to move on. We simply bask in the sweetness of each other’s taste. 
We finally pull away just enough for me to remember that I’m captaining this pleasure cruise. 
“I need to freshen up before…” Cora smiles and wags her perfectly arched eyebrows. 
“May I join you?” Jay asks. I look at him with a zipped brow. “No funny business, without you, Sir. I promise,” he smirks and I can’t help but smile. 
She pulls his hand and their warmth draws away as they saunter to Cora’s lux en suite bath. I start to toe my shoes off as I call over to them before they reach the threshold. “Princess, I want you naked when you get out here. Come out first.” The smooth leather of my belt draws out and I stare at her. “I want a few minutes alone with you.”
I can practically see her ears lower as her eyes round while blush creeps across her creamy white skin. “Yes, Sir,” she breathes. 
When she emerges, I’m sitting in the center of the bed, my clothes discarded save for my black boxer briefs. In the background low, sexy instrumental music softly plays. Naked as the day she was born, I watch her slowly walk to the foot of the bed, her fingers twitching. I can tell she’s overthinking already, desperate for a command. 
With my legs bent up and spread wide, back to the fabric headboard, I give her a sly smile and tap my inner thighs. “Crawl.” 
Her eyes light up and she kneels on the bed and with an even slower pace crawls like a jaguar on the hunt. 
I love the way she responds to me. The way she embraces my dominance and her own submission is captivating.
When she reaches me, I put up one finger to stop her and point it down. She obeys my gesture and sits on her heels, placing her hands in her lap, her decadent thighs spilling wide. 
“Your mouth. My feet. Work your way up.”
“Yes, Sir.” She quickly shifts her body down to kiss the top of my foot and inner arch, sending a zap of electricity up my legs and spine and my dick twitches with excitement. As she makes her way up my legs, stopping at my inner knees to pay close attention, I praise her along the way. She’s making a meal out of me and I’m living for this. 
When she reaches my groin, she nuzzles her nose against my boxer-clad shaft and purrs like the sex kitten she is. 
Very good girl. 
I look down the elegant slope of her back all the way down to her plump peach. I want to take a bite and suck all the sweetness from her. 
But my eye catches the cracked bathroom door, and I can see Jay’s eyes peeking out. If I know him the way I do, he’s probably champing at the bit to get out here. But I’ll allow this as a form of torture for a little longer. 
Knowing he’s watching will make this even hotter. 
“Turn around and lay against me, beautiful.”
She obeys, snuggling close to me; the generous give of her curves push against my muscles and it feels both electric and soothing. I spread her legs wide, hooking her knees over mine so she can’t go anywhere, my stiff length pushing into her lower back. My left hand closes gently around her throat testing her pulse, and I press her head into the crook of my neck. I can feel her stiff muscles relax into me. 
With my other hand, I start to play with her tight pink nipples. Tracing agonizingly light touches across them, they perk up with need. Cora closes her eyes and hums her appreciation. “That feels so good, Sir.”
Her tea tree oil and rosemary shampoo fills my senses, wrapping me up in a blanket of her. Of this incredible and pliant woman in my hold. “You deserve to feel good, baby.” 
She cants her hips to rub against my cock. “Can I make you feel good, Sir?”
“Shh. Enough of that. This makes me feel good.” I gently roll her tight little bud between my fingers and her breath shudders. “Bringing you pleasure brings me pleasure, got it?” I growl in her ear, rubbing my beard against her soft skin. 
She swallows hard. “Yes, Sir.”
My hand drags down her soft, generous stomach to her hot core. “Now let’s see how ready you are.” I slide my fingers through her spread pussy, but she’s not quite ready yet. 
Her breath hitches and she opens her eyes to look up at me. “I–I’m sorry, I’m not ready. That’s embar—”
I cut her off. “No, no, no, princess. That’s perfectly fine and normal.” I give her a salacious smirk. “That’s what we have Jay for.” Her brows knit together but realization hits her and she slaps her hand over her giggle.
“You may enter and service our woman now, prince,” I call towards the cracked en suite door. 
It whips open and Jay emerges wearing Cora’s discarded black bra and panties looking victorious. He has the panties knotted at the hips and the cups have so much room between his pectorals and the material, you could fit a small melon in each one. At least. 
Cora and I burst out in a laughing fit as Jay gives us a sexy little fashion show, strutting around the room, popping his hips and striking poses. His dick is fully hard and poking out of the sheer fabric. He runs his hands down his torso and does a few body rolls while biting his lip. 
He looks sexy. Happy. Perfect. 
I’m finally able to catch my breath, and unsuccessfully scold him because I can’t fight my grin. “I thought I told you to come out naked?”
His lower lip pulls to one side and he dips his chin. “Technically, you only told Cora to get naked.” He beams at me, “You gave me no such rules.”
“Oh my god, Jay! Take those off,” Cora giggles, wiping away the tears from her cheeks. 
He pins her with a petulant stare. “Hey, you don’t give me orders in the bedroom!”
“That’s right,” I reply. “I do. And you’re keeping them on. Now get over here and make our girl wet. I want her ready for us. I want every hole she has to drip.”
Focusing on Cora’s pussy, Jay’s eyes round as he leaps onto the bed and dives right in, making both of us laugh again. He devours her; his hands digging into the soft flesh of her thighs as he moans along with her. I use both hands to stimulate her nipples while I kiss her neck, licking her pulse. Her laughter fades into whimpers as we toy with her. 
Jay spreads her ass cheeks and lifts her bottom slightly so he can gain better access. His biceps flex, making me want to tongue the curves of each. When he licks her rim, she groans his name. 
“He’s a good boy, isn’t he?”
“Yes, Sir. So… good.”
As Jay continues to eat her ass, he adds a couple fingers directly to her clit and slowly builds her up. She’s writhing from our touch, her strong legs contracting and relaxing as she undulates her hips. 
“I need…” she says breathlessly. 
“I know. Clear your mind, princess,” I whisper, still tracing circles on her chest and gently blowing cool air across them. “I’m in control. Give yourself to us.” She just nods and I can feel her relinquish that control. 	
That’s it. 
Jay looks up to me and I indicate for him to give it his all. He starts rubbing her bundle of nerves furiously. And yes, this is incredibly erotic to watch, but I can’t help thinking he looks like a pussy DJ—scratching her clit record back and forth. 
“Skirt-skirt,” I say under my breath.
His brows pinch together. “What?” 
“Nothing. Keep going.”
“I’m gonna come. Yes, yes. Oh god!” our lady cries out as Jay removes his face to watch himself use his other hand to pump into her channel. 
“That’s it, prince. Keep going. Get her ready for us.”
Cora chokes on her climax as low mewls escape her lungs. This is what I love—this is how I know she’s really given in—because she can’t be bothered to focus on her sounds. Her glorious, erotic, sometimes demonic-like sex cries only spur me on more. I’m hungry with lust watching her unravel like this. Watching Jay and I bring her the relief she needs only makes me harder. 
I spring my leaking cock free from my boxer briefs and give the head a good squeeze. Cora has barely come down from her orgasm when I shift her slightly, positioning myself under her, and wrap one arm under her breasts. 
I drag my tip through her arousal and purr, “You did such a good job, prince. She’s perfect. Keep licking her while I shove my big fucking cock inside her.” I push my throbbing erection in deep with one swift movement as Cora’s hands fling to my hips and she gasps. 
Jay obeys my command and begins sucking her while I thrust and thrust and thrust into that tight, wet heat I can’t get enough of. 
Cora’s a bigger woman—it’s something I’m fully aware I’m attracted to. But when she’s on top of me like this, with her full weight pressed into me, I don’t think she knows just how much I love it—how much it stirs the desire in my blood. 
Her hands fly to the back of my neck, and she lifts her hips slightly, giving me even more room to pump into her. 
“Good girl, princess,” I growl in her ear. “If you come again, I’ll let Jay fuck this pretty cunt, too. Would you like that?”
“Yes,” she squeals over the slapping and slurping sounds we’re eliciting from her. 
Jay has always been an eager lover and it manifests itself so clearly when he’s giving oral. He hums and whimpers and moans when he’s giving, the same way he sounds when he’s receiving. He doesn’t just eat out; he dines on a five-course meal and asks for coffee afterward. The man commits. 
“Come for me, baby. Drown me,” Jay growls into her cunt, his jaw scraping against my shaft, sending me into a frenzy as my balls tighten. 
I can feel her pussy squeeze tight around me. “That’s it, princess. That’s it, that’s it!”
Cora grunts and cries out her second release as her warm ejaculate pours over my balls and splashes on Jay’s beautiful face. He nuzzles in deeper, his eyes closed, drinking from her luscious body. 
Without stopping my thrusts, I grind out through gritted teeth, “Good girl. Feed him. Feed my cock.” She whimpers as her face contorts through her climax. Our bodies slide against each other, sweat forming between us. 
“On your knees, prince. Get inside her before she comes down.”
He pushes himself off the bed, his hard-on raging and seeping from the tip as it falls out of Cora’s panties he’s still wearing. He grabs hold of his base as he inches up close and I stop my pumping. He throws one leg up over our hips, hand clasping her shoulder and the other guiding his length into her—pressing hard against mine, sending tingling pleasure to the base of my spine. 
He looks tortured as he watches what he’s doing to us. 
“Tell me what you see, prince. Tell us what you're doing.”
He huffs, but never takes his eyes off where we’re joined, utterly mesmerized. “I’m pushing my cock against yours, Sir. I’m pushing into our… beautiful… perfect… princess.” Cora groans at the invasion, and Jay continues, licking his lips. “Fuck, ma’am, I’m only halfway.”
“I want it all, Jay. I need you both.”
“You need us?” Jay breathes, trying to control himself as he stretches her. 
“I do. Need you so bad.” Jay pushes in a little more. “Need,” she repeats and he pushes in a little more. “Need,” she groans. 
“There,” Jay gasps. “Fuck me, this is incredible.” He gives a couple experimental pumps, sending both Cora and me into a fit of desire. 
“You like that, baby? Are you ready for more?” I croon into her ear, doing my best to calm my breathing. 
“Please, Sir,” she whines, still squeezing my neck, her fingernails digging into my skin.
“Tell me more. Use your filthy words and beg me.” 
“Please fuck my pussy… together. Please stretch me and fill me and make me come. Please use me to make each other come. Use me. Please, Sir.”
Fuck me, that was more than I thought I’d get out of her. 
Damn.
“You’re so pretty when you beg, princess. Fuck her like she deserves, prince.”
Jay thrusts. “Thank you, Sir.” 
I keep still, kissing and licking her neck and letting Jay rock his length against us. It feels glorious. The heat of her cunt. The maddening friction. The tight, wet, hedonistic luxury of it all is too much to withstand. I can’t keep still any longer and start to rut.
I join Jay and Cora’s choir of moans and whimpers as Jay presses his flat palm against the top of her pussy. “Oh god, I can feel our cocks moving in her.”
 “Press down harder,” I command.
He obeys and Cora lets out one of those demonic mewls that drives me wild. He then adds his thumb to her clit and presses. His other hand is still squeezing her shoulder so tight, as if he’s completely unaware of his grip there. He’s wholly focused on where the three of us are joined. 
She wiggles between us, but I still have her locked in place. “There!” she screams, throwing her head forward, her stomach and pussy both clenching. “Yes! Thank you. Thank you. Thank you,” she repeats as she again douses us with her gift. 
“Good girl, princess. Fuck, I’m not far behind. That’s it… keep riding it out.”
“Gonna come,” Jay groans.
“You feel so good. Don’t hold back. Come all over my cock. Fill her up.”
Jay’s body stills and jerks as he breathes rapidly, grunting like an animal. But I’m no better. I can’t hold back either as I match his jerky movements and latch on to Cora’s shoulder like a bite stick, spilling everything into her pussy. 
Finally, all three of us go still. We’re nothing more than slick bodies as we try to catch our breath. I manage to lift my head to hers as she twists her neck to kiss me. Deeply. Passionately. Her mouth, like a promise and a prayer, and all I can think is how much I adore this woman. How simply taking care of her makes me feel whole. 
Both of them. My prince and my princess. Do either of them need me to take care of them? No. But they allow me to, and that makes me feel valued. 
Trusted. 
Loved. 
Chosen. 
Jay slowly slides out and moves to our side, then connects to our mouths, tangling himself in our kiss. Our silent promise. 
I know you love us, Cora. 
As much as it physically pains me not to tell her, it can’t be said tonight. 
Our lips linger as we shift and settle. I leave the two of them making out and petting each other while I gather my aftercare items and head back to the bed. I clean them up, then myself, kissing along their legs and stomachs. Necks. Lips. Chests. Praising them for their obedience and trust. 
After I give Cora some aspirin, we all gulp down water like it’s air. 
When we finally get settled in for sleep, Jay and I flank Cora like a couple of koala bears scaling a tree, and George snuggles into her usual spot behind my knees. The Office plays quietly on Jay’s laptop at the edge of the bed as our bodies wind down from our fantastic highs. 
It’s here, while Cora drifts off to sleep, that Jay and I wait once again, to whisper into her hair our truest words. The words she’s not ready to hear, but the words we can’t not tell her. 
“We love you, Cora.”
“We love you, sweetheart.”






  
  Chapter 13








Homecoming

Marco


Four Years Ago

The flight back to the States was rough. I couldn’t sleep a wink and I barely slept last night on base. Coming home is always hard. Things, people, places all change. Relationships develop and disintegrate, babies are born and people die while you’re gone.  
Death. 
It feels like that’s all I was a part of while I was away. Avoiding it. Causing it. My job in Wheeled Vehicle Repairs keeps me from most of the action, but this last deployment was so fucked up. I saw more action than my first three years combined. 
Witnessing death and fighting it—that’s usually all I can think about when I return. But this time, I feel something new: excitement. It’s bizarre to feel like your soul is leadened with death, and yet you’re excited to see your best friend. Beyond excited, really. I don’t know what the name of that feeling is, but I know seeing him will make me feel better. 
So when we’re all woken up before the ass crack of dawn to prepare for our departure into civilian life and go through the rigamarole of formations and ceremony, I’m already awake and raring to go. Thankfully, all this will be over by late morning. 
	As I stand in formation with my unit—a smaller unit than what we left with—I listen to the names read of who didn’t make it home with us. I might not be close with my unit, and I understand that’s my fault, but it doesn’t hurt any less to hear their names and remember their stories, their laughter, their last days and moments.
I keep my eyes trained forward, though my focus is with my fallen brothers. I’m lost to their memory, as our commanding officer officially releases us. The only reason I know he has, is because one second, I’m standing ramrod straight, mind elsewhere, and the next, my best friend is slamming into me, wrapping his arms around and knocking the wind out of my body. 
On reflex, I throw my arms around him and hold tight. Tears well in my eyes as I embrace him for far longer than I anticipate. This hug is nothing like the last one we shared when I left for deployment. That was a short bro hug. This, however, is a deep, powerful embrace that shakes the very foundation I’ve always known. I’ve never hugged another man like this. Not my father, not my so-called friends. It’s like he can sense I need this, even though I didn’t know I did. 
I might be on home soil now, which does give me a mild sense of home, but hugging Jay, it’s like I can finally breathe, knowing, without a shadow of a doubt, I’m truly home. 
Jay holds me a little longer allowing me to collect myself as best I can. When we break apart, the cold January air whirls between us as we both look in opposite directions and wipe the remnants of tears from our faces. 
He gives a little laugh as he speaks his first words to me. “Well, that’s fucking embarrassing.”
I sniff back the tears and choke out a laugh. “Sorry. I didn’t expect that, either. It’s great to see you, man.” When our eyes meet again, neither of us can hold back our grins. 
“Thanks for coming home in one piece, dude. I missed you.”
I throw my arm around his shoulder and haul him back into me as I drag him away from the chaos of loved ones crying and fawning over their own soldiers. He has to hunch down a bit for me to do it, but he allows it and laughs as we stride away. “I missed you too, bud.”
We walk to where all my stuff is—well, my one large, canvas pack—and I go to lift it to my shoulder, but Jay beats me to it and snatches it. He hefts it over his back as I drop my jaw. 
“You’re gonna carry my pack?”
“Yeah. One of the many ways I’m thanking you for your service.”
“You know that’s kind of emasculating, right?”
“Then so be it.” He lunges away from me as I try to grab it from him. “Let me emasculate you!” he mocks seriously but still smiles. 
I shake my head in defeat and roll my eyes as I follow him to his SUV, opening my own door before he can. He places my bag in the trunk and comes around to the driver’s seat, where he puts the keys in the ignition but pauses before turning it on. He looks over at me for a long moment, and a bright white smile slowly spreads. I finish clicking my seatbelt into place as I watch him. All of a sudden, my hands are sweaty and I’m not sure what to do with them. A twinge of something uncertain and electrifying zips through me as I watch him watch me. 
As fast as lightning, he throws his arm at me and smacks me against the chest several times in rapid succession and hollers, “I fucking missed you, dude!” The whole vehicle shakes as we both start playfully hitting each other. We sound like a couple of kids giggling as we smack each other around. 
This is already the best day I’ve had in the last year—since the last time I saw him, come to think of it. Don’t get me wrong, all those messages back and forth kept me going in the last twelve months. But actually being in Jay’s presence once again? That is wholly different. 
“Okay, that’s enough!” he exclaims, leaning away from my attack. “I’m supposed to make you rest and feel comfortable, not rile you up.”
Leaning back into my leather seat, I lay my head back, catching my breath as I watch him turn the ignition. “What do you mean?” 
“I read up on how to make sure you’re reintegrated comfortably after deployment. I’m supposed to make you rest, not beat you up.”
I guffaw. “Is that what you call what just happened?”
He turns our seat warmers on full blast as the car warms up and he gives me a side-eye. “Yeah. You wouldn’t stand a chance if I was in full fight mode.”
“Is that right?”
“I don’t know if you know this, Marco, but I’m so much stronger than you—and scrappier.” Jay’s face says he’s serious, but his tone tells me he knows he’s being ridiculous.  
I’m laughing so hard my stomach and cheeks hurt. “I’d love to see you try and take me.”
He stifles a smile and I watch heat color his face and neck. He throws the SUV in gear and pulls out. “Careful what you wish for, dude.”
“You have the next three months to prove it to me.”
Again, he stifles a smile, poorly. “I never back down from a challenge.”
We set out on our drive back to Philly, and Jay’s loaded up the car with convenience store snacks—seriously, it looks like he ransacked a Wawa—and I could not be happier. It’s amazing how taste can transport you back to familiarity and a sense of home. 
“You didn’t want to bring Willow with you?” I ask Jay as he tosses back the crumbs at the bottom of a Cheetos bag. 
He finishes chewing as he gives me an uncomfortable look. “We actually broke up yesterday.”
“What? I’m sorry. What happened?”
“It kinda started going downhill before Christmas. I wanted her to come to meet my family for the holiday, but she had plans with her other partners that whole week all the way through the new year. And I don’t know, I guess it made me realize I was pretty fucking jealous. I realized I don’t think I’m cut out for that kind of relationship. I want to be with my partner all the time. I don’t like the idea of them having relationships outside of ours.”
“So it was like, she was with you, but she was also with other people in separate couplings?”
“Yeah. It wasn’t fair to her or me that I felt jealous. And like, I’ve met her other partners, and they’re all nice enough, but… I need more.”
Honestly, I don’t understand how Jay keeps running into situations like this. From what I know of him, he’s a total catch. Anyone would be lucky to have such a devoted and caring partner. Maybe that’s my biased opinion as his friend. 
I give him a nod. “So, are we getting wasted to forget her or are we hiding away tonight?”
“Um, you’re resting, Sergeant Borrelli. Aren’t you tired?”
“I'm barely hanging on, truth be told. But I gotta be awake when I get to Rebecca’s. I want to help her with Viera.”
“Dude, the bags under your eyes tell me you’re thirty seconds of silence away from passing out. How are you supposed to help when you get there?” I give him a shrug. “Why don’t you come over to my place and catch up on sleep. Then I can take you over to their place tomorrow when you’re fresh. How about that?” He makes a compelling argument, so I give him a nod. “Good. My roommate is still gone, so you can use his room.”
“You have a roommate?” I feel a little awkward that I didn’t know this about him.
“Barely. His company set him up with a work abroad program in The Netherlands and he’s been over there for the last six months. They pay for his housing there and here while he’s away.”
“So you basically live by yourself and pay half the rent? That’s a sweet deal.”
“I know, right?”
I take a moment to think this over. Sleep does sound amazing right now. If I went to my sister’s house and slept, I’d feel rude ignoring her and my niece. They deserve a fully functional Uncle Marco. 
“Alright, man. You have yourself a deal.” I pull out my phone to call Rebecca to let her know the change of plans due to my exhaustion, and she hits me with a sarcastic Oh are you tired? But she agrees I should get some rest, too. 
Hours later we arrive at Jay’s apartment after a long, traffic-filled drive from Fort Belvoir. He shows me to my room and sets my stuff down, still not letting me carry my own shit. This room is weird and I realize it’s because it looks staged. 
“Dan’s company paid for the furnishings,” Jay explains. “I swear he’s only spent maybe ten nights in this room when he was here.” 
I unlace my boots and look up at him. “Fine by me. But hey, you didn’t answer me—how are we treating this breakup? Drinks or hiding?”
“You know, for once, I don’t feel like hiding. Let’s drink to celebrate your homecoming until you pass out from exhaustion.”
Setting my boots aside, I stand up, unbuckling my belt and unzipping my fatigue cargo pants. I huff a small laugh, “That’s a real possibility.” 
When I step out of my pants, I glance at Jay who’s looking all around the room like he's never been in here before. I shrug off my jacket and Jay clears his throat. “Let me go check what I have to drink. I’ll meet you in the living room.” He turns around to book it out of the bedroom but runs into the doorframe with his broad shoulder. “Fuck. Who put that there?” he mutters to himself. 
When I change into my gray sweats and a fresh army t-shirt, I make my way to the modest but modern living room. There’s a navy-blue sofa, a leather recliner, coffee table, rug, and a huge TV. I take a deep breath and soak in my creature comforts. 
Jay walks out from the kitchen with a couple open bottles of beer in his hand. “You wanna Yuengling or this IPA?”
Feeling nostalgic and craving more of anything that feels like home, I grab the Yuengling from him as he plops down next to me. 
“Cheers to your homecoming. Welcome back, man.”
“Let’s make the most of the next three months.”
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Jay was tired, too, apparently, because one minute we were talking with the TV on mute, and the next, I was woken up by his shoulder falling against my own. The early winter darkness had settled around us as our bodies settled against each other. I wasn’t about to move him because he looked so peaceful, but he startled awake after a few moments and looked up at me with heavy eyelids and a dreary smile. “I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to do that.”
I give him a lazy smile back. “It’s okay, bud.”
Shifting his warm body away from mine, he stands, then extends his hand. “Come on. You need a real bed.”
My eyelids and limbs feel like weighted blankets, but I grab his hand as he hauls me off the couch and leads me to my room for the night. 
The room feels so impersonal, unlike everything else I’ve experienced around Jay today. His home, his stories, the way he makes me feel like I belong—so when the door to my room finally closes, I’m glad I’m halfway asleep already when I fall into the bed and turn off my brain. 
He lets me sleep and sleep and sleep until I wake up the next day in the mid-afternoon. I take a quick shower and find out why Jay smells the way he does. He has nice body wash, not that four-in-one combo bullshit. And I sniffed through his cologne collection. 
Ready to begin my active duty as Uncle Marco, we leave his place and drive to Bec’s just in time for Viera to wake up and feed. 
“I’m gonna head out,” Jay announces as we kind of hover in the living room, Kayla circling Jay’s legs. “You probably wanna catch up with your family, anyway.”
Rebecca sits down on the couch and whips her breast out to feed Viera and looks up at us as I mentally recoil from seeing my sister’s tit for the first time ever. “You don’t have to go if you don’t want to, Jay. I plan on making my baby brother pull his weight around here. He might need some help so I can take a goddamn nap.”
My sister has a point. I have no idea what I’m doing and I’m sure after she explains everything to me, I’ll still need help. Jay looks at me and shrugs. “If you want me to, I’d be happy to stay and help out. It’s Sunday—I don’t have anything going on today.”
I inwardly release a sigh of relief. Kayla’s tail wags as Jay leans down to pick her up, snuggling into her black and white fur.
My sister gives us a tired smile. “Then settle in, wash up, and get back here to hold your niece.”
We do as she says and sit back down as Viera finishes up feeding—which, by the way, is disturbingly loud. Viera’s like a month old and how she makes all those grunts while eating blows my mind. She sounds like a pig—the cutest little pig. 
Rebecca finally puts her breast away, and I mentally remind myself this is natural and normal, and I should not be weirded out by breastfeeding, then she brings me my teeny, tiny niece. “First lesson is burping. Hold her on your shoulder and pat her back in an upward motion.” I obey as I sit straight up, clutching her. Jay watches me like a hawk, and I can vaguely sense his hands ready to catch her if she decides to squirm away. 
Can infants squirm away at this stage? 
Becs tells me to tap harder, but I’m afraid I’ll break her. She says it’s okay, and when I do, my delicate little niece lets out a deep burp that I’m pretty sure was summoned by Satan. 
Jay rubs her back and cheers quietly for the small victory. “Yay! Good job, little one!” 
As I pull her off my shoulder and face her head-on with a big smile, her face is serious. Then all at once, she projectile vomits all over my chest and lap. The burp cloth over my shoulder doing absolutely nothing to help. 
Jay launches himself off the couch laughing at my misfortune. “Ahh! Oh my god, that’s disgusting.” 
My sister tosses me a spare burp cloth from the pile of clean clothes next to her, seemingly unfazed by this. “Yeah, she’ll do that. Gotta watch out.”
I hand Viera to Jay as I clean myself up the best I can when I hear a thunderous sound come from his direction. “What was that? It sounds like a rocket launch.”
Jay’s holding her chest to chest with her feet propped against his forearm. “Did she just poop?” he asks my sister with wide eyes. 
She lifts her eyebrows, again, unfazed. “Yup. Okay, next lesson: how to change a diaper.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Jay and I get the hang of things by the end of the night—kind of. Enough that Rebecca could in fact, take a nap while Jay and I watched Viera, changed a hundred diapers, and prepared some food for her and Vinny who got home a few hours ago and is now deeply sleeping, too. 
Jay walks around the first floor with Viera in his arms as they watch each other intently. I pop the lid on the glass container of rigatone I made and put it in the fridge. “You know she has that swing thing you can set her in if your arms are getting tired.”
“I know,” he says gently, swaying her. I lean my hip against the counter and touch her little hand. She is precious and I feel a sense of pride already. Like this little part of me is out here in the world now. A world I want to make better for her. 
I smile at the sight of them both. “You want kids?” I ask.
“Is it weird if I say yes? I feel like guys never admit that; but I do.” He looks back at me. “What about you? You think you’d ever want one?” 
“Ya know, until today, I didn’t think so. I thought that if I did, I’d accidentally repeat some of the fucked up shit my parents did to us. But seeing her—I mean, she’s not even mine—it makes me think I can give her a better life, the one Rebecca and I wanted to have growing up.”
“You didn’t have a good childhood?”
I tell Jay about my piece-of-shit father and my mentally unstable, absent, drug-addict mother. About the mental and physical scars they left us. I don’t know what possesses me to spill all of this to him here and now, but I don’t want to stop. The words and the memories keep flowing, and it’s not as hard to explain as I always thought it would be. Only Becs knows this shit—but Jay’s here, and he’s listening to every word. The way he’s looking at me makes me feel… I don’t know… understood, I guess. There’s not a lick of pity on his face. It’s like he’s stepped back and adjusted his focus to see the whole painting that is my fucked-up life. 
Eventually Viera falls asleep in his arms and I end my traumatic childhood download, so he hands her off to me and I lay her down in her bassinet in Vinny and Rebecca’s room. I quietly shut the door while the whole family finally sleeps. 
When I get back downstairs, Jay’s cleaning up the remaining few dishes, leaving a spotless kitchen. 
“It’s almost 11:00, man. You should probably get home and get some sleep for work tomorrow.”
“I know. Sorry if I’ve been hogging your time.”
“Hogging my time? Are you kidding? You saved me today. You spent the last thirty-six hours driving me, sheltering me, feeding me, and helping me learn how to be an uncle. I should be apologizing to you for taking up all your time.”
He goes to grab his coat and slip on his shoes. “Don’t even mention it. I’m just glad you’re home, Marco. I’ll take as much of your time as you give me. We gotta make these three months count, right?”
Giving him a tired smile as he stands up, I give him a hug. “Right.”
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Therapy

Cora


Present Day

Today is my sixth session with Dr. Zenner in two weeks. I used to think therapy was only a once-a-week thing, but apparently, when you’re going through a crisis, the doctor thinks you should come in more. That makes sense, but I didn’t exactly realize I was in crisis when I started. I can see it now thanks to Dr. Z, but really, the appreciation cannot miss Marco and Jay. They nudged me, and even though I felt like a failure that I couldn’t control my mental health, they made me feel stronger with their support—like I could still be in control of my journey.  
And I’m not going to lie to myself, because at this point, I know my being here is mostly their doing. Yes, I took the leap, but they made my leap easier. I want to be better for myself and for them. They deserve to have me at my best—or at least the best that I can be now—because they show me their best every day. Even when they’re showing me their own wounds, they’re showing me vulnerability. It’s like they’re telling me by showing me—that it’s okay to open up. Seeing them trust me with their hearts and struggles shows me just how strong they are. 
I want to be that strong for them. 
I knew I liked Dr. Zenner right away, but the more I talk with her, the more comfortable I feel. Maybe it’s the efficiency nerd in me, but I’ve been laying everything I can out for her. I want to get to the bottom of this as fast as possible. I want to be fixed, if that’s even possible. 
“Sounds like Marco and Jay are pretty interested in your healing,” Dr. Zenner observes. 
I can’t help the smile that dances across my face. “They’re the sweetest.”
“How do you feel about the pace of your relationship with them?”
I take a while to think about my previous relationships before answering. “I had a couple other boyfriends before Theo and I got together. Both of them took a while to formulate an official relationship; both were at least a few months in before the I love yous came out. But with Theo, I knew right away, and so did he.”
I fixate on the fabric seam on the arm of my chair when Dr. Zenner probes further. “And now?”
Still staring at the pale green fabric, I trace the iridescent floral pattern. “The other night, in bed, I think they thought I was asleep already, and I heard them tell me they loved me.” I take a long moment to collect my thoughts, and Dr. Z waits. “I think—I think I’ve been falling for them for a while, but I couldn’t see it clearly. It’s like losing Violet and my dad and my mom, to a large extent, has fogged over all the good that is actually in my life.”
“And they’re the Good?”
I look up at her as a tiny burst of laughter peels out of me, and I swipe a newly formed tear from my eye. “They’re the Great. They’re so strong for me. They’re unwavering.”
“Are you ready to tell them?”
“I want to.”
There’s another long pause before she nudges me. “I’m sensing a but.”
“But,” I sigh. “They want kids. They want to be fathers. Marco did tell me I could give them an answer if I was ever ready. Not when, but if.” I swallow at nothing but uncertainty and then continue, “I know they’re leaving space for me to heal, and it feels like if I told them ‘no, I don’t want more children, it’s too hard to go through that again’ that they would still… they would still… love me, but I don’t know if I can put them through that. It feels like I’d be taking that opportunity away from them.”
“Let’s take a step back and examine the possibility of having another child. Is that something you’d like to dig into right now?”
I inhale to calm my nerves. “Yes.”
“What does having another child look like for you? What do you feel when you think about that?”
I take a deep breath and close my eyes, imagining myself looking in the mirror with a small, protruding belly. “I see myself pregnant and worried that I’m going to lose this baby too. Constantly worried.”
“Are you alone?”
I was actually picturing myself alone. But at her prompt, I imagine Marco massaging my shoulders, whispering sweet nothings into my ear. Jay kneels in front of me, caressing my bump, kissing it, and whispering his own sweet nothings to our baby.
Our. 
Just the thought of that simple word and everything it means brings a fresh stream of tears to my eyes. That’s the difference between then and now—between Theo and Marco and Jay. I have them. I’m not alone.
I open my wet eyes and sniffle before I answer her. “Not anymore.” I clear my throat and let my mouth run without thinking it over. “But I wasn’t alone when I got pregnant with Violet. I was very much in love, too. Theo telling me he didn’t want to keep her because she could have Down syndrome was the egregious offense. I’d like to think Jay and Marco wouldn’t think such a thing, but I don’t know for sure. If Violet could have Down syndrome, it’s possible my future child could as well.”
I chew my lip and look deeper into myself. “That’s if I have a biological child. I have this fear that if our theoretical child wasn’t physically and mentally perfect—whatever the fuck that that means, but for a lack of a better word—that I’d lose the relationship with them, too. I have that fear even if we were to adopt. Like, what if they reject our child then? It would tear me apart.”
I can feel my heart rate pickup as I work through this explanation. “So it’s like, do I disappoint them by not having a biological child? Or am I disappointed and heartbroken that they will treat the child like Theo would have? Rejecting them.”
“It sounds like you may have anxiety around broaching the subject that if your future child does not fit a cookie-cutter mold, that your relationship with Jay and Marco will suffer. Does that feel correct?”
“Yes. Talking to them about this—I can’t help but fear that they’ll do the same thing Theo did to me. I know I have to talk to them about this eventually.”
“Can you think of anything that you might be able to do to alleviate some of that stress or fear?”
My mind immediately thinks about Marco and how he calms me down. “I can try deep, purposeful breathing. That seems to help me these days.”
“That sounds excellent, Cora.”
“I definitely have some homework and journaling to do over the weekend.”
Dr. Zenner looks up at the clock on the fireplace mantel. “Our time is almost up for today. But before we go, I want to circle back to what we discussed at the beginning of our session.” My heart pounds and my skin becomes clammy in anticipation of what she’s about to say. It’s a variation of the same thing she’s told me the last four sessions, and it’s hard to hear each time. 
“As we’re closing up, I just wanna say that it’s clear you’ve placed a lot of blame on yourself for forgetting Violet’s birthday, and thinking back through the conversation we had today, it’s so clear and I hope you can see that she is someone who you are never going to forget, and she is very much at the front of your brain.”
Fighting back my tears is pointless, but I dab them with a tissue, as we both stand. I take a deep breath to calm myself. “Thank you, Dr. Zenner. She is. I’ll see you next week.”
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Fairmount Park

Jay


Present Day

I’m itching to know how Cora’s therapy sessions are going. She hasn’t told us much about what she’s been talking about with her doctor—at least, it’s not enough for my gossip-greedy brain—and it’s taking everything I am to not pry. I don’t want her to feel like her therapy is all she is; her brokenness does not define her. She’s so much more. Her beautiful exterior is nothing compared to her beautiful interior—so intricate and fascinating that it would take me a lifetime to understand how it all works.  
We step outside the confines of our warm vehicle to the sprawling expanse of Fairmount Park—a huge historic park located right in the city. There are fields for sports, nature trails, pavilions, gardens, and public art. There are a few historic homes scattered as well as stone bridges that I know Cora will love. I’ve heard her say on more than one occasion I’m a simp for a good archway. 
We’ve bundled up to simply walk around and enjoy the serenity of this sunny, winter Saturday. Marco and I wanted to take her somewhere to clear her mind since the hearing is Tuesday. 
Tuesday. All this drama and work has finally funneled into this first hearing. It’s impossible not to be nervous, but I’m trying my best to appear calm and strong for her. 
We make our way winding through one of the nature trails as bright rays of sunshine peak through the barren branches over our heads. I point out a cardinal that has landed on an evergreen a few feet away; its striking red feathers are unmistakable and impossible to ignore. 
Cora smiles at me. “Do you guys ever think about if we’ve ever crossed paths before? Like, all three of us were born and raised in the area. It can stand to reason we may have been at the same events, the same stores, the same parks,” she gestures to the forest around us. “—and not even known it. I’ve been to this park at least a hundred times.”
I squeeze her gloved hand tight. “Me too.” 
“This park is actually where I realized Jay was a lot more than a friend,” Marco smiles from the other side of Cora, and I can’t suppress the heat that rushes to my face and the butterflies that erupt from my core. Sparing no detail, we recount that story for her.
We spend the next hour breathing in the crisp late January air, looking at art and bridges, and watching the Schuylkill River sparkle as Marco and I answer all her questions about our story. She’s beaming while listening to us, and it pulls on my heartstrings. The way she invests herself in Marco and my relationship is so interesting to me. Not a whisper of jealousy. It’s nothing more than curiosity and adoration for our bond, but it feels integral somehow.
The three of us take a seat on a wooden bench with Marco in the middle. We’re back on a trail in the woods, off the beaten path a little. 
“Your story is incredible, you guys.” She sighs, “I love your love. I love the way you love each other.”
There are a lot of I love statements in there and my chest tightens. I lean in, pressing my lips to his gently. “He’s very easy to love,” I say through a smile, but I want desperately to add, So are you, Cora. 
Marco leans her into our joined faces and the three of us share a kiss. Between layers of coats and scarves and hats, our bare lips seek the warmth of each other. 
I think this could be the moment she finally tells us. How can it not? How can she hold it back? I know it’s there. Those three powerful little words have been danced around endlessly these past few weeks it seems. Every time I think it’s going to happen, I wait on bated breath for her to claim us fully. 
But we break our kiss, and the words still don’t come. 
How can I be so in love and still have a broken heart? How can I be this happy with this much turmoil?
Marco points to an owl he’s spotted high in a beech tree. “Look… right over there. She’s in a nest.” We both look to where he’s pointing and he’s right. A regal Great Horned Owl perches in her nest, staring at us, protecting her precious eggs.
“Have you ever heard of fetal cell microchimerism, Cora?” he asks, shifting her close as she rests under his arm. 
“No.”
“It’s when cells and DNA from your baby are left behind in your body after a miscarriage. I just read about it. Apparently, that DNA stays with you—for decades. It’s supposed to help heal your body.”
She’s silent for a while and I peek at her to see her eyes focused, like her mind is racing. She lifts a hand to her face and dabs at a tear but doesn’t look away from the owl. “So she’s always with me?” 
“She is.”
Cora swallows back her tears. “That’s…” She shifts out from under his arm to look him in the eyes. She scans his face, then mine as her lips wobble. “Thank you for telling me that. I don’t think you understand just how impactful that is to hear.” She shakes her head in disbelief. “Why do you know about that?”
Marco looks over at me and I admit, “We’ve been learning about miscarriage and researching how to best support you.”
“You have?”
A puff of air forms as he lets out a gentle sigh. “Why wouldn’t we, sweetheart? Why wouldn’t we do everything in our power to understand you and hold you up? You don’t have to do this alone. You don’t have to carry these burdens, this mental weight, all by yourself. We know you’re strong and independent, but that doesn’t mean you can’t lean on us—fall on us—give us everything you are and know we will not falter—”
“I love you,” she declares breathlessly, cutting him off and my heart erupts like a volcano. “Both of you. Immensely. Terribly.”
I launch myself off the bench and move to sit on the other side of Cora, closing her in between us. “Finally!” I cry as we wrap our arms around her and each other. “I love you so much, baby. So much it hurts.”
“I love you, sweetheart. I’m never gonna stop saying it, and I’m never letting you go.”
Relief feels like a torrential downpour as the three of us hold each other and cry in the middle of this nature preserve with our owl friend watching over us. A couple walks past us on the trail and we completely ignore them, too engrossed in our own love. 
Our love.
Our real, now-verbally-expressed love. 
Cora gives a small giggle as we kiss her senseless. “I’m sorry I waited so long to tell you.”
“It’s okay, baby,” I tell her. “I know you had a lot to work through to get to this point, and I love you for taking us with you on this journey. I love you not only because you’re a bright and shining light, but I love you and will cherish you for your darkness too. For your hurt. For your pain. I’ll love you through it all, I swear it.” Her hand on my cheek swipes at the bottom of my eye, pushing away the happy tears. “I pray you never have to suffer again, but I know that’s impossible. Your lived experiences have made you the woman I love, and I fully embrace it. I want to be your beacon of light, just like you are mine.” I peek at Marco. “Both of you.”
Cora kisses me quietly like she’s sealing my own declaration with her acceptance. Our noses are cold, but I couldn’t be warmer because twin flames burn inside my chest for them. 
Marco kisses her forehead as her eyes flutter closed, but she whispers, “When concrete is poured to make a sidewalk or a driveway or a floor, lines—or expansion joints—are added to the still wet surface before it cures. Do you know why?” She opens her eyes but we shake our heads. “Because when the earth moves, everything shifts with it. When that happens, hard surfaces and structures have to move too—but they can, and will, crack. So, expansion joints are purposefully designed to absorb the imminent cracks, preventing them from spreading.” She takes a breath and smiles sweetly at me, then at Marco. “I feel like you two are my expansion joints… flanking me, letting me crack, but safely.”
As if my heart couldn’t swell any bigger, she manages to make it. 
“It’s an honor,” I tell her. 
“We will always be your expansion joints, Cora.”
She giggles. “I suppose I could have made some kind of beautiful analogy to art or design, but no. I chose concrete.”
I kiss her smile. “You chose wisely. You always do.”
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When we get back to Cora’s house, it feels like our hearts have tethered together. I knew that unsaid love was already present between the three of us, but now, it feels tangible. So fucking real I could hold it. 
Hold it like the way I’m holding my partners now—in my arms, as we stand, frozen, in her bedroom. We all know what’s about to happen, and I crave it, but I crave it as much as I crave this embrace. 
Jay’s right hand holds onto the back of my neck as our foreheads press into each other. With our eyes closed, I feel his breath whisper against mine, “Thank you, baby. Thank you for taking a chance on the three of us.”
“I didn’t expect this,” I reply softly. “I didn’t expect to fall in love with either of you in the beginning. You’re my best friend, Jay. I didn’t know I had room in my heart for another.” I open my eyes and look down at Cora’s entrancing green eyes and smile. “You were only supposed to be a unicorn, sweetheart.” I brush my palm against cheek and push back her hair. “But your magic infiltrated us, and I can’t live without it.”
“I love you, Marco.”
“Say it again.”
“I love you, Marco Borrelli.”
“I love you, Cora Dalton. And I love you, Jay Bishop. Equally. Separately. Together.”
Trailing soft lips down my neck, Jay murmurs, “Then make love to us, baby.”
I take my time undressing my lovers, paying special care to each and every inch of skin I expose—admiring and kissing as I go. 
We’ve made love before, versions of it, at least; the unspoken words at the crux of it all. But right here, with Cora beneath Jay on the bed, her legs spread to cradle him, I imagine our lives together—our love sewing our pasts and futures as one. 
Jay descends his lips on her neck and she closes her eyes as she strokes his strong shoulders and biceps. I crawl behind them and slowly kiss down Jay’s spine, my naked body covering theirs. When I get to his perfect ass, I can feel him undulating his hips slightly against Cora. I gently pull his cheeks apart and tease him with hot breath and the smallest graze of my lips against him. 
He lets out the sweetest whimper and—fuck—I can’t resist that. I never have. “Is she ready, baby?”
“She’s coating my dick. I need you so badly, Cora. I need to make you mine.”
“You have me. I’m yours, and I need you, too, Jay. I need you, baby.”
I momentarily stop my teasing as he shifts to line himself up, and I lower my head to watch him enter our woman. Her swollen and glistening pussy sucking him in. My hands stay locked on his backside as I memorize this perfect view. These perfect creatures I love with bite marks and bruises and whip cracks scattered all over their bodies like my own personal branding. 	
“Wait,” Cora breathes and Jay halts, halfway in. “I love you so much.”
Hearing them kiss frantically, I move to the side and watch their faces. Then Jay, without taking his lips off her, pants along with her, “I love you more. I’ve loved you since the night I met you, Cora. When you wore that pretty blue dress and ran into me. I swear, the second your eyes met mine, I was a goner.”
She gives him a sweet but sad smile and cups his face, then pushes her fingers through his silky hair. “I’m sorry I ghosted you. If I would have known then what I know now—how deep your love can heal and give—I could have saved myself from so much sadness and loneliness. I love you for never giving up on me.”
I shed a tear watching my partners express their unfiltered love to one another. I didn’t know my heart could be capable of such a glorious thing—my love for them, for her, for him, and my love for their love. It’s so much greater than the three of us. 
Cora skates her hands down Jay’s body. When they get to his ass, she digs in and he slides all the way inside her. 
“Yes,” she breathes like a prayer. I decide right then this is what I want: to watch them make love. 
Cora tears her eyes from Jay to look at me as I crawl my way up to lay on my side next to them. She reaches her hand over to grab mine. “Aren’t you joining, baby?”
Mmm. I like it when she calls me baby.
“I want to watch you two first. You’re beautiful together,” I say as I kiss her hand. Jay leans down to suck one of her nipples into his mouth and she arches her back, turning her stare back to him. “Enjoy each other, and I’ll join in soon.”
She nods her head with her eyes still closed and her hands find the back of Jay’s head as he laps and sucks and flicks her nipples while pumping deep inside her. “Jay… oh, Jay.”
“Cora. Oh, my love.” He kisses her neck and ear as his arms cage her under him. His movements are slow and tender but deep enough to make her gasp. He rolls his hips on each stroke out of her, making sure to drag his cock against her G-spot. And it is fucking working because she’s so worked up, she can’t decide where to put her hands. They’re on his pecs, down his chiseled stomach, digging into his back and then traps. 
Their mouths slant against the other, their tongues searching for every last morsel of love and lust. Then Jay sits up, hooks her legs and hitches her closer toward himself. Her chest rises and falls as she watches him enter her again. 
“Put your legs on my shoulders, baby. Let’s see how flexible you really are.”
Wordlessly she obeys, and he smooths his hands from her ankles next to his ears, down her shins and thighs, to the crevice where her hips and stomach meet. He takes a deep breath and closes his eyes, clearly enjoying this moment. Then he leans down, pressing his full body weight against her, pinning her in a deep mating press position. His thrusts pick up as he watches her face. 
“That’s so deep, Jay. Oh my god, yes. Ughh, don’t stop.”
I realize then that I’m stroking myself to this sensual sight before me. Precum leaks from my tip as desire pummels through my body. 	
“Can your legs stretch further?”
“Oh yeah. This is nothing.”
“Oh,” Jay huffs. “Well, then. Let me just…” Jay pushes her legs until her shins connect with her shoulders and her bare feet lay flat against the headboard. She’s completely bent in half. “Jesus Christ, you are flexible. And you’re comfortable?”
“Yes. Don’t hold back. Give me all of you, Jay.”
He lets go of her legs and she keeps them planted against her body. Stroking in and out, he looks down at the masterpiece that is his cock sheathed inside her. He adds his thumb to her clit and massages it as she lets out a haggard whimper. 
“That’s a good girl. You’re so good for me. Oh, what’s that? You like it when I touch you here?”	
“Yes,” she cries. “I’m your good girl.”
“Yes, you are. Oh baby, you’re squeezing me so tight. Are you gonna come for me?”
“Yesyesyesohgoddontstop.” Right as she’s about to climax, Jay uses his other hand to pinch her lower lips, exactly the way she loves, and she erupts all over him. His jaw drops in awe-struck wonder as he watches her unravel before him. 
Her legs release from their position and fly back down as Jay launches himself over her body, grabbing her hip and thrusting fast for a few more moments before following her and grunting his own release into her neck. “I… love you. So much.”
With a deep, lusty kiss, their faces and bodies go limp. “I love you, too.”
“Fuck. You two are incredible. But now it’s my turn.” I help Jay off Cora and lay him down, kissing his Cora-flavored lips. Their scents mixed together driving me wild. “Saranghae.”
He lets out a sweet sigh, “Oh baby. Saranghae.”
“I’ll be back for you.”
He smiles against my lips and hums, “I love your threats.”
“Behave,” I murmur and nip his lip. “Now, you, sweetheart,” I say, turning my head to see Cora biting her lip, watching us. “I’m gonna lick his taste from you.” Her eyes round, but she keeps biting her lip, trying to hide her smile as I move my body over hers and kiss down her breasts and stomach. When I get to her sweet, swollen cunt, I watch as Jay’s release leaks out of her. Swiping a finger through it, I bring it to my lips and suck it clean off. 
“You like watching me lick his cum from you?” She nods eagerly. “Good. Because there’s plenty more inside you, and I’m fucking hungry and depraved.”
I lick the trail of cum from her thighs and ass crack up to her soft, warm pussy as she mewls above me. I drink them both in, lost in the evidence of their love. When I’m satisfied with my clean up, Cora is needy and revved up for more—for me. 
When I sit up on my knees before her, my goddess lays there, panting and touching her nipples. I splay my hands on her luxurious thighs and skim her delicate body. “There’s so much I love about you, Cora. I love how creative you are. I love that you let me take care of you. I love your laugh and the way you snore—”
She jolts up. “I don’t snore.”
“You do. Like a freight train.”
“But a cute freight train,” Jay adds as Cora’s mouth hangs open. 
“And I love it, sweetheart.” I lean down over her body and press my full length against her wet center as I nudge her mouth closed with my nose. Her hands grab hold of my curls and I kiss her warm, pale skin along her collarbone and I murmur, “But this body… this body is a work of art.”
Cora sighs deep as I lick her perfect tits and she scratches her nails down the back of my neck. “So is yours. God, Marco… You turn me on with your words alone, with your actions alone. But your body—these broad shoulders, your jawline, your tight ass and strong thighs—you fit me so perfectly.” She slides her hands to my pecs and digs in. “I wanna devour you.”
God, I love the way she compliments me. Pride bundles tight in my chest at her words of praise. It sounds so cliche, but hearing that your body turns someone on is empowering. And to know I turn her on my words and actions, too? I feel like a king. 
I line the head of my cock at her entrance. “Dig in, baby.” She takes a hard bite into my shoulder muscle and latches on as I thrust deeply into her, spurred on by the searing, possessive bite. The sting of her teeth sinking in, mixed with the eyes-rolling-back pleasure of her pussy encasing me, is a war my body welcomes. 
I pump into her harder but not faster. I create a slow cadence, and she wraps her smooth legs around my waist, urging me in with her heels. “Yes, Marco. Ungh, yeah.”
“Baby, you sound so beautiful when you moan.” Our heads nuzzle against one another, with noses and mouths in ears and hair and necks—our bodies like magnets. 
I hear a low whimper from my right side, and knowing Jay is watching us, needing us, sends another wave of dirty desire crashing into me. Cora bites into my other shoulder, and I start thrusting faster; whimpers from both of them fill my ears like a choir. 
I’m ready to burst, but I know she needs more to get there, and I am nothing if not a giving man. So I peel my torso up and sit on my knees, keeping her legs wrapped tight around me and press the palm of my hand down on her mons. She groans as her hands fly back to her pillow and she covers her face to groan more. 
I can feel my erection inside her through her wall. With my other hand, I yank away her pillow. “Eyes on me, beautiful. You like what I do to you… then show me. Let me see you. Let me hear you,” I growl. 
“Yes,” Cora cries. “I love it. I love you. I love your fucking cock… and your hands. You’re so… you’re so… you’re so good to me, Marco.” Her face scrunches up and her pussy clenches around my dick. “Holy fucking shit, yes, Marco!”
“Come on my cock. Show me how much you love me.”
Her fountain sprays between us, and my relentless pumps only make the glorious mess bigger as it splashes our bodies. My own climax threatens to make an appearance, but I want to last. I need to.
I quickly pull out and haul a fidgeting Jay over, thrusting his face into her pussy. “She’s not done and neither are you.” With his shoulders pressed into her thighs, he eagerly eats her out and her hands fly to his hair to hold on. 
I position his ass up for me and lean over to the nightstand for the lube and quickly apply it to us both. Ever thankful for our abundant sex life, Jay doesn’t need much prep, but I still make sure with a quick one-two-three finger probe. 
He’s ready.
The veins snaking around my cock look extra angry as I push the fat head into him and we both groan—his muffled by our goddess. Cora watches us, her eyes flicking between Jay’s head between her legs and me, entering our lover. 
When I push all the way in, Jay does the same with his fingers into Cora. She exhales and whimpers sweetly. “Oh my god, you guys are so beautiful.” 
Before Cora, before Jay, I was never called beautiful. Jay, of course, he’s beautiful. I’m a little rougher around the edges. But between the two of them, they call me beautiful. Pretty even. Exquisite. Words that, until Jay, I didn’t know I was starved for. 
“Fuck me, that’s good,” Cora says, her entire body bouncing toward the headboard as I thrust into Jay’s mouth-watering ass, and his face thrusts against her sex. Her large breasts and round stomach jiggle and sway with every hit. 
I love it.
“Such a good boy and girl. Oh, that’s it. Yes, sweetheart, he’s doing so well for you, isn’t he?”
Her entire lower body stiffens, and she lifts her hips up, taking his head with her. “Yes,” she shouts. “Oh, Jay, yes!”
A wave of tingling tightness crashes through me and I follow her, squeezing my fingers tight on Jay's hips and filling him. Cora’s backside falls back down and I fling my head back to breathe deep. 
Before I can move on my own, Jay slides off me and throws me down next to Cora. I’m in a post-orgasm haze as I watch him grab for the lube and apply it to… me. He pushes my knees up so my feet are planted wide. “I need you, baby,” he rumbles. 
As much as I love dominating in the bedroom, I’ve always found it refreshing and sexy when Jay takes the lead. It’s not often, but when he does… I fucking love it. 
“Show me, Jay. Show me how much you need me.”
Cora rolls over to my side and I wrap her up, kissing her deep as Jay opens me up. Her mouth, so plush and giving, keeps me relaxed enough for Jay to work his way to three fingers wide inside me. 
“That fucking ass is gonna swallow this cock, isn’t it, sergeant?” 
Fuck, he knows how to get me going. “Yes.”
Cora’s small hand roams over my stomach, then teases around my pelvis and back up, as Jay applies more lube to himself and notches in. 
I breathe in Cora’s signature spicy vanilla scent, and with the thick evidence of our love-making hanging in the air, it’s like a muscle relaxing drug. Jay slides in and my breath hitches. I turn my face to look up at my lover, sweat glistening his body. “Oh, Jay.” That's all I can say. 
“I know, baby.” He hooks my legs over his shoulder and slowly rides me, enjoying his view of us. “You’re so pretty like this—all for me.”
“All for me,” Cora whispers in my ear, and I think I might combust. 
Jay lowers my legs and leans down to kiss me, pumping deep. Our skin is slick with sweat and burning with passion. I fist the back of his head and hook my legs around him, keeping him as close to me as possible. If the three of our bodies could fuse into one, it wouldn’t be close enough. 
Together, we find Cora’s mouth and my balls tighten as Jay hits my prostate over and over and over. When my whole body starts to clench, they both pick up on it.
“You’re doing so well, baby,” Cora coos between kisses. 
“Come for me, sergeant. Come. I’ll follow you.”
“I’m there. I’m there, baby. I love you both so… much…” I grunt, spilling myself between our abs. 
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Sated, and deliriously in love, the three of us tangle together in the sheets after Cora licks me clean and I lick Marco clean. I rest my head on Cora’s soft inner thigh, staring at my future, as Marco holds her in his arms against the fabric headboard. I trace along her smooth legs, admiring a few freckles I’ve never noticed before. 
“Can I talk about something I’ve been working through in therapy?” Cora asks, and I give her a smiling nod, trying to play it cool.
“Of course, baby.” Marco nuzzles into her hair. 
“It’s going well, first of all. It’s hard, but I know it’s the right thing to do.” She plays idly with my hair as she talks. “And I’m trying to think about having children again.” My heart rate picks up, but I try to reign it in and listen intently. “Do you guys think I could meet Viera?”
That piques my interest too much to keep quiet. “Are you sure?”
“Yeah. I think knowing I’m going to see her ahead of time will help with not being so triggered.” She looks up at Marco, and he quirks the corner of his lip. “And I want to see you guys with Leo and Viera, see how you are with them.”
“We’re gonna fuckin’ ace that test, dude.” I reach up and high five Marco. 
“It’s not a test, you guys.” Cora's adorable chortle makes me laugh. 
“Sure,” I nod, then wink multiple times at Marco. “Not. A. Test. Actually, I’d like to submit some homework, Ms. Dalton.” I reach over to the nightstand to grab my phone to scroll until I find the message. “Would it be okay if I showed you a video of Viera and Leo? If you don’t want to see it, that’s okay. I’ll still ace the final.”
She huffs a laugh, “Yes. Thank you for asking.”
I turn my phone around for her to hold and she presses play. It’s a video of a sad Viera crying, “I want Uncle Jay.” She slams her head down on Vinny’s knee, wailing.
“Uncle Jay can’t come over right now, peanut,” Vinny soothes as Leo, who wasn’t even crying before, now waddles over to his sister and lays his head on her to cry. 
Viera looks up. “I want him to read my potty book!” 
“I know. He’s coming over soon with Uncle Marco, so you can read it then, okay?”
She quickly changes her tune, sniffles, and smiles. “Uncle Marco likes the frog book.” 
“Oh, he loves the frog book. Show me how the frogs hop.” She pushes her brother off, sending his butt to the floor and she leaps across the living room. 
The video ends and Cora hands back the phone, a smile a mile wide. “Shut up. That was so cute.”
“Then let’s make it happen,” I add. 
“I’ll call my sister in a little bit and see if they’re free tomorrow.”
Cora leans up to kiss him, then me. “I love you guys.”
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Baby Slings & Hockey Players

Cora


Present Day

The next afternoon, the three of us pull up to Vinny and Rebecca’s house in the northwest part of the city. It’s a suburban neighborhood with decent sized homes, all with good-sized yards. Christmas decorations are still up and both new and melting snowmen are built everywhere. But I’m blown away by their home. It’s an old stone farmhouse, and I’d place a wager it was built in the early to mid-1920’s. It fits in with the rest of the neighborhood. If not for Marco’s family, I definitely want to come back here and walk around the neighborhood to gawk and collect inspiration.  
Marco turns off the engine and looks at me. “You’re sure you’re ready?”
I grab his hand and squeeze. “Positive.”
“Maybe we should have a safe word—in case you need to get out of there.”
“Oh, now I get a safe word?”
Jay leans forward. “We never said you couldn't have one. But it might be a good idea now.”
“How about I pull on my ear?”
“Perfect,” Marco says, then kisses me. “Let’s go.”
We walk up to the front door, but instead of knocking, Marco simply walks in. “We’re here!” he calls as the three of us step inside and the cutest border collie comes bouncing for us. I scratch behind her ear as her tail wags and take in the surroundings. 
It’s beautiful. It’s a mix of new and original features—and tons of toys. 
Viera’s sitting on the living room floor, her pastel rainbow tutu around her as she turns to see us. “Uncle Marco! Uncle Jay!” She comes barreling in and throws her arms up as Marco lifts her high. 
“Peanut Butter!”
“Jelly!” she hollers back and squeezes his neck fiercely.
I take a mental check of myself. 
I don’t feel anxious or sad. 
I feel… good. Viera’s so beautiful and wild. 
The dog jumps up into Jay’s arms, throwing their head into his neck. Then Rebecca comes walking over with Leo. She’s wearing a similar outfit to mine—jeans and a black and white striped t-shirt. “Welcome to the chaos. Here, Jay. Take your nephew, too.” She passes him Leo, who’s only wearing socks and shark pajama pants. 
“Hi, buddy,” Jay coos as he bounces both the dog and Leo. “I missed you.”
“I eat yogut.”
“You did. I can smell it. Would you like to meet someone? This is Cora. Can you say Cora?”
“Coa.”
“Hi, Leo. It’s nice to meet you. May I shake your hand?” Leo retracts himself further into Jay’s neck, staring at me. “That’s okay. Maybe another time when you’re more comfortable.”
“And this is Kayla. The best dog in the world,” Jay smiles. 
“Hi, Cora. I’m Viera.” I switch my gaze to the little girl as she hops down from Marco’s arms and takes my hand. But before I can even internalize my feelings further, she pulls me over to the living room. “These are my colors. I have special markers that don’t make a mess. And I have paper. Color with me.”
I kneel down as she sits in her tiny, child-sized chair and table. I look over at my guys and Rebecca. Jay grins, his neck stretched and eyes big, giving me an excited look that says you’re so in. 
I start to peel off my coat and Marco comes to grab it. “Of course, Viera. I love coloring. It’s kind of my job.”
Viera hands me a few markers and a slightly used piece of paper. “You color for a job?”
“I do.”
“I’m gonna be a ballerina and a fireman and a hockey player.”
I start to color my outline of a mermaid. “Wow. I think that’s the best triple threat I’ve ever heard. Have you started practicing?”
She shrugs her nonchalance, “Yeah. I have a hockey stick and a net.”
“Will you teach me how to score a goal?”
“Yeah. You can do it.”
I smile and look over at Jay sitting down on the couch a few feet away with Leo who’s chattering the cutest nonsense to him. He looks at me and whispers, “You good?”
Again, I take an internal mental assessment. 
I am. I really am. This isn’t so scary. This is actually really adorable. 
I smile back at him, “Yeah.” When I look back at Marco, he’s listening to Rebecca talk but watches me out of the corner of his eye. I give him a reassuring smile, too. 
“Do you like sand? I have sand.”
“No sand in the living room, V,” Vinny calls over, walking into the room. “Hi, Cora. It’s nice to see you again.”
I stand to give him a hug and he crushes me. This is a thick man. All beef. “You, too, Vinny. Thanks for having us over. Your home is stunning.”
“Let me take you on a tour.”
“No, she’s coloring with me!” Viera whines. 
“It’s okay, peanut, she’ll be right back. I’m going to show her the house.”
“I’ll help you, daddy.”
Vinny and Viera take me through every room in the house as he explains how they bought it last year and have been renovating it—him doing most of the reno himself. And I have to hand it to him, he’s done a great job. The tour takes much longer than I would have thought because he starts asking me what I would do in each room. I give him compliments on what he’s already done and suggestions to consider for future projects. Home renovation is incredibly personal, so I make sure to leave plenty of space for his own interpretations. 
Naturally, Viera tells me her thoughts about each room, too. 
It’s always cold in this room.
This door doesn’t shut all the way. 
I tripped on this rug one time, so be careful. 
When we make our way back down to the main floor, Marco is feeding Leo at his highchair—and I internally swoon—and Jay is setting the table for everyone. I help Rebecca bring out the food and we sit down, Viera sitting right next to me. 
Rebecca’s made roasted veggies, a couple whole chickens, and pasta. I’m sensing a theme with this family. 
She starts to serve up Viera’s plate. “Everything looks great, Rebecca. I take it the cooking gene runs in the family.”
“It is one of the few good things we got from our mother. When she was feeling up to it, she would cook these big meals and make us watch her, hand her ingredients, explaining everything as she went. It was like cooking was the one time she never got upset with us—so we took full advantage of that.”
“Now I take advantage of that,” Vinny says, patting his belly. 
“Daddy, you make eggs and toast.”
“The best eggs and toast, peanut—don’t forget that part.”
I smile as we all start to dig in. “How did you two meet?” I ask before taking my first bite.
“At a Flyers’ game.”
“At a Rangers’ game,” Vinny corrects. 
“Semantics. The crowd was going wild because a fight broke out, all because some hotheaded Ranger wanted to throw down for a perfectly legal move,”
“Breaux slashed Nidec behind the knees and you’re calling that legal?” Vinny laughs.
“Shh, I’m telling the story. Anyway, this huge jerk next to me in a Ranger’s jersey got in my face about it, so I got in his. We got removed from the game for being too rowdy and he asked me out before we got kicked out of the stadium. We’ve been together ever since.”
I look over at Vinny and he gives me a shrug. “What can I say? I like ‘em feisty.”
Leo pushes his finger together, then rubs his belly while repeating, “More peez. More peez.” 
Marco chuckles and hands him some more pasta. “Here you go, buddy. Good job using your words and your signs.”
“His vocabulary seems so…” I trail off, looking at Rebecca.
“Crazy advanced? Yeah. I swear he’s been chattering since he came out of me. I don’t know why we even bothered teaching him baby sign language because he’s been telling us what’s up since day one.”
I look back at Marco as he cuts up Leo’s food and I take another mental check-in. No anxiety. Steady hands. Clear mind. I’m in a good place; I’m with wonderful people. And I realize, I want this. I still want this. I want to know these little nuances and intimate details about my family. Leo having an incredible vocabulary; Viera’s four-year-old career aspirations; the charming nicknames thrown everywhere. That’s what I want. 
I’ll be sure to journal this all down for Dr. Zenner later. I think she’ll be thrilled to hear this. I’m thrilled with myself, to be honest. Not that I think children would be my only source of happiness, but because I’m here in this situation, excited for what my future could be. Even if that means without kids, even if it’s just the three of us.
As we finish up lunch, I watch Marco do the most incredible, panty-melting thing: unassisted, he puts on a baby sling and slides Leo into it, then starts cleaning up the dishes in the kitchen. Leo chatters and points to everything, trying to “help.” 
I think I’ve just died. 
Marco catches my eyes and gives me a knowing smirk as he places a plate on the drying rack. 
He knows how hot this is. 
Rebecca and Vinny look like they’re totally unfazed by this too. They’re not trying to stop him—he must do this pretty often. 
“Uncle Jay, can we play hockey downstairs now?” Viera asks, tugging on Jay’s shirt sleeve. 
“Take your plate to Uncle Marco first.”
“Then it’s nap time after that, peanut,” Vinny adds. 
Viera jumps off her chair and takes her plate to the kitchen, careful not to spill. “Come on, Cora!” she smiles, pulling my hand. “I’ll teach you hockey.”
She takes us downstairs where a little net is set up. She launches into a serious explanation of how to use a hockey stick and how to score. I can’t help but smile and take in all her wisdom. Jay plays goalie, Kayla at his side, as Viera and I pass the soft puck and shoot on him. When Marco comes down with Leo still strapped to his chest, he takes a stick, kisses me on the forehead, and joins in. 
“Where’s Bec and Vinny?” I ask.
“Just having some couple-time together on the couch upstairs. We try to give them a break whenever we can.”
It’s not lost on me the trust the two of them show Marco and Jay. 
Thirty minutes later, Leo starts rubbing his eyes, and the guys take the kids upstairs for their nap. I take a seat on the couch next to Bec, watching my guys ascend the stairs to the kids’ bedrooms. 
“They do this a lot, don’t they?” I ask her. 
“They’re naturals.” 
I glare semi-accusingly. “Did they put you up to this? Are they showing off?”
Vinny and Bec both chuckle. “No, I swear, they’re always like this. We’ve gone away for long weekends and they’ve watched the kids the whole time.”
I smile at her, but then my eyes catch on the little drawing table. I stand up, grab a fresh piece of paper and start to sketch Viera in a ballerina tutu, holding a hockey stick, and wearing a firefighter’s helmet. 
I hold up the drawing to show them as Jay and Marco come back down to join us. “Anything else I’m missing from her future career path?”
Vinny chuckles, “No, I think that’s it right now.”
Jay helps me stand from my position on the floor, looks at the drawing with a smile, then gives me a chaste kiss. “She’s going to love this.” He sits me down on the couch between his legs and Marco sits behind him. 
“So, it’s the three of you,” Rebecca muses and shakes her head. “It’s a wild concept, but you all look so… content. Like the three of you fit so well together.”
“It’s wild to some,” Marco says. “It’s right for us. I couldn’t imagine better partners.”
“Well little brother, after the shitty childhood we went through, you deserve to be happy. We both do.”
We spend the next hour or so chatting and getting to know each other before saying goodbye. Bec demanded we come back soon, and I’m absolutely looking forward to it. I can see myself in this family—which in and of itself is not something I saw for my future before Marco and Jay. But they just keep warming my heart, showing me all the beautiful possibilities our lives can have. 
As we get into our car and pull away, Jay asks, “So? Thoughts? Where’s your head, baby?”
“I loved them.”
Marco glances at me. “Yeah?” 
“Leo is the cutest, and Viera is so smart and sweet. Vinny and Rebecca are so kind and generous… I definitely want to come back.”
“And you weren’t triggered at all?” Jay asks.
“No. I kept checking in on myself, but I kept coming up feeling positive.”
“That’s great, sweetheart. I knew you’d love them.”
“You guys were making me melt watching you with Viera and Leo. Seriously. How dare you?”
“We’ve been doing it together since Viera was born,” Marco says. “There isn’t much we can’t handle.”
“Diaper explosions? Done it. Melt downs? Handled. Bedtime routines? Perfected.”
“Stop it, you’re gonna get me all hot and bothered,” I tease. “Which reminds me, I’m gonna need you to buy a baby sling and wear it all the time. That shit was like lingerie.”
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Communal Shower

Jay


Three Years Ago

“Dude, does Dan actually exist? This room looks exactly the same as when I was here last year.”  
I chuckle at Marco as he walks into my living room, scratching his taught stomach and lifting his shirt as he does, exposing his dark happy trail. It takes everything in me to avert my gaze. “He does. He still hasn’t come back here though. You were the last person to sleep in the bed when you were here last year, believe it or not.”
Marco is staying with me as a last-minute change of plans. Rebecca’s whole house is sick right now, so I offered for Marco to stay with me—you know, because pining for my best friend for the last two years hasn’t been hard enough, so let’s throw in seeing him every waking moment. 
I picked him up from Fort Belvoir again yesterday, and again I got too emotional. This last contract of his was even harder on me. It’s like all that time we spent together over his last leave compounded my feelings for him. I was hoping it would do the opposite.
During his deployment, we would message each other endlessly, and he obviously doesn’t know this, but I would spend sleepless nights rereading our conversations, dissecting each word, looking and hoping for hidden meanings that were never there. I’d cancel plans with friends and family because I knew he would be online at a certain time, and I didn’t want to miss his messages. His emojis. I hung on every word and dancing dot that appeared as he typed. I listened to every song he said he liked and made an extensive playlist of them called He’s Killing Me Softly With His Songs. 
I don’t know where to go from here. I’ve tried moving on from him, I’ve tried distancing myself from him, but the more I tried, the worse I felt. So here I stay, in a perpetual and tortuous, unhealthy and unrequited crush with my best friend. 
Marco shakes his head as he walks into my kitchen and pours himself a cup of coffee. It’s Friday, and I took yesterday and today off work so I could be with him—because I’m down bad—so this lazy morning with him is its own level of beautiful emotional turmoil. 
He closes his eyes and takes a sip of coffee. “Mmm, the good stuff.”
I smile at his relaxed state, so at ease in my kitchen before I stand up from the couch and make my way over and open the cupboards. “If you’re hungry, I was going to make some breakfast. I also went grocery shopping the day before, so whatever you see, have at it.”
He looks in the cupboard and the one next to it, pulling out a bag of popcorn kernels. “Did you… did you buy all my favorite snacks?”
Oh shit. I’ve been caught. 
I clear my throat. “Yeah, well… It's literally the least I can do. Don’t mention it.” What he doesn’t know is I went to four different stores to make sure I got every single snack food he’s ever mentioned liking. 
He lifts one eyebrow. “Ya know, this is a good way for me to never leave.”
“You can stay as long as you like,” I add a little too quickly. “I mean if you want to. Your family probably wants to see you though, once they’re better.”
“Yeah, but I want to spend time with you just as bad. Fuck, last time I was on leave we spent most of our time together anyway.” He contemplates quietly for another moment. “It’s not a bad idea, if you’re sure. I don’t want to encroach on you.”
“Not at all. When I go to work during the week, you can spend that time watching Viera like you planned on.”
His lip quirks up on one side and he scratches along his impressive jawline. “This could work.”
I open the fridge and pull out a carton of eggs. “Well then, the first order of roommate business is breakfast. Followed by a trip to the Y to shoot some hoops with our geriatric buds.”
“Yes!” he beams and grabs my shoulders from behind me, shaking me violently. 
I laugh and push into his broad frame. Has he gotten bigger since I’ve seen him? Up close like this, it looks like he’s put on even more muscle over the last year.
“They’ve been counting down the weeks for you to come home, man.”
And I’ve been counting down the minutes.
“Well, I can’t disappoint them. Ten bucks says Doug is wearing that baseball jersey from the 1970s and the knee-high, black compression socks.”
“Oh, I don’t know. I’m going with the wrestling singlet and jorts. That’s one of his favorite combos.”

      [image: image-placeholder]We both guessed wrong. Doug showed up wearing a fly-fishing vest, short-sleeve dress shirt, and black cargo pants. Naturally, everything was four sizes too big for him. 
	But honestly, we forgot about the bet because as soon as Marco and I walked into the gymnasium together, the whole crew cheered and patted him on the back welcoming him home again. 
	I like that I’m part of this home for him—as much as it slowly kills me. 
	We spend the next few hours running up and down the court. Our grandpa gang has dissipated and a few other guys have come and gone, but we stay, poking fun and juking each other. We take breaks and work on our free throws to calm our heart rates, only to launch into some half-court one-on-one until we’re beat and breathing hard again. 
	Walking into the locker room, I start to peel my sweat-soaked shirt off. “I’m gonna grab a shower before we head home.” 
	Marco follows suit and pulls his shirt over his head in one fluid motion. “I’ll join you. I don’t wanna stink up your car.”
	Shit—am I going to see him naked? I should probably wait until he’s done showering to do it myself. But then that would be weird… It's a communal shower. I’ve showered with other men before; this shouldn’t be any different. But it very much is. This is Marco fucking Borrelli we’re talking about here. I shake off the thought of what this means and focus on the task at hand. 
Make fun of him or something, Jay.
	I huff a laugh as we strip off the rest of our clothes and I focus my stare on his face. “Yeah, thanks for that. My car will appreciate it.”
	He throws his shorts at my chest and chuckles. And listen—I know this is gross—but his sweat-soaked, stanky shorts are rank, and if I was alone right now, I’d clutch them and inhale. I love the way he smells. It doesn’t matter if it’s his natural body odor after a workout or if he’s fresh from a shower, I inwardly lose it whenever I get a whiff of him. 
	Regretfully, I throw his shorts back at him and pretend I find it repulsive as I walk past him toward the showers, taking a couple towels with me. We turn on our faucets as he stands a few bays down from me. There’s another guy on the wall of showers behind us, but I focus on my space only. The old tile wall in front of me. The shampoo and soap dispenser. The tan floor and metal shower drain below me. I close my eyes and let the water flow over my hair, then run my hands through it, flinging the suds and excess water behind me. 
	The man behind us turns off his shower and I see him walk away in a towel out of the corner of my eye. But then my eye catches on Marco—and he’s looking at me. Really looking at me. My whole body. My whole body that is now so hot, even the cold shower I’m having isn’t cooling the flames. 
I raise my eyebrows and look side to side and right back into his stare. “What?” I ask. 
	He pushes out his chin in a quick nod as he continues to assess my body. “You’re looking fucking fit, dude. You been working out more since I’ve been gone?”
	He’s still not looking away, and it’s taking everything I have not to lower my gaze to check him out the same way he’s checking me out. 
	But he’s not really checking me out—not the same way I do him, I mean. He’s just making an observation, and an accurate one at that, because yeah, I have been working out more. It helps me clear my head and focus on other Not-Marco things. 
	I turn my head back and pump some body wash into my hands. “Yeah, well, I gotta stay in shape so I can kick your ass on the court when you come back home.”
	He gifts me with that dumb laugh that’s like music to my ears. Thankfully, he drops the subject as we finish our showers, wrap up, and get dressed. 
	As he’s finishing putting his shoes on, I check my phone and see a text from Isabelle. “Hey, did you have plans tonight? If not, my cousin is inviting us out for some drinks and live music.” 
He finishes tying his shoe and looks up at me. “I don’t have any plans. Let’s do it.”

      [image: image-placeholder]We decide to leave early and walk to the bar. It’s about thirty minutes away, but both of us are up for the jaunt.
We arrive at an old school Irish bar in Center City. With dark wood and low lighting, it’s moody and relaxing. Why yes—I’m exactly in the mood for a Guinness. 
Marco orders two as we grab a couple stools and sidle up. This place also has great pub fare, and even though we ate dinner an hour ago, we both determine a second dinner is definitely required. 
Isabelle is running late, but it doesn’t bother me any. I’m clearly in excellent company. 
Marco’s spread knee taps into mine and I playfully shove it back with my own. “Stop invading my space,” I chuckle.
“What? I need the extra leg room.”
“You do not. You’re like one inch taller than me. How much longer could your legs be than mine?”
Downing the last of his second beer, he sets the glass down, then stands up, gesturing for me to join him. “Let me see. C’mere.”
I shake my head and roll my eyes but stand. I think he’s about to back away to give us space, but he doesn’t. Instead, he pulls me in close to him, our hips matching up and my breath catches. The warmth of his hands burn through my t-shirt as they rest on my hips. 
What the fuck is he doing?
He moves his eyes up from our waists to where our shoulders are squared up, then continues to my head. He lifts his hand to his buzzed head and then moves it across the narrow space to mine. “Guess you’re right. Only about an inch difference.” He looks back down at our hips and smiles. “But my legs are way longer. I definitely need the room to stretch out.”
I playfully push him away, even though my body demands he stay this close forever. “Our legs are the same length, fucker.”
He laughs harder as I continue to assault him, but it’s quickly interrupted by a loud group that swarms us. They’re clearly inebriated, and their ruckus is nothing but laughter and shouting in a language I can’t understand. I take a longer look at them—all Korean twenty-somethings. One of the guys sees me and drops his jaw, his eyes going wide. The stranger gives me a bear hug and sways me back and forth. I look over to Marco like what the fuck is happening right now? 
The stranger pulls away and with animated joy, starts speaking. I can’t understand a single word, but I reciprocate his smile. Then he hauls his friend over to meet me and they both start singing, gesturing for me to join in. 
I lean in and plaster a smile as I shout over the crowd, “I’m sorry, I don't know what you’re saying!”
Delayed realization dawns on their drunk faces and the first guy grabs my shoulder in a friendly way. “Oh, sorry,” he apologizes in an American accent. “I get too excited when I see other Koreans.” He laughs and shuffles himself and his friend out of our personal space. “Sorry. Have a good night!”
The strangers rejoin their group and I go to sit back down on my stool, Marco following suit. He looks over at me and grins. “That was out of nowhere.” A twinge of anxiety and shame pulls tight inside me, and my face relaxes into a neutral state. I grab the rest of my beer and down it. “You okay, man?”
On reflex, I nod and try to smile. “Yeah.” The line between his eyes crease, clearly not buying it, and I take a deep breath. “It’s nothing.” The bartender gives me a look and I indicate for two more. 
“It’s not nothing,” Marco insists. “Tell me.”
Does he have to be so inquisitive? I could tell him to drop it, I guess. It’s not something I’ve talked about with anyone, really, save for the couple of serious partners I’ve had in the past. For as extroverted and friendly as I am, I don’t let people see this side of me. This uncertain, I-don’t-fit-in-here side. It’s always been this void I’ve toed around. A void that has grown greater the older I get. And the bigger it gets, the longer I let it go unchecked, the greater my anxiety becomes about making a change.
Inhaling, I lean back into the short-back stool, drumming my fingers on the wooden rail of the bar. “I don’t know how to speak Korean,” I admit awkwardly. Marco nods slowly but doesn’t say anything. He simply looks at me, waiting for me to elaborate. “It’s just… I don’t know. My parents never made me feel other, but I feel it regardless. I don’t know how to speak the language, I don’t know anything about Korean culture or food, or… anything,” I shrug. 
He lifts his head back in understanding and I have to physically stop my knee from bouncing like a lopsided washing machine. Clocking my movement, he pushes his knee over to mine, letting it linger there.
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Pretend Marco

Marco


Three Years Ago

I don’t like this at all. Jay is not supposed to be sad; it’s not natural. Jay is full of life and laughter. I mean, I’ve experienced sad moments with him—like when he went through that breakup with Noah or when his grandpa died last year—but that was all via messages. Not in-person, fully fleshed out in front of me. It’s jarring to say the least.  
	I need to fix this. 
	Leaning over, I wrap my arm around his shoulders and squeeze. “I’m sorry, man. I don’t know what else to say, but I’m here if you wanna talk more about it.”
	He nudges me back. “Thanks.” 
	“Is this the infamous Marco?” a woman’s voice cheers from behind us. I unfurl myself from Jay and we both twist back to see a short, slim woman with sandy brown curls beaming at us. I know from Jay’s social media posts, this is Isabelle. She has a crunchy granola, natural vibe to her look. Apparently she’s the kind of girl who wears Birkenstock sandals year round. I didn’t get a chance to meet her when I was here on leave last time, so I take the opportunity to introduce myself to one of his favorite people. 
	I stand, but then have to hunch to give her a tight hug. “You must be Isabelle. It’s so nice to meet you.”
	“Oooff,” she grunts and squeezes back. “That’s a great hug.” We release each other and she gives her cousin a hug next. “Sorry we’re late. Carmen took forever to get ready, then Pen didn’t like her outfit and had to change. It’s been an event getting here. How are you?” she beams at Jay. 
 “I’m great.” I know he’s faking it, but I’m not about to call him out. Maybe this distraction is what he needs.
Two other beautiful women walk up to us, and the one with long brunette hair and a low-cut red top to match her lipstick smiles at him and strokes his arm, her long manicured nails trailing. “Hi, Jay. It’s been a minute.” She’s curvy—very curvy. A siren if I ever saw one. 
He visibly swallows but collects himself and shifts his demeanor into something else. 
Hm. interesting. 
His eyes narrow and he gives her a devilish smirk. “Well, well, Miss Penelope I-leave-guys-on-read-for-weeks-at-a-time VanHorn. How are you?”
Oooookay, so there’s some history here. 
“I’m much better now. Good company, you know?”
He hums his response, keeping his eyes focused on her and my palms get itchy for some reason. 
Isabelle then chimes in, “Marco, that’s Pen, obviously, and this is Carmen.” I redirect my eyes. Carmen is just as beautiful and a little bigger than Penelope, but with dark tan skin and silky black hair. My dick gives a little jump. 
Carmen is dressed more like Isabelle, with a bohemian element. I clear my throat and realize I’ve been staring at her for too long. I extend my hand to squeeze hers. “Marco. Pleasure to meet you, Carmen. What brings you three out tonight?”
“I just became a small business owner, so we’re celebrating my first week.”
“Oh? What’s your business?”
“I’m a massage therapist. Finally successful enough to branch out on my own,” she boasts. As she should. She should feel pride in that.
“Congratulations. You’re not buying a single drink tonight. I’ll make sure of it.”
She smiles, “You don’t have to do that.”
“Nonsense,” Isabelle says, pushing through our little group with three cocktails and heading for an open table. “Everyone come over, we need more room.”
We obey, Jay and I both leading each woman to the table. I give him a raised eyebrow and he nods his smirk back at me, wordlessly agreeing: we’re hunting. Not that Jay has to try very hard because Pen is matching his flirtatious remarks tit-for-tat. 
A round of drinks later, Isabelle asks Jay, “Are you still planning on coming tomorrow?” He looks confused for a moment, so she supplies, “To my yoga class? Remember? I need a full class to teach or the studio won’t let me get out of this trial period.”
“Oh yeah! Shit, I’m sorry I forgot.” 
Isabelle shuts her eyes in defeat, but I interject, “We can come. Can I join?”
“Of course! That would be super helpful.”
I’ve never done yoga, but I don’t tell her that. How hard can it be?
We spend the next hour or so talking, laughing, and I cozy up next to Carmen. She tells me all about massage therapy and why she loves it so much. It sounds peaceful and rewarding—the complete opposite of my career.
Isabelle announces she needs to take off so she can be rested and ready for tomorrow’s class. We say goodnight but stay back with Pen and Carmen a little longer. When the girls head to the bathroom together, I lean over to Jay as I watch the door shut behind them. “You got a plan?” 
“You wanna seal this up and head back to my place with them? Pen is down.”
“I think Carmen is too. You sure, dude? Thought you didn’t do hookups like this.”
“Pen and I dated for like a month back in the day. There’s a familiarity there. I’m good.”
“Nice. How the fuck is this our luck tonight, man?”
“Don’t question it, dude.”
When the ladies come back to the table, they don’t sit. Carmen squeezes my traps and my eyes close on instinct. I feel her full breasts push against my shoulders and her breath against my ear. “You taking me home tonight, soldier?”
“I am.”
	“Then let’s go.”
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Perfect. This is the perfect distraction I needed tonight. Between Marco being his natural, oblivious self to my angst, and my feelings of identity fraud, Pen is exactly what I need tonight. A hot, easy distraction. Not that she's easy; we’re just easy together. She gets me. I get her. A couple of flirts that want some action.
Pen’s been caressing my thigh and hands the whole way home, but my usual aroused state isn’t as high as it normally is. It will be. I’m probably just anxious. 
I open my apartment door and Pen pushes me against the wall, pressing her body against mine and claiming my mouth right in front of Marco and Carmen as they make their way past us. The door falls shut and the lock clicks. 
I do love this about Pen. I love the way we play with control. It’s a fight. But even though my dick is agreeing, my mind is elsewhere. As our lips tangle, I peek over to see Carmen straddling Marco on the couch and making out with him. His big hands on her ass, sliding his fingers to cup her cheeks. My dick gets even harder at the sight.
This can’t be good. I shouldn’t be watching my friend hook up with someone else and fantasizing that it’s me in his arms.
Pen pulls me toward the living room and my heart rate speeds up. We’re getting closer to them? 
She pushes me down on the chair and straddles my lap, grinding her center against my jean-clad hard-on. I run my hands up her sides and cup her ample breasts, kissing the pale skin right in front of my face. 
I hear Carmen groan from a few feet away and look over to see Marco’s hand holding her hair at the base of her head, kissing her neck. She’s lost to the sensation as she rubs her hands all over his buzzed hair. Hair that I want to touch. I want to feel the sensation of his velvet head beneath my fingers. 
Carmen then lifts her top off, exposing her black bra to the whole room. Suddenly, his eyes go from her cleavage over to me. But his grin quickly falters when we lock eyes. He darts his focus back to her and grabs her knees. “Hold on tight. Let’s get some more space.” He lifts off the couch, while Carmen clings to him and he carries her to the guest room next to mine. When the door shuts, I breathe a sigh of relief. 
“Well, that’s too bad,” Pen says. “I do love an audience.”
I bring her mouth to mine, lift her up, and carry her to my bedroom. “I’ll leave the door cracked, how about that?”
“Can I be loud?” She flashes a feline smile as I lay her on my bed and cover her body with mine. 
“You and I both know you can’t be quiet.”
But then I hear sounds coming from Marco’s room. Delicious sounds. Moans, both male and female. 
Now that I’m not face to face with Marco, I allow myself to succumb to the fantasy. Pen shifts and we roll over, as she quickly tugs off my jeans and pulls my cock out. She teases me with her lips and the tip of her tongue. It’s so gentle and kitten-like. It feels great, but I’m so much further lost in lust listening to Marco with just a wall separating us. 
I imagine Pen is Marco; he’s teasing me, torturing me, nuzzling me. I let out a low moan when I feel a warm mouth lower down my shaft. I hear the bed shift in Marco’s room followed by imperceptible talking then… the telltale groan of man being sheathed. It must be from her pussy because I hear her, too. 
“That’s it, baby,” I tell Pretend Marco, my eyes closed. “Yes, just like that.” I can hear slapping sounds from the other side of the wall and think about Marco using me like that. About me thrusting into him, too. 
I’m assaulted with butterflies and a tightening in my spine as I listen to every moan and cry and grunt from their room. Pretend Marco gives me their all, and I come fast and hard as I hear Pretend Me next door yell their own climax. 
I look down at Pen as she sits up, licking the corners of her lipstick-smeared mouth. Alright, I’ll admit, that is hot. 
“May I return the favor?” I ask her seductively. 
“Force me.”
My jaw ticks and I smirk. Again, the fight with control between us is always a fun game. I launch myself up, hooking her legs and alligator-rolling her to her back. She squeals as she bounces, and I tug off her pants and underwear. “Spread your fucking legs for me.” 
She timidly opens them a few inches and bites her finger. “Like this?”
I sink my fingers into her thick thighs and spread them hard and fast, throwing them open to the mattress. “Like this,” I growl.
“Oh,” she gasps. 
Before I descend, I need confirmation. “Tell me you want this, Pen.”
“Yes, please.”
I hear new moans coming from Real Marco and Pretend Me as I settle between Pretend Marco’s legs, diving into a lusty dream state. Real Marco sounds like an animal over there and I want-want-want desperately to know how he looks. 
 I come up for air for a brief moment to growl, “You like it when others can hear you? Then give them a show.”
“Not a problem,” she pants and lets loose as I push a finger inside and seal my mouth to her. “Yes. Oh god, Jay.”
I’m fucking twisted to be thinking about Marco, hoping he can hear us. Hoping he’s thinking about me like this. I know he’s not, but I want him to hear how well I’m pleasuring her. I wish he was thinking about how well I could pleasure him. 
Him. Always him. 
I lose myself again in his image, in the sounds we could make together. I’m lost so long that I’m startled when the body under my mouth pulls away. “Okay!” she screams. “Five is enough. Damn, Jay, a woman needs a break.”
Five? How long have I been at this? I listen for Marco but hear nothing. 
Pen chuckles as she sighs, blissed out of her mind. “I think we won, champ. That was your best yet.”
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Yoga

Marco


Three Years Ago

The girls left in the middle of the night. I was fine with Carmen staying, but she insisted, saying she had a client in the morning anyway. I maybe would have liked another late-night round, but I’ll be grateful for what I got. It’s been a long time since I had sex that good. But was it her? She was beautiful and enthusiastic to be sure, but there was that new element I didn’t see coming.  
Jay.
Jay and Pen, I mean. Overheard sex is hot—it doesn’t matter who’s doing it, right?
Them being so close to me, watching them being hot and heavy—hearing them—it spurred me on like nothing else ever has. 
If I’m being honest, with the four of us in the living room together, I thought things were going to escalate in a different way. Clearly the girls were comfortable being around each other, and my mind was whirling with the possibility of the four of us… together. I thought about both of us getting head next to each other. Sharing the girls. And the thought of touching him by accident while in the mix… well, it didn’t freak me out. It actually kind of, maybe, sort of… made it a little hotter. The wrongness of it all—an orgy with my best friend? Two things I never thought would happen to me, and certainly not together. 
Before I could put into action my new fantasy, I could tell Jay was getting uncomfortable with us being near him; I could see it in his eyes. That’s why I left the room with Carmen. I wanted him to enjoy his night, too. 
But listening to him—them—go at it, made me want to try harder, pleasure her more. Yes, it was full-on a competition. 
“Deep breath in for six, five, four, three, two, one, and hold,” Isabelle instructs at the head of the class. “Exhale for six, five, four, three, two, one. Very good.”
Turns out yoga is a lot harder than it looks. Isabelle has us move into a new position—uttanasana—and my eyes go wide as I watch her stand, then fold herself in half with her forearms behind her calves as she grabs her ankles. 
I look over at Jay and he’s giving me the same look. Are we supposed to be able to do that? Turns out Jay is equally as inflexible as I am, which I’m grateful for because everyone else in this class seems to be advanced. 
We go through several more poses, breathing deep between each one, and I get lost to Isabelle's gentle cadence. I may not be very good at this, but I am finding it relaxing. The way I can shut off my brain and just listen. I like the way I'm not expected to be or do anything more than I'm capable of—more than what I am comfortable with. It's certainly a refreshing change of pace from the army. 
I look over at Jay, watching his muscles contract and relax, contract and relax. Sweat forms along his brow and down his neck in streams. His white cut-off shirt exposing his ribcage and shoulders. I wasn’t lying to him yesterday—he’s put on some more muscle since last year. He looks great, not that he didn’t before. 
Why am I thinking about Jay’s physique? 
But when I close my eyes as we lay in my new favorite position, savasana—also known as laying down flat—I think about what that physique looked like last night… with Pen. Of course, with Pen. Her soft body against his angular, muscular one. But when I keep envisioning it, her face becomes less and less defined. Her body begins to blur. Jay’s laying there, writhing as he gets sucked off, groaning those sweet, mumbled words I heard through the wall. That’s it, baby and Just like that. 
I snap out of where my mind is tunneling and clear my throat. He had a great time last night—that’s all. Good for him.  
“And one last exhale for six, five, four, three, two, one. Very good, everyone. Thank you for coming today and remember to be gentle with yourself. Your mind and body are precious gifts that deserve love and care. Namaste.”
Isabelle leaves the room as people start to roll their mats and get up. I look over at my friend looking back at me with a smile. “I don’t think I’m ready to move,” he says. 
I shake my head. “Me either.”
We lay next to each other as the room empties, allowing our bodies to acclimate. I keep breathing deep, purposeful inhales like Isabelle taught me. My mind is clear, my body is grounded, and I feel amazing. Then again, I always do when I’m with my best friend.
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Old Friends

Marco


Three Years Ago

When students start walking in for the next class, we take our cue and pack up. Thanking Isabelle for a great class, we leave the studio sweaty and refreshed.  
We’re walking through a rougher part of the city, graffiti and litter scattered everywhere—a part of the city I used to frequent in fact. 
“Dude, my legs feel like jelly,” Jay says. 
“Me, too. I’m glad you looked just as uncomfortable as me, though.”
He laughs, “You and I might be the least flexible—”
All at once I see them: my old “friends” Will and Nicolai, stepping out of a convenience store on the corner, not four doors down from us. My body goes on high alert as they turn on the sidewalk and head our way. 
The memories of the three of us assault me. All the cars we stole. The people we hurt to get them. The bodies I had to help dispose of. 
Before they can see us, I push Jay into a tiny Chinese takeout restaurant, and Jay stumbles over the step. “What the fuck, man?” 
“Get in. Order something,” I hiss. 
“What’s wrong with you, Marco?” 
“I said order something.” I peer over my shoulder in time to watch the two guys stop in front of the window of the store. “And don’t say my name.”
My heartbeat pounds like a drum in my head. I have to protect Jay just as badly as I have to protect myself. 
I’m about to grab Jay’s arm and force our way back through the kitchen and exit in the alley, but then Nicolai walks into the tiny restaurant, making eye contact with me. My stomach drops and all the blood from my face drains. 
“You’re shittin’ me. Marco? Dude, I haven’t seen you in forever,” Nicolai says, coming in to slap my face gently. “How ya been, man?”
Turning my back to Jay, I cross my arms. “Alright.”
He tilts his head and gives me a knowing look. “It’s not the same withoutcha, man. Didn’t exactly leave on good terms either.”
Desperately looking for a way to move this conversation away from Jay, I gesture for the outside. “Let’s talk out here.”
We step out of the storefront to where Will is smoking a cigarette, when he sees me. He looks pretty much the same—still bald but more tattoos around his neck and up to his ears. Nicolai pats me on the shoulder. “Look who I found.”
Will flicks his ash, but doesn’t move. “You back?”
I take my phone out of my pocket and start typing a text to Jay.
Marco: Get tf out of here without being seen NOW. Do not look or speak to us. I’ll explain later.


 Then I look back at them and feign a casual tone as I lie. “No. I’m only here for a couple more days before I leave for deployment again.”
“That’s enough time to help us out.”
“I’m out and you know that. And I left on the best terms I could. I finished my job and kept my mouth shut. Judging by the fact you’re both still here, I can assume everything has been swept under the rug just fine. Am I wrong?”
Nicolai thins his lips and tilts his head. “You’re not wrong.” 
What I’m about to do is placate them and pray to god they don’t see right through it. “Guys, I appreciate you offering me a job. I do. You’ve always had my back. But I’m working towards something different with my life. I need to leave the past in the past. I’ll reach out if I need help, okay?”
Take the bait, bro. I cannot afford to do this again with them. Not with my life. Part of me always kind of knew I’d run into them again, but a larger part of me had thought they’d be six feet under by now, too. 
I don’t fucking care if I’ve known these guys since we were kids. I don’t care that we’ve been through shit together, and I certainly don’t owe them anything. But if pandering to our past is what it takes to get rid of them, I’ll play it.
“It’s your loss, man. You know that money is good.”
“I know. More for you then.”
Nicolai lights up his own cigarette and throws his chin toward Will. “Let’s go.” 
They take a few steps away from me, and Will calls back, “You know where to find us, Marco.”
Once I see them turn the block corner, I step back inside the restaurant, but I don’t find Jay. I know he didn’t leave the front of the store, so I take a deep breath to calm my nerves. 
Stepping up to the counter, I ask the old lady working behind it, “Did my friend leave out the back?”
“Yes. Out the back.”
Not that much time has passed. I could catch up to him, but I don’t want to run the risk of us being seen together. The less information those two fuckers know about my life, the better. 
“Thank you,” I tell the nice woman. It’s early in the day for lunch, but I order some takeout anyway and thank her. 

      [image: image-placeholder]When I knock on the door at Jay’s, he opens it, scowling at me. 
Jesus, that looks so fucking wrong on his face. 
He leaves the door open and turns around, saying nothing. 
Just tell him the truth, idiot. 
	I clear my throat and shut the door. “I’m sorry about that.”
	“Are you embarrassed by me?” he blurts with a pinch between his eyebrows.
	My eyes round as I set the takeout on the kitchen counter. “What? No. That’s not what that was.”
	“Then tell me, because from where I stand, you saw some people you knew and threw me out of the way so they couldn’t see that we were together. You know what… come to think of it, I’ve never met any of your friends.”
	“That’s because I don’t have any other friends. I’ve got you and Vinny… that’s pretty much it.”
	“Then who were they?” he barks, throwing his hand out toward the door. 
	Sighing, I lean my hip against the counter. “They were my old friends. They’re a couple years older than me, but we grew up together. I cut them out when I joined the Army.” I look away from him and then down at my boots. I know I have to tell him. I know I trust him. “What I’m about to tell you, Jay… you have to promise me you won’t repeat.”
	The hesitation he’s giving off is damn near palpable. But after a few seconds, he finally speaks. “Okay. I promise.”
	“After I left high school, those guys and I used to work as a team—but part of a larger network—and we would steal cars up and down the coast. Most of the time, it was simple enough. Steal the empty car, drive it to where it needed to be, and leave. But sometimes things went wrong. People got in the way. Sometimes it was enough to just rough ’em up, ya know? But other times, towards the end—well, I had to get rid of people.” I look up to see his face focused on me, his lips parted slightly. “But I never killed anyone. I was still young, and our boss hadn’t asked me to do it yet. But I felt it coming.
	“Then one night, when we were making a delivery to our Baltimore hub, we gave the keys to our guy, and when he opened the trunk, there were kilos and kilos of coke laying there. We had no idea. We were just told to take the car.
	“It was then I knew I couldn’t be in this anymore. I didn’t want to be a fucking drug mule. I didn’t want to keep hurting people. I knew if I stayed any longer, it was only going to get worse. I was going to end up in prison or dead. 
	“The next day when I got home, I signed up for the Army. I had to get away and it was the safest way I could think of.”
	Jay grabs the back of a dining chair and falls down into the seat, unable to take his eyes from me. He looks dazed when he says, “That explains that…”
“What do you mean?”
“That time you told me you’d send someone to look into if Noah was cheating on me. It kind of threw me off but… you weren’t joking were you?”
Swallowing the lump in my throat, I shake my head. Knowing I would have reached back out to these guys if Jay asked for it. I would have put myself back in danger by communicating with them again—all for his well-being. It’s stupid and foolish, I know. But he was hurting… and I wasn’t there to do it myself. 
	He picks up on my affirmation, but I keep exposing myself to him. “When I saw those guys again today, I had to do whatever it took to make sure they didn’t know who you were. It wasn’t because I’m embarrassed by you, Jay. It’s because you mean everything to me, and I didn’t want them to know that. I didn’t want them to use you as leverage.”
	Realization paints his face. “Oh. Shit. I’m sorry I—”
	I push off the counter and interrupt him. “Don’t be sorry. I’m sorry I had to put you in this situation to begin with.” 
	He stands back up from his chair and wraps his arms around me. It’s surprising, but it’s so fucking comforting.
	“I got out of that conversation as soon as I could,” I say as we break apart. “They wanted me to work another job with them, but I turned it down.”
	“How’d they take it?”
	“Well enough. I set them straight. Told them I’m out for good.”
	“Good. The lady at the Chinese takeout acted like a strange man running through the back of her kitchen was a common occurrence.”
	I smile at him and thank my lucky stars he got out safely.	
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About Last Night

Marco


Three Years Ago	

Relief settles in my body and we both take showers to wash off the yoga sweat and adrenaline before returning to the living room to devour our unplanned Chinese takeout. Jay puts on an episode of  The Office, like we usually do. It all feels so familiar and safe; and I think now is as good a time as any to bring this up.
	With my chopsticks, I push around my lo mein and clear my throat. “Last night, Jay… Do you wanna talk about it?”
	Jay’s whole body freezes mid-bite as his brows crease and his eyes dart to me. “What about it?”
	“At the bar. What you told me about not feeling connected to Korean culture.”
	His shoulders look to relax as the corner of his mouth quirks slightly. “Oh. Yeah. That.” Setting his carton on the coffee table, he leans back and runs his palms down his thighs. 
	“Until last night, you’ve never really talked about that with me,” I say, placing my own container next to his. 
	“It’s not something I talk to many people about.”
	“Would you talk to me about it?”
	I watch his Adam’s apple bob as he swallows, nodding to me. “I love my parents, I do. But looking so different from them and the rest of my family was never something I could ignore, unlike them. I was always different from my peers, too. When I was in middle school, I remember being so happy to meet another Asian boy, Toru, who was Japanese American. His parents were Japanese too. I thought maybe now I could feel some kind of belonging. But he ended up teasing me mercilessly because I wasn’t really Asian. Other kids would join in, and I can recognize now that I one hundred percent developed my personality from this. At my expense, I would join in and agree with my classmates, laughing with them that I was actually white on the inside.” 
Throwing his head back on the couch, he sighs deep. “I was tired of feeling left out, so I made myself the butt of the joke and tried to steer their laughter somewhere else. And it worked. I became popular enough to have a solid group of friends that actually cared about me. Several groups, really. I don’t know if you know this, Marco, but I’m kind of a social butterfly.”
“I did notice,” I grin.
“But even then, even through high school, those close friends didn’t understand my struggle. The same tired joke that Jay Bishop is a banana kept circulating. And I kept letting it.
“Then, when I went to college, I decided to turn a new leaf. I wasn’t going to cater to those jokes anymore. I tried making friends with other Asians on campus and in my dorm. But I still felt like I wasn’t accepted by them.”
“I’m sorry, Jay. That sucks.” I don’t know what else to tell him. 
He looks down at his hands as they twist together. “You know, there was this one philosophy class I took about sex and love, and we were having a discussion about what constitutes a family. And we got on the topic of adopting children. I got into this heated exchange with this girl who said race doesn’t matter; all that matters is if the parents love their kid. And I’ve heard this bullshit for so much of my life. People act like my feelings aren’t valid. That I should be grateful for what I’ve been given. But I just want to feel seen. I want to feel like I belong.”
There’s a moment of silence as what he admits settles between us. When he finally looks at me, his deep, earthy eyes looking sorrowful, I give him a sad smile. “I see you, Jay.” 
Giving me a lopsided grin, he nods. “Thanks.”
“If I ever say anything offensive or insensitive, will you please call me out on it? I want to make sure I’m helping, not hurting.”
He looks a little stunned, but he says, “Yeah, I can do that. It would be nice if everyone had that attitude.”
“So, have you ever tried tracking down your biological parents? Or doing one of those DNA tests?”
“No, I haven’t. Honestly, I don’t know how I feel about that yet. I wrestle with a lot of feelings around this, and I’m torn. I think it’s best that I don’t make that decision before I’m totally confident in doing so.”
“Do your parents know about all of this? About your feelings?”
Jay shakes his head quickly. “No. They've always been so blatantly colorblind that for a large part of my life, I let their belief be mine. That I should be happy with the life and the friends I have. And now it’s been so long that I’ve never brought this up to them, that I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to.”
Wow. This is a whole new layer to Jay I’ve never seen. And from the way he talks, not many people have seen it, either. I know this is his moment, but I can’t help feeling special because he trusts me enough to tell me this. That he feels safe enough to tell me this. Jay has a lot of friends—some I’ve met, but I know there are many others I haven’t. The fact that he doesn’t feel like he can open up to those friends, but he can with me? Well, it fills me with pride. 
“If you ever want to tell your parents, I’ll be here for you, man.”
Jay leans forward to grab his carton and sits back with a smile. “Thanks, Marco. Oh, by the way, my mom wants me to bring you over for dinner this week. She said she’s making shepherd’s pie for you.”
I groan, “You never told her I didn’t like it, did you?”
“No,” he laughs. “Maybe you shouldn’t have had two more helpings and told her it was delicious.”
“I was being polite!” 
“Polite is stomaching one piece! Eating three servings and telling her it was delicious is taking it too far. You’re on your own, dude.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Three months later, I’m packing up my room at Rebecca’s. I make my way downstairs to find Jay holding Viera as Bec and Vinny finish loading their car to take me back to base. Yet another year-long deployment awaits me. 
It feels like I’ve been dragging my feet the last week or so, knowing today was imminent. The past few months have been life changing. Nothing in particular happened to me, but I feel this seismic shift in my well-being. My friendship with Jay is changing me. But am I really changing? Or has Jay just unearthed my true self? Maybe that’s it. It’s like he’s letting me shed this thick, disgusting, painful exterior, exposing the real me. 
He asks me questions that take me time to think about before answering. 
He lets me work through my thoughts. 
He makes me laugh harder than I thought possible. Everything is funnier with him. The Office reruns we watch together. The jokes his—now our—friends make. The mundane observations we make—all find a place to live in my memory.
When I get to the main floor, I take Viera from him and hug them both, allowing myself this last moment to enjoy our closeness. To enjoy my new self, because in a minute, I’ll have to switch back to the hardened Army sergeant that has taken up the majority of my adult life. 
“Thank you again for everything, Jay.”
	Breaking apart, we smile at each other, and Viera reaches for him. “Way,” she cries the name she’s given him. 
	“I know, honey. I promise I’ll come over real soon, okay?” She latches herself back to his chest, and I smile. We’ve spent a lot of time with Viera recently, and she’s grown attached to him. “I’ll walk you both out,” Jay says, carrying her as I carry my bag. 
I can see a peek of olive green at his neck from under a white v-neck sweater, but I say nothing. It’s the basic army undershirt I left at his place when I first started leave. At first, I left it there on purpose, just in case I ever spent the night there again. I didn’t tell him I did, and he’s never brought it up, but there have been a few times I’ve caught him wearing it—always under another shirt. Always hidden. 
	He sets her in her car seat as Vinny buckles her in, and I give Jay one last embrace—holding onto the only home I’ve ever felt. Leaving this home, this family, this community and purpose I now have, is wretchedly painful, because for once in my life, I’m welcomed and wanted for who I really am. When Jay told me about the struggle he has with his identity, I couldn’t help feeling more connected to him. What we struggle with is different, but in a way, the same. I don’t know if he knows it, but he has slowly been letting me remember myself. What I’m really like beneath the trauma. And I hope I can be that safe place for him to find himself too.
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The Hearing

Cora


Present Day

Today’s a big day. The culmination of stress and worry, of endless days and nights preparing and racking my brain for the meaning behind it all. In today’s hearing, we’ll hear from witnesses involved in one of the lawsuits related to the building collapse last year. Today’s just the tip of the iceberg.  
Horatio has told me time and time again that the key goal of this preliminary hearing is to see if there is a reasonable basis to proceed to a full trial. It is not to reach a final determination of guilt or innocence. But it’s the first step towards moving past this mess, and as I walk into the courtroom this morning, the lawsuits suddenly seem much more real. If even one of these cases succeeds, I’ll lose my license—and with it my job, my firm, and my father’s legacy.
	I sit front and center with Horatio and two other lawyers next to me, Kim and Anthony. They were hired by the firm when this all started, and Horatio and I have been working with them since. Kim is a goddamn pitbull and I’m happy she’s on my side. Anthony looks like an old, sweet uncle, but there is something in his eyes that tells me he has a strategy behind every smile. 
	And even though I have a million things to think about, I can feel their presence behind me—my partners somehow grounding me without a touch or a word.
	Judge Rosita Jones takes her seat and settles in before addressing the room. “This is a preliminary hearing today involving the plaintiff, the Construction Justice Advocates, LLC and the defendant, Define Architectural Group. Attorney Victor Sanko, are you ready to start?”
	Peeking to my right, past Horatio’s shoulder, I see the prosecution attorney, Victor Sanko, stand up and button his suit jacket. “Yes, Your Honor. Ladies and gentlemen, we are here today to present evidence in the case of Construction Justice Advocates, LLC v. Define Architectural Group involving the tragic building collapse and related damage to state and private property. The witnesses you’ll hear from today will prove that Define Architectural Group failed to abide by the state-mandated permitting process and is therefore responsible for the gross and vicarious negligence that led to this incident.
	“First, we will demonstrate that Define had a professional duty to ensure that the ground was structurally feasible for the construction of the building in question. They were responsible for assessing the safety and structural integrity of the site before granting approval for construction. The evidence will reveal that Define Architectural Group failed in this duty.
	“We will present expert testimony and documents that clearly indicate Define signed off on the project, indicating it was safe to proceed. However, we contend that their actions were grossly negligent, as they overlooked critical safety concerns and failed to conduct a thorough examination of the site.
	“Furthermore, the consequences of this negligence were far-reaching. We will present evidence regarding the building collapse that resulted in injuries to numerous workers as well as significant property damage, including eight cars. The impact of this incident was devastating, and it could have been prevented had Define Architectural Group fulfilled its professional obligations.
	“In conclusion, we will establish that there is probable cause to believe that Define Architectural Group was grossly and vicariously negligent in its professional responsibilities, leading to this tragic incident. We ask the court to find probable cause to continue with these charges against the named defendant, Cora Dalton, in her capacity as CEO of Define Architectural Group. Thank you.”
“Very well. The defense may proceed with their opening statement.” 
Kim stands and addresses the judge. “Your Honor, we appreciate the opportunity to address the allegations against our client, Define Architectural Group. We acknowledge the seriousness of this incident, but we firmly believe that the evidence will show that our client is not responsible for the unfortunate events that occurred.
“First and foremost, Define takes its professional obligations seriously. Our client conducted a thorough evaluation of the site before approving the construction; they followed standard industry practices and consulted with experts in the field. The evidence will reveal that our client acted in good faith, believing that the ground was structurally feasible for the project.
“We will also present evidence that indicates other contributing factors to the building collapse, factors beyond the control and knowledge of our client. It is important to recognize that construction projects involve numerous parties and elements, and the responsibility should be shared accordingly. Define Architectural Group was not the sole entity involved in this project.
“In this preliminary hearing, our goal is to present evidence resulting in the dismissal of these allegations of gross and vicarious neglect against Define. They should not be held liable for an incident that was influenced by factors beyond their control.
“In conclusion, we will show that there is insufficient evidence to establish probable cause for charges against Define. We respectfully request the Court consider these facts when evaluating the case. Thank you.” Giving the judge a small nod, Kim turns on her heel and walks back to sit next to me. 
“Thank you, Ms. Schneider. We will now proceed with the presentation of evidence. Will the prosecution please call its first witness?” 
“The prosecution calls Cora Dalton to the stand,” Victor announces. We’ve prepared endlessly for this moment, but it doesn't stop the niggling panic that sends tendrils of electricity through my blood. But I stiffen my shaky legs, throw my shoulders back, and take the stand, swearing my oath. 
“Ms. Dalton, you took over Define Architectural Group after your father, Paul Dalton, passed away two Decembers ago, is that correct?”
“Yes, that’s correct.”
“And you’re claiming Paul was the one who approved the plans for this condominium project.”
“After a collective decision between the senior staff, yes.”
“The soil reports indicate the ground was feasible to build, correct?”
“Yes, but—”
He cuts me off and grabs a piece of paper to show to the judge. “And the signatures from all the appropriate parties signed off. So tell me, Ms. Dalton, is Define Architectural Group not responsible for the actions or procedures of its employees?”
“Objection, Your Honor. The prosecution is leading the witness,” Kim pipes up. 
“Overruled.”
“Fourteen workers were injured in the building collapse, Ms. Dalton. Eight vehicles were damaged.” He leans in closer to me to say directly to me but loudly enough for everyone to hear, “But don’t worry, later on each victim will tell us about their experience. I’m sure they would all love to hear how it’s not your company’s fault for their injuries.”
His jab meets its target right in my gut and guilt, once again, finds its home inside me.
“Does the prosecution have a question for the defendant?” Judge Jones probes. 
“Yes, Your Honor. Ms. Dalton, it is your responsibility to do your due diligence and verify the ground is structurally sound to build on, is it not?”
“Yes, but—”
“But since we’re all here today, you clearly did not do your due diligence, is that correct?”
“We used the same process, the same industry standard all architectural firms and construction companies use. If we were a smaller company, we would have used a contracted soil engineering service to do the same job we did, and they would have contacted the Department of Labor and Industry, the same as us. That’s the process. That’s what we followed.”
“But it was recently discovered that Chris Francis, your Lead Soil Engineer, did in fact sign off on this project knowing the ground was unsafe, is that correct?”
I sigh, “Yes, but—”
“And then we found other reports from other soil engineering companies over the past twenty years that showed this exact land was not feasible to build a structure of this magnitude on. Why weren’t those reports found earlier?”
“Again, we followed the industry standard. These reports were not provided to us by the Department of Labor and Industry, as per their job. If the reports cannot be provided by that Department, then it stands to reason the reports do not exist.”
“Are you saying the reports were hidden?”
“I’m saying they didn’t exist when we were planning this project, and they miraculously appeared after the building collapsed.”
He shrugs, “Sounds like this industry standard isn’t a best-practice if it can lead to something like this. Fourteen injuries. Eight car accidents.” He tsks and turns back to me. “How does it feel knowing you’re responsible for all of this?”
My blood boils and I do my best to keep my hands from shaking when Kim pipes up again. “Badgering the witness, Your Honor.”
“Sustained.”
Victor turns on his heel and stuffs his hands in his pockets. “No further questions, Your Honor.”
“The defense may cross-examine the witness,” Judge Jones announces and Anthony stands, buttoning his suit jacket and walking toward me. 
“Ms. Dalton, would you please explain to the court, in your own words, what happened?”
“Yes. The condominium project was planned and approved by Define Architectural Group with the understanding that the ground was safe and feasible. It is the Department of Labor and Industry’s responsibility to provide any historical data on the land in question, of which there was none prior to the collapse. Our plans were signed off by our Lead Soil Engineer and Department of Labor and Industry, the only people who are legally required to sign off. It wasn’t until a few weeks ago that the historical data from the Department of Labor and Industry’s office came to light.”
“So, up until the accident, you were of the belief you were above board. You were going through the proper channels and you were provided the necessary information to make your decisions?”
Relief trickles down my body knowing I’m finally able to say my piece. “That’s correct. It was business as usual.”
Anthony goes on to ask me more questions, allowing me to explain what the prosecution cut me off from explaining and helping me demonstrate my company’s blindsided reaction to this disaster. 
When I go to sit back down, I spot Marco sitting next to Jay a couple rows back. I see his chest rise and I inhale with him, trying to calm my nerves. I can’t seem to smile or give any other emotion to indicate my gratefulness, but I hope he knows it’s there. 
I sit back down next to Kim and Horatio and spend the next two hours listening to the prosecution drone on and on about how Define is at fault. Every time he brings up the workers who were injured, my heart goes out to them and their families. Many of them had to go on workman's compensation, and I know they can’t make the kind of overtime pay they’re used to, which has drastically affected their personal finances. Some of them broke their arms or legs falling off scaffolding. Some only sustained minor debris falling on their hard hats, but I’m sure there has to be an emotional toll being a part of something like this can have. 
I want to see justice for those workers and for those whose cars were totaled or damaged. Define has incredible insurance for situations such as this, as unprecedented as it is, and it’s taking care of these affected families, but it’s not enough. And this nagging feeling in the back of my mind is telling me it is my fault, because it happened on my company’s watch. That’s what I’m afraid of—I'll be seen as the figurehead, the one who has to take the fall, the sacrificial lamb. 
And I’ll lose it all: my license. My career. My company. 
All of it came from my father; from his passion, mine sprouted. And it feels like I’m letting him down. No, it’s so much worse… it’s like I’m killing everything he made, even me. 
But I’m getting ahead of myself and speculating—okay, spiraling might be the right word. We’re not here today for a verdict. We’re here to see if there is a reasonable basis to proceed to a full trial. That’s it. 
Calm down, Cora. Take a deep breath.
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The Hearing

Cora


Present Day

Court adjourns for lunch and my legal team leads me out into the hall, Jay and Marco following in their suits. We talked about it ahead of time and agreed on no public displays of affection while we’re here. It’s both an ache to not have their hands on me and a soothing relief to know I’m in control of my presence and power.  
We have a reservation waiting for us down the street, where the group of us sits down. We talk vaguely about what has happened and what’s to come, when Anthony walks in and hangs up his phone before taking a seat across from me. Kim gives him a look and asks simply, “It’s done?”
He opens his napkin and lays it on his lap. “Yup.”
“What’s done?” I ask.
“Just some behind the scenes stuff. Nothing to worry about,” Anthony says flatly, taking a sip of his water. 
Fine by me. I’m too wound up to focus on anything other than the outcome of this hearing anyway. I can barely eat my lunch because my stomach is so tied up, but the way Marco is looking at me tells me I need at least a few hearty bites to appease him. I inwardly smile at the silent demand. 
It’s weird being this close to them and not being able to touch them the way I want to—the way I need them to touch me. It feels profoundly wrong and goes against every instinct I have. But this whole day feels wrong. No matter how hard I try, I can’t fully settle my nerves. It’s like my whole body is on high alert, ready to pounce at any sign of danger. 
When we get back to the courthouse, my team leads me through the small crowd of reporters that have formed, many more than were here this morning. It’s chaotic. But what catches my eye is Jonathan and his wife, Leona. Jonathan is clearly seething, making agitated head jerks with a bulging vein from his forehead. Leona stands beside him, vibrating with the kind of quiet rage only women have. The kind of rage that boils underneath. And the only physical sign is her preternatural calm posture and the inferno in her hooded eyes.  
His voice is too low for anyone to hear except her. His body damn near pressed into hers, but their bodies look like there’s a forcefield between them. If I saw this kind of situation at a bar, I’d be walking up to this woman to help her out of a clearly uncomfortable altercation. 
But the courtroom doors open, and the crowd walks back in to take their seats once again. When we get settled and the formal procedural jargon is done, it’s our turn to call up Jonathan to the stand. He gets sworn in and takes a seat, the lingering vein still popping. 
Kim takes the lead this time and saunters toward him in her tailored black suit. “Mr. Ekhart, you’ve been with Define Architectural Group for how long?”
“Fifteen years.”
“And you and the late Paul Dalton were business partners, is that fair to say?”
“Yes.”
“You had a close working relationship with him? You often saw each other outside of work. Went to family gatherings together.”
“That’s right.”
“According to your employee record here,” Kim says, looking down at her file. “Paul had slotted you to take over as CEO when he retired. Is that right?”
“Yes.”
Kim gives the judge with a knowing look. “Unfortunately, Paul passed away before he could retire. But not before he could change his mind and name his daughter as his successor.”
Jonathan's jaw ticks and his eyes narrow. “He wasn’t of sound mind when he made that decision.”
She turns her attention back to him. “Well, that’s simply not true. According to the hospital records, he was. So tell me, Mr. Ekhart, how did it feel to be passed over like that?”
“It was fine.” He swallows. “Things like this happen.”
“You must have felt a little betrayed.”
“It took me by surprise.”
“You know what’s really surprising? The friendship you’ve formed with Chris Francis since Ms. Dalton has taken over.”
He gives a little shrug. “There’s nothing wrong with that.”
“Maybe not. But a CFO and a soil engineer don’t seem like a likely pair of friends. But you were both friendly enough to chat about the hearing the night of your company’s holiday party.” Kim grabs a remote and presses play on the monitor nearby. The silent camera footage of Chris and Jonathan walking through the hall playing on repeat and the dialog added in closed caption. 
Kim continues, “According to Jay Bishop, your Human Resources Director, he heard Chris say, ‘The case is heating up. This is a lot more than we all anticipated,’ followed by you saying, ‘Relax. That bitch is going down.’ And as we can clearly see, Mr. Bishop exits the empty room right here, writing down this exact conversation.” Kim looks at Jonathan expectantly. “Care to tell us what that meant?”
“Chris was simply asking about the status of the case.”
“And why would you say, ‘That bitch is going down?’ Who were you referring to?”
Jonathan clears his throat. “My… wife.”
“What does your wife, Leona, have to do with this, Mr. Ekhart?”
“You have a wife?” a new voice gasps from the audience behind us. I turn to see a petite white woman, maybe mid-twenties, with long blonde hair, grab the arms of her chair with clenched fists. 
	I turn to look back at Jonathan on the stand, his eyes blown wide and his face dark red. The crowd starts murmuring and I lean over to Horatio to whisper in his ear, “Who is that?”
“I don’t know.”
“Oh my god, this is better than I thought,” Anthony says in a low tone. 
“What are you talking about?” I ask him, trying desperately to connect the dots.
“At lunch, I paid someone to tell Leona that Jonathan has been cheating on her for years.”
“What? Why?”
“To get him riled up before he took the stand,” Anthony whispers back. “But I didn’t know about this girl.”
Holy shit—that’s fucking genius. Brutal, but genius.
“Order,” Judge Jones calls out, her eyebrows cinching together.
When the whispering stops, silence and tension fill the room. Crossing her arms, Kim looks back and forth between Jonathan and this mystery woman before asking him, “Who is that, Mr. Ekhart? Might I remind you, you are under oath.”
	He sighs, but it does nothing to chase away that raging vein on his forehead. “She works at the Department of Labor and Industry.”
	“Really? How do you know that? You don’t have any reason to go there for your job.” 
	“I—she’s been around this case, so I’ve seen her.”
	“She hasn’t though. I don’t know her, and I know every little detail about this case. What’s her name?”
	“I—I don’t know.”
	“You fucking coward,” blondie seethes as she stands. “You promised you’d marry me! God, I’m so fucking stupid. I got rid of those documents for you, and you were just using me, you fucking pig!”
	Whoa. Back the fuck up.
	I’m stunned. Literally, I don’t think I could move a muscle or blink if I tried. 
	The judge calls order in her court once again, this time taking a little longer for everyone to settle. Kim, Anthony, and the prosecution approach the bench to talk with the judge. 
	My entire body is vibrating with nerves and shock. I take this momentary pause to turn around and look at Jay. He gives me a shrug and a look that says your guess is as good as mine. 
I’m thrumming with adrenaline, and I know Marco can sense it. His eyes are wide, too, but he makes a dramatic inhale, reminding me to breathe. 
Turning back around, I center myself in my seat. 
Inhale. 
Exhale. 
I do it a few more times and I feel my nerves mellow. I’m still eager to hear what’s happening, but my mind has settled down at least. 
	They all agree to bring forth this new witness after Kim finishes her questions for Jonathan, and the prosecution cross-examines him. 
	The judge turns to the young woman and asks, “You have the right to an attorney. Are you sure you don’t want one?” 
	Still raging, she shakes her head slowly, “I’m sure.”
Stupid girl.
When she is sworn in, her manicured fingers graze the Bible, and her eyebrows are set in a tight pinch. 
	“Please state your name for the court,” Kim asks.
	“McKenzie Fillmore.”
	“Where do you work, Miss Fillmore?”
	“I work for the Department of Labor and Industry’s office as a clerk.”
	“And how long have you been there?”
	“Three years.”
	“And how do you know Jonathan Ekhart?”
	“He’s my boyfriend.” I quickly look over my shoulder at Leona as she’s shaking her head in disgust.
	“For how long?” Kim asks.
	“The last year and a half.”
	Kim taps her chin. “So that means you two would have started dating right before Paul Dalton died. Right when he named Cora as his successor.”
	“Sure?”
	“Now what did you say about those documents?”
	“Jonny asked me to find the land’s historical soil reports and burn them. Thankfully, a part of me wanted to have some insurance for myself, so I never did. I just hid them. He promised he would marry me. He said he was starting his own firm and would be CEO, and he’d take me to Bora Bora. Remember that, Jonny? BORA BORA! I’ve been waiting at your beck and call, and I got tired of it. I just knew you were stringing me along in the back of my mind, so I put the historical records back. I should have listened to my gut. You and Chris fucking deserve everything that’s coming to you.”
“Chris Francis?”
“Yeah. Jonny said all that was stopping him from being CEO of his own firm was this stupid piece of land. He said if I signed off on the inspection of it, he’d be CEO sooner and we’d get married sooner. So I did it. Chris Francis submitted the report to me and told me I was doing him a huge favor. Said when Jonny takes over as CEO, Chris would be CFO. Whatever,” she huffs, rolling her eyes.
“Mr. Ekhart said Chris would take over as Chief Financial Officer of his new firm?”
“Yeah.”
“It’s all clicking into place now, folks,” Kim says with amusement to the judge, then turns to look back at us. “Jonathan Ekart bribed the Lead Soil Engineer, Chris Francis, with the job title of Chief Financial Officer of his new architecture firm if he reported the ground was feasible for construction of this building. Of course, Chris knew better, being the seasoned professional he is, but did it anyway. Together, they went so far as to bribe Miss Fillmore with getting rid of the historical evidence and forging a signature for the construction approval. Mr. Ekhart and Mr. Francis both knew this building would collapse and were banking on it so that Ms. Dalton and Define Architectural Group would take the fall.”
I can’t believe Jonathan would go this far. That is a crazy level of bitterness to be holding onto for being passed over as CEO by my dad. This is really far. This is criminal time in prison if he’s—they’re—found guilty. 
The rest of the hearing continues with each side examining Chris who ends up confessing and validating McKenzie’s deposition. Bob Sabin takes the stand as well to demonstrate his lack of involvement and confirms McKenzie’s employment. 
Following our examination of Jonathan, Victor then cross-examines McKenzie, seeking to further establish their case and address the atomic bomb of information she delivered. She gives great, painfully-intimate details about her relationship with Jonathan and the evidence of wrongdoing, including the bribe and the tampering with historical records. 
Releasing the tension in my shoulders, I watch the rest of the hearing unfold, and when the legal arguments wrap up, I fidget with my thumbnails in my lap as I wait for Judge Jones to proceed. 
“Based on the evidence and legal arguments presented during this preliminary hearing, I find that there is insufficient probable cause to hold Define Architectural Group criminally responsible in this matter. Therefore, the charges against Define Architectural Group are hereby dismissed.”
THERE IS A GOD AND THEY ARE GOOD.
Tears well up fast in my eyes and I think I could collapse from relief. Releasing my breath from my self-inflicted chokehold, I lean over to Kim and hug her tight. 
“However, I find that there is sufficient probable cause to continue with criminal charges against Mr. Ekhart, Mr. Francis, and Miss Fillmore based on the evidence and testimony presented. The cases against these individuals will continue in further legal proceedings. Court is adjourned.”
Horatio then pulls me into a hug as I cry against his wool suit coat. “Congratulations, Cora.”
“Thank you,” I whisper, pulling away and standing to meet Anthony for a hug, too. 
“You’re welcome,” Anthony says, patting me on the back gently. “Now go take the rest of the day off and try to calm your nerves.” 
When I pull away, he hands me a clean tissue from a pouch in his pocket. I take it and dab at the happy tears. “Thank you all,” I say, then turning to face Horatio and Kim again. “You seriously saved me and my company. I can’t thank you enough.”
“You’re very welcome, Cora,” Kim smiles as she packs up her briefcase. “Call us anytime.”
“Don’t take this the wrong way, but I hope I never have to see you again.”
Anthony and Kim both laugh as we make our way behind the crowd of people exiting the courtroom. Marco and Jay are waiting for me in their now empty row as everyone has filed out. I can’t hold it back anymore. I leap into Jay’s arms squeezing him fiercely as Marco latches on too. And there it is: the cherry on top of the sundae. The real relief.
“You did it, boss,” Jay whispers into my hair.
“You fuckin’ did it!” Marco echoes. 
Quickly pushing away from them, I slide my hands down my thighs over my black dress and clear my throat. I still desperately want to continue this embrace, but we need to leave and I still want to present myself as professional. Unable to hide my joy, I bite my bottom lip and nod. “Let’s get out of here.” They nudge me along as we enter the main courthouse hallway, trailing me like a couple of well-dressed bodyguards.
I can’t say that I hate it.
All at once, several people gather around me and I’m surprised to see David from Valley Forge Construction, Sierra from GreenGrowth Urban Planning, and another black woman I can’t immediately place but looks familiar. 
“What are you two doing here? Were you in there?”
David places his hand on my shoulder and smiles, his bald head gleaming under the fluorescent lighting. “Of course. We wanted to be here to support you. What you went through is not easy, but we wanted to let you know we’re here to fight for you, too.”
Before I can think better of it, I push myself forward and hug him. “Thank you. It means so much.”
Sierra smiles. “Your wins are our wins,” she says, leaning in to hug me as well. “You’ve shown up for us, so this is the least we can do for you.”
I give her a genuine smile. “You really didn’t have to… but I appreciate it nonetheless.” Then I turn to see the other woman, and it finally clicks. She’s the journalist I worked with a couple years ago with Architectural Digest.
“Jazmyn, what are you doing here?”
“I had to see this for myself. I’d love to write an editorial on this, on you, if that’s okay.”
I hesitate. “I don’t know, Jaz. I should probably ask…”
“Hi. Jay Bishop. Director of HR.” Jay jumps in, handing her his business card. “Email me and Cora the details on the piece you want to write, and we’ll review it with our leadership.”
“Of course. You’ll have it by tomorrow morning.”
“Now, if you’ll all excuse us, we have something we need to attend to.” Jazmyn, David, and Sierra step away as the guys usher me through the historic building until we’re approaching Jay’s SUV in the parking deck, my high heels clicking along.
“What do you need to attend to?”
“You.”






  
  Chapter 24








The Ritz

Cora


Present Day

Jay pushes me against the side of his car door, and I’m immediately taken back to that first night we shared. The hot and heavy kissing. Him fumbling to get the key fob out of his pocket.   
Quickly scanning the parking garage, I see no one else in sight. He’s pressed against me but doesn’t make a move. He just stares at me and holds my hands in his between our chests. Marco boxes us in, placing his hand firmly on my neck and squeezing. “How do you feel?”
My body is still riding this high of anticipation. And more than anything, I just need them. “I need to be held,” I whisper. 
Jay lets go of my hands, leans back, and pulls me into him, as Marco takes the place behind me, both wrapping their arms around each other. I hold on tight to Jay’s torso, my face pressed hard against his dress coat. I know my makeup is probably rubbing off on him, but I couldn’t care less. They feel like a weighted blanket against me. 
“It’s over, baby,” Jay murmurs into my hair. “It’s over.” 
“You were incredible today, beautiful. Powerful and poised.” 
I sigh deeply between them, the cold winter air filling my lungs but their bodies warming me. “Can we play hooky and get some drinks?”
Marco rumbles a small laugh behind me. “Of course.”
Jay leads us across the street to the Ritz-Carlton where we are seated in a swanky lounge. Rich fabrics and deep cushioned seats welcome us. Jay orders our drinks as well as some appetizers and I can feel my body relaxing just watching him. He knows what I like… and I like letting him order for me. 
It’s then that it really sinks in: how much I trust them. I’ve been doing everything on my own since I left Theo. And even when I was with him, there was still so much I kept controlled between us. I was the planner. The organizer. The one to make sure we saw our families and paid our bills. I’m not saying he didn’t contribute to the relationship, but I didn’t realize how exhausting it was until now. 
“You know what?” Jay says, raising an eyebrow, then rummaging in his pants pocket to pull out his wallet. “We’re getting a room here. We need to celebrate properly.”
Smiling, he jumps up from his chair and bounds for the reception desk. “We don’t have any changes of clothes!” I quietly shout, but he waves me off and disappears. 
Marco runs a hand over my thigh and whispers in my ear, “You probably won’t be needing those anyway.” A shiver covers my whole body and my pussy clenches at his voice. 
“You promise?” I tease.
“Be a good girl and find out.”
Fuck me. Where is Jay with the room key?
Jay makes his way back with a shit-eating grin as I sit on a tan velvet couch against Marco. Jay sits next to us in an armchair when the server comes around with our drinks. “Room 1804 is waiting for us.” With his foot perched on his knee and a whiskey in his hand, Jay looks positively sinful in that suit. 
“What are we waiting for?” I ask, closing my eyes and taking a fortifying sip of my cocktail, feeling the alcohol seep into my bones. I can smell Marco’s scent, and I can feel my body give in. 
I tilt my head, and Marco plants a chaste kiss on me before saying, “You are going to eat because you barely ate anything at lunch. You’re going to need your energy later.”
My voice matches my sultry attitude when I say, “Mmm. In that case, you both better eat, because I’m gonna make you work.”
Cocking an eyebrow, Jay pulls the cherry out of his whiskey and makes a sexy little show out of eating it. “Tell me more,” he purrs.
“Alright you two, settle down. You’re getting me hard and I’m not about to walk through a high-end hotel lobby with an erection.” Both of us giggle quietly. 
Deciding to be merciful, I change the subject to one I know Jay’s itching to talk about. “Give me the tea, babe. What were you thinking during the hearing?”
He sets his glass down on the low table between us and leans forward. “Are you kidding me? That was insane! McKenzie came in like a hurricane no one saw coming! No one was prepared for that. Oh my god, and poor Leona. Jonathan looked like he was gonna burst the whole time.”
I chuckle at his enthusiasm and recount the day’s events with him. When our food arrives, we pick and dip and order another round of drinks.
Marco pulls my legs over his and holds me close. “You were a force today, baby. I knew you were going to win. Even without that girl showing up, you had it in the bag.”
My fingers comb through his short beard and gaze into his eyes. “Thank you for being here today. You were this reminder I needed to breathe and calm down.” I give him a tender kiss and hum against his lips. “I love you so much.”
“I love you more.”
Downing the last of his drink, Jay abruptly stands up and clears his throat. “Oh, the I Love You More game, huh? Come on, let’s go play it in the elevator.”
I’m chuckling, but before the doors even close, they’re on me, pressing me against the railing and grinding into me. They take turns kissing my neck and lips, their tongues then finding each other as the doors reopen. 
When Jay unlocks the room door, I briefly remove my face from Marco’s to look at the gorgeous room—correction: rooms. “Whoa,” I breathe. “This is way too much, Jay.”
The door latches and they crowd me into the bedroom. “It’s all they had,” Jay says, his eyes dark with lust.
“This suite is all they had?”
“Stop asking questions and enjoy it.”
I bite my bottom lip as the back of my knees hit the bed and I palm both of their erections through their dress pants. “Oh, I’m definitely going to enjoy it.”
“How do you feel right now, beautiful?” Marco says, nuzzling into my neck and grabbing my ass. 
“I feel powerful.”
“Do you feel like you want to submit? Or would you like to take the reins for a change?”
I freeze and tighten my hands along their lengths. I feel like I could conquer worlds right now. I feel in charge and focused. “I wanna Domme.”
Jay gives a lilty little hum. “Yes, Ma’am.”
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My skin prickles in anticipation. This domination switch to Cora is new for all of us, and I’m champing at the bit to see how it plays out. 
	Cora gently pushes us off and I stare at her. With her tight bun and expertly tailored black suit dress, she already looks the part of Domme. “I just realized, I don’t know your limits as a submissive,” she contemplates.
My heart gives a little flutter and I shed a proud invisible tear.
I’ve trained her so well. 
She takes my hands and has me sit on the bed. But when I think she’s about to sit down, she actually kneels in front of me and begins to unlace my shoes. She gives me a nod, indicating for me to explain.
I clear my throat as she takes the first one off. “I… don’t like impact play. Jay and I have experimented before, but it takes me back to my childhood and the abuse.”
Realization dawns and she nods. “Okay.” She takes my other shoe off and digs her fingers into the arch of my foot. 
Fuck, that feels good. 
“For some reason, I can Dom and enjoy giving pain and beatings, and it’s a safe way I can let out rage. In a controlled way. But put me on the other end of it and I don’t do well. Anyway, those are my only limits. Other than that, I’m… pretty open and eager,” I shrug.
“You are very pretty,” she says, raising a single eyebrow, and shit, I think I’m blushing.
Jay’s eyes widen. “Those are your only limits? What about—”
“And no pony play,” I add quickly.
“Dammit,” he mutters and I shake my head. “I can give you some advice, if you’d like, Ma’am.”
She stands up, and all I want to do is grab her hips and pull her down on top of me. “Yeah. Let’s talk about the game plan.” She leans down a little to place a sweet kiss on my forehead, and I can’t help digging my toes into the rug. “I’ll be right back. Don’t start without us,” she warns. 
God, she’s perfect. They’re both perfect for me.
I didn’t know this dominant—and on occasion, this submissive side—of me existed until Jay came into my life. He had dabbled in it with a former lover and told me about it, which massively piqued my interest. It wasn’t until we were together, though, that I realized this was exactly what I needed. Yes, I am a nurturer at heart—or as Jay likes to say, a marshmallow—and I fiercely protect those whom I love; but it’s like the wild, rage-fueled side of me I’ve tried keeping under wraps finally has a place to be free—of course, in a structured and consensual way.
I feel like I’m living a dream with these two. Jay, my prince—a man who brings joy and fun everywhere he goes, who can look at my dark past and only see a bright future. Then this strong and beautiful woman—a princess who carries such sadness in her soul and craves submission and pain. 
My kinky little queer heart could burst.
Cora converses quietly with Jay, darting her eyes back to me every so often with a smirk. I want to shed my clothes and be ready for her, but any good submissive knows patience is rewarded. 
When she takes a seat in the armchair in the corner of the room, she relaxes, crossing her legs and swinging her pointed toe in slow circles, watching me. Jay steps out of the room and I furrow my brow. 
“Ah-ah,” Cora says, lifting her finger and swaying it. “Your only job is to obey. Turn off your brain, sergeant.” Oh god, Jay told her about my sub name. My balls tighten at the way she says it. “You may call me Ma’am tonight.”
I nod. “Yes, Ma’am.”
Jay returns and leans over her, eyeing me. “Remember, the trick is to be a selfish pervert. He wants nothing more than to please you. So take whatever you want, and he’ll melt for you.”
Fuck—he’s not wrong.
She takes his chin between her fingers and hauls him close to her face. “You’re such a good boy, Mr. Bishop. Now take him to the bathroom and prepare yourselves. Come back fully clothed.”
“Yes, Ma’am,” he nods and grabs my hand as he leads me to the beautiful luxury bathroom. He cleans both of us and presses gentle kisses to my clothed back as I lean against the counter, letting him. We don’t have any lube, so I don’t know what Cora has planned, but far be it from me to question her authority. 
Exiting the bathroom, we make our way back to the bedroom where a devilish smile greets us. She curls her finger in a come-hither motion, and Jay abides, kneeling in front of her, his head down.
Grabbing his chin, she whispers, “Go show me how good you can be together.”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
She releases his face and commands, “Undress him and throw his clothes on the floor.” A nip of agitation taunts me as Jay strides forward, looking like the devil himself—or rather an agent of the devil. 
“Turn him to face me. Stand behind him and strip him bare,” Cora commands, and holy fucking shit, she’s a boss. I want to obey her. 
Jay stands me up and puts me into position. His hands make quick work, but his touch lingers. He discards my clothes haphazardly and Cora smirks. She knows it bothers me, but I already feel a rush knowing I’m pleasing her. When I’m in nothing but my black boxer briefs, Jay splays his hands down my hips and drags them off, kissing my ass and thighs as he squats. 
My cock is already at full attention as Cora rakes her eyes over my body. She tsks and shakes her head. “This poor, big sergeant… you look so needy. Not so in command now, are you?”
“No, Ma’am.”
She has me undress Jay the same way, and still her stare bores into us. 
“Sit on the edge of the bed, sergeant. Prince, get on your knees and show him how good you are with your mouth.”
“Yes, Ma’am,” we say in unison, and Jay pushes me down and spreads my legs. 
“Take your time. Savor him.”
With Jay’s ass facing Cora and his eyes locked on mine, he lowers his mouth to my shaft and grazes his lips up and down, kissing his way along. His tongue barely darts out and all I want is for him to swallow me. His fingers squeeze my thighs and his tantalizing mouth travels to my balls. He licks between them and sucks each one into his mouth and I groan, rolling my eyes back and closing them. 
“Eyes on me, sergeant. I’m letting him give you this. You will thank me for your pleasure.”
I train my eyes on her and prop my hands behind me. “Thank you, Ma’am. Thank you so much.”
Jay licks up my shaft and flick his tongue over my slit, circling it and lapping at the precum. Cora bites her lip as she slowly twirls her toes, the black leather shining. Jay then tightens his mouth at my cockhead and pushes down. 
My chest heaves. “Oh fuck.” He only goes halfway then back up. Halfway again then back up. 
Then Cora stands and slowly walks up to us, her arms crossed. I watch her stand next to a kneeling Jay, and she peers down at him sucking me off. “Looks like you need a little more.” She grabs hold of Jay’s hair in a tight hold, pulls back his head, then leans slightly over and spits directly on my cock. 
Jesus fucking Christ. 
I’m too stunned to speak, but Jay looks at her and pants, “Thank you, Ma’am.” 
“As you were.”
She saunters back to her chair and resumes her position as Jay resumes his. He’s faster now, going deeper and sucking harder. He adds one hand to my shaft and one kneads my taint. I feel my lower spine tingle as my balls draw up. “I’m gonna…”
“Stop,” Cora whispers and Jay quickly pulls off. 
Damn it. She’s gonna edge me.
Whimpering like the simp I am, I try to plead with her. “Please, Ma’am. Can I have more?”
“Oh, he’ll give you plenty more. Won’t you, you slut?”
Answering her with his mouth around me, I sigh my relief when Jay sinks his head back down and I can feel the back of his throat. He chokes so perfectly around me and my climax builds up quickly again. 
But again, my domme orders him to pull off. Then again. And again. AND AGAIN. 
Sweat is starting to bead all over my body, and I’m not even the one putting work in. I’m that pent up. It’s like my body is so worked up, it needs to release something, anything, and sweat is the only option. 
Cora uncrosses her legs and raises her chin at me. “Oh no. Something must be wrong with my prince if you can’t get off, sergeant. Why don't you crawl to me and show me how it’s supposed to be done.”
Jay moves over and I drop to the floor. The thick rug is rough against my hands and knees, but I obey and crawl to her, eyes locked. 
I’m hers. Only hers and nothing else. 
When I reach her, her legs are closed. “Start at the bottom,” she says flatly. 
Bending my face to her feet, I kiss her shiny leather shoes. She’s wearing nude pantyhose, but I lick the tops of her feet and ankles. “Thank you, Ma’am,” I whisper against her skin. 
I take my time down here with my ass in the air. Then I feel a warm wet sensation against my asshole and I inwardly melt as my balls contract. Jay digs his hands into my cheeks and spreads me wide, taking and taking and taking from me. 
I move up her legs, massaging her calves, kissing her inner knees, and pushing up her dress to expose those addictive thighs. When I finally reach her apex, I look up, silently asking for direction. 
“Rip it.”
Putting my hands behind her ass, I pull her to the edge of the chair, spread her legs wide, begin pulling at the stretchy fabric, tearing the crotch out, and exposing a naked, glistening pussy. 
No fucking panties. 
I let out a huff of air that turns into a growl and she bites her lip. “Show me how a good boy eats.”
I’m already leaning in. “Yes, Ma’am.” I obey, and I bury my face in her heat. Her hands immediately lock into my hair and the sting only ignites my desire. Jay is still lapping and probing his tongue into me as I do the same to this perfect, sweet cunt. 
Cora rides my face like I’m a bull, grinding herself into me. Her pussy leaks everywhere, the slick, white mess coating my beard and nose. 
I’m not quiet. I let her know just how much I love this with every grunt and growl I emit. How much I love making her feel good. How much I love being hers to use. How much I love her. 
“Fingers,” she breathes heavily, unable to form a full sentence. “Fuck me… with your fingers.” I thrust two inside her as I suck her engorged clit into my mouth. She tightens her grip in my hair and praises me. “Yes. You’re such a good boy.”
Thrusting hard and fast into her, I drag my fingertips over her G-spot. Then I take my other hand and pinch her the way she loves. Her legs flail as the rest of her body tightens. Jay laps faster around my rim and begins rubbing my taint again and I think I’m about to blow when Cora beats me to it, spraying me with her orgasm. 
“That’s it. Take it from me, sergeant.”
I whimper around her as Jay keeps going, and I can feel a trail of his saliva run down my balls. When my breathing picks up pace, I know I’m close… If I could just get a hand around my cock…
“Stop.”
Fuuuuuuck me.
“On the bed. Now,” she demands and I get up so fucking fast and launch myself in the middle. “Lay down.”
I watch her quickly hike up the rest of her fitted dress to her waist and straddle me. She places her hands on my inked chest and lowers herself on me in one fluid motion. She throws her head back and we moan together. My hands are at my sides because I know better than to touch her without permission. 
“You love it when I use you, don’t you?”
“Yes, Ma’am. I love it. I love your tight pussy taking me. You’re so good to me, Ma’am.”
“Ride his fucking face, Jay.”
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I bound for them and climb on top of Marco while facing Cora. I widen my knees and she allows Marco to hold my hips. He gives back to me what I gave to him—lapping and prodding my rim. 
I love the way my man eats me. Marco Borrelli is talented in many ways, but champion ass eater tops the list. I should make him a trophy, I think. When I hear and feel him hum against my needy hole, I lose track of what I was even thinking about. 
Oh right. I’m her fuck toy. Yay. 
Cora takes my face and I take hers as we make out feverishly. She hasn’t given Marco instructions to move, so she grinds and rocks against him. He’s been edged for the last forty-five minutes and I know he’s so fucking close to coming.
“Rub my clit,” she commands me. 
“My pleasure, Ma’am.”
“Ungh. Yes. Oh, just like that.”
“You’re so beautiful, Ma’am. Please come for us. Please. It’s all we want—Whoa!” I gasp suddenly as her hand wraps around my cock and pulls. “Thank you, Ma’am. Oh my god, that feels amazing.” 
Between Marco eating me, Cora’s mouth on mine, and her hand jerking me, I’m moments away from blowing myself. I use the length of my forefinger and thumb to grab her clit as she rocks against Marco's massive cock. 
“Yes. Yes. Yes!” Cora yells, then bites my bottom lip and grips my dick hard as she releases again. “Come for me, guys. Now. Whatever it takes.”
Marco silently lets go of my hips and grabs hers. He bends his knees up and hammers into her. She stops jerking me and pushes me back so my back is straight up. Then she leans forward, giving Marco more room to pump, and she wraps her mouth around my cock. His thrusts help her thrust against me, as she takes me deep. Her plump lips around my shaft amaze me and bring me so close…
“Fuck,” I groan and release into her mouth as my balls contract and a hot, tingling sensation fills my body. 
Marco’s rhythmic slaps hiccup and slow down as Cora pulls off me, wiping the corners of her mouth. Marco grunts one last time and I watch his abdomen deflate into relaxation. He moves his hands from her hips to my thighs and caresses them up and down. 
There’s a knock at the door and I think to myself perfect timing. 
I give her a dizzy kiss and try to lift off to answer it, but she places a hand on my chest. “No way. It’s my job now. Lay down and cuddle. I’ll be right back.”
She lifts off Marco just enough and lingers there. I’m a little confused, but then I watch as his cum drips out of her and onto his cock. It’s fucking lewd, but it makes me want to lick it off him.
She stands, shimmying her dress back down into place and, impressively, still wearing her heels. She gives me a wink as I wrap my body around Marco’s. Our legs and arms folding over each other and our foreheads touching. I inhale his scent, his natural, enticing body odor getting me even higher. 
“I love you,” I tell him with a sated smile. 
	He gives me a sweet little kiss. “I love you.”
	“That was fucking hot. Who knew our submissive little lady had that in her?”
	He chuckles low. “She’s always impressing me.” 
	When Cora returns, she pushes in a room service cart loaded with food and champagne. Marco looks at her and raises an eyebrow. “Trying to outdo my aftercare game, Ma’am?”
	She gives us a smile and shrugs. “Maybe. But Jay,” she stops and picks up a small box and opens it up, pulling out a bottle. “Did you order lube from the Ritz?”
	I give her a roguish smile. “I did.”
	“I didn’t even know they could do that.”
	“I didn’t know either. But I thought it was worth a try.” 
She comes over to place tender kisses on both of us. “I love you two. Let me clean you up. Don’t go anywhere.”
When she comes back with warm wet towels, she cleans our faces and bodies, then makes a quick stop in the bathroom for herself. When she rejoins us, she’s stripped down to nothing, but puts on Marco’s discarded dress shirt, wearing it like a short robe. She brings over a plate of fruit and—kill me now—feeds it to us. And when the juice drips down our chins, she licks it off. 
“You guys were perfect. You were beautiful to watch.” She discards the plate and kisses Marco, then snuggles up against him with her hand on his chest. “I’m sorry I almost killed you with Jay’s bussy.”
We both laugh at her and I when I catch my breath, I say “Please say bussy more often.”
Marco cuts in, “It’s an honorable way to go.”
“Thank you for letting me do this.”
“Did you enjoy yourself?” I ask her, laying my head down on the pillow next to Marco. 
“I did. It was exactly what I needed.”
There’s a small lull in the conversation and Marco nudges her. “But?”
“But… I don’t think I’m cut out to Domme often.”
Marco brings her in for another kiss. “Don’t worry. I am.”
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Jacuzzi Confessions

Cora


Present Day

Taking Jay’s hand, I step into the gigantic soaking tub and let the hot water engulf me. I don’t know if he purposefully got a room with a tub big enough for three, but I’m not complaining.  
	Jay leads me between his legs and lets me rest against his chest. Marco sits across from us and hands each of us a glass of champagne. He takes a long sip of his, eyeing the both of us, then sets his glass on the marble ledge and begins rubbing my achy feet. I smile lazily and let the champagne drip down my chin and on to my chest. I don’t bother wiping it off. I’m in a post-orgasm high—slightly different than that of subspace—but all the same magnificence. 
	Jay releases a deep exhale. “Can we get a hot tub one day?”
	Marco gives a half smile. “Where would we put it?”
	“I don’t know. We don’t use the basement level much. Let’s put it there. Is that allowed, Miss Architect?”
	“Hm. I don’t think the building code would allow that. We’d have to retrofit… wait, don’t you guys rent?” I chuckle, “There’s no way it’s going in your townhouse.” I close my eyes and rest my cheek against Jay’s pectoral. “And it wouldn’t work in my place. Maybe we can get a cottage of our own in the Poconos. We can definitely have one there.”
	I can sense the silence more than I can hear it. I open my eyes and see Marco’s face alight. He cocks an eyebrow. “Oh yeah? Our own cottage?”
	Maybe it’s the little buzz I’m feeling after a few drinks and the blissed out sexual haze I have ruminating throughout my body and mind, but I don’t want to hold back anymore. 
	They’re mine and I’m going to latch on. 
	“Yeah. Our own. Can’t you just picture it: an adorable cottage we can visit on weekends and holidays. Our little ones running around in the forest, playing with bugs and making snowmen.” My smirk grows into a huge smile as I watch Marco’s jaw drop and his eyes dart from mine to Jay’s above me. I’m about to turn up to face Jay, but he swiftly turns to face me, gently gripping my shoulders. 
“Say that again,” Jay huffs in a serious tone.
“Snowmen?"
“No!”
I giggle, “Our little ones?” He can’t speak, but he nods quickly. I raise an eyebrow. “I’ve been thinking about it. Between talking to Dr. Zenner and seeing you guys with Leo and Viera, it all seems… like the future I want with both of you.”
My words feel like me. I know that’s a weird thing to think, but since I lost Violet four years ago—lost everything—I had forgotten who I was before all of it. My words feel like the old me—the me who had a bright future with abundant love and happiness. 
Marco maneuvers himself to sit on his knees, taking my champagne and setting it aside. He holds my hands in his, closes his eyes, and kisses them fervently. “Are you sure, baby? I mean, you don’t have to be sure. If you change your mind, we’ll still be here. The three of us.”
Relief floods me with what Marco is offering. It’s been weighing on my mind for a while now. Would they still want me if I couldn’t have kids? If I wouldn’t want kids again? Would they resent me for this?
“Really?” I ask. 
“Of course,” Marco replies with a crooked smile. “Sweetheart, I know we told you we wanted children, but if you’re not ready, never ready, then that’s okay.”
“You’re stuck with us, boss. No matter what.”
I smile at both of them, but then Dr. Z’s words from a previous session ring through my mind and a tightness coils in my gut as I prepare to bring this up. “I have this fear that if I have another child, biological or not, and they don’t fit this perfect cookie-cutter mold, that our relationship will suffer.” I’m trying to be brave and keep myself collected, but a single tear threatens to drop down my cheek. 
“No,” both of them supply as they run their palms over my arms and hands. 
“Cora, no,” Marco repeats. “We would never, ever, do something like that. Have you been harboring this feeling for a while?” I nod and his expression softens. “Baby. Our love is not conditional for you or for our future child—if that ever happens.”
“I know. I just had to be sure and voice my feelings.”
“Thank you for telling us,” Jay says as he leans in to press his lips to my jaw. 
I feel like a boulder has been lifted off me with this confession. A big part of me already knew they would react like this. But a deeper, darker part of me told me to be afraid. To guard myself. And that’s the part that held me back. That’s the part that needs a light shone upon it. To be exposed and examined. Because as therapy has taught me, if I can talk about it, I can start to heal from it.
I squeeze Marco’s large hands and smile. “I’m not saying I want to have kids right now. I’m just saying, I like the idea of us as a family.”
“I love the idea of us as a family,” Jay drawls, bringing me in and wrapping his big arms around me. Marco follows suit, kissing along my neck and shoulder. Our limbs are a jumbled mess, but I can’t seem to care. Jay and Marco find each other’s lips and seal them. “We trapped her.”
I can’t stop my giggle from bubbling up. “You did. And you know, I was talking with George, and she really wants you guys to move in with us.”
Marco chuckles. “Oh, she does, does she?”
I shift enough out to look at them both and shrug. “She does. She was like ‘meow’ and I was like ‘whoa, that makes a lot of sense, George.’”
Jay tosses his head back and lets out a deep laugh as Marco smirks, “I knew she was on my side.”
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Lucky Shirt

Marco


Two Years Ago

“These are practically new. I’ll wear my old ones,” Jay says, handing me a pair of cleats.  
Taking them, I have a seat on the grass sideline. “Thanks, man.”
Fairmount Park is bustling today with people playing around. Jay asked if I could sub in for one of his club soccer teammates today. It’s been a while since I played soccer, but it’s a warm spring day and I’m with good company, so I’m eager to help. 
“I should be the one thanking you. You’re saving us from forfeiting the game.”
“I don’t know how much help I’ll be,” I chuckle.
“Don’t worry. Just stay close and I’ll make you look good.”
I smile at him, but I don’t tell him just how much those words ring true. Being close to Jay is my comfort zone now. We skipped all pretenses and decided I would stay with him instead of staying with my sister on this leave. I still go over almost every day while Jay’s at work to watch my niece, but he told me to just stay with him since we hang out constantly anyway. Secretly I was hoping he’d offer exactly that. 
Like every deployment, I spent every spare moment messaging him. It became a reflex. A compulsion. Talking about everything and nothing. Our families, childhood, daily life. Secrets. Sometimes our conversations were deep, probing, and philosophical. Sometimes they were about pussy—or dick in Jay’s case occasionally. 
Part of me feels weird when he talks about relationships. Or that woman he met a little while ago who ghosted him, and he’s still a little broken up about—more so than I’ve ever seen him. That’s the one I feel weirdest about. All his past relationships have been short and, I don’t know… insignificant. But this last woman, he’s hurting more than usual and it’s digging at me in a way. It must be because I don’t like to see him struggling. 
Yeah. That has to be it. 
When I wasn’t messaging Jay or working, I was practicing yoga and meditating. After Isabelle’s class, we went to several more, and when I left for deployment, I kept it up. It’s like my body has been begging me for this change. I’ve found ways to destress and separate my work life from my real self. Or, the new real me I’m discovering. Like this quiet, peaceful part of me has been dormant until now. 
Jay stands up and begins to pull his jersey over his t-shirt. Well, my t-shirt. He’s not even hiding it from me anymore. 
“You’re going to wear my t-shirt under your jersey?” I ask, giving him a knowing look. 
“I think it’s officially mine. Plus it’s my good luck charm. With you playing, we’re gonna need all the luck we can get today.”
Leaning back, I let out a laugh. “It’s your good luck charm? Why’s that?”
“This sounds crazy, but I swear animals are attracted to it. I feel like Snow White, I swear. Also, I met Cora in this, and I’m manifesting another coincidental run-in with her.”
I stand up, taking the jersey from him and swap out my shirt for it. “Whatever you say, dude.”
We group up with the rest of his team and he introduces me. All the guys are joking around, but I feel like an outsider. Jay tries to include me by explaining some of the inside jokes as they’re thrown around, and I’m thankful. He’s always like this—making sure I feel included and part of his life. 
There are no spare players on our team, so I take the field with everyone else. I understand more than the basics of soccer, but I can’t help the adrenaline from pushing through my body in anticipation. 
Jay looks over at me from his position and gives me a smile. “Don’t fuck it up, okay?” I roll my eyes and give him a middle finger as the whistle is blown. 
As the game progresses, I get more comfortable in the cadence of play. I do my best to keep near Jay, and true to his word, he does make me look good. Passing me the ball easily, always being nearby to receive mine, and making up the distance when a pass falls short or goes too far. 
He’s an agile athlete. He always has been. With long strides on the basketball court and here on the field, he reminds me of an antelope or maybe a lion. Smooth, yet powerful. 
Somewhere in the second half of the game, we manage to score on the opposing team, tying us one to one, our team growing more confident and determined. 
“Coming up on your right,” Jay calls from behind, running past me and catching my pass in between strides. He’s breathing hard, but that smile is still plastered to his face. He’s about to look up at the rapidly impeding goal when another player from the other team swoops in to steal it from him, catching him off guard. All at once, Jay runs into the player, as another tries to crowd in, but misses a step and falls forward. Jay falls over that player and hits the ground so hard I can hear the thud and a snapping sound. 
I’m already running in his direction when he cries out, his body crumpling after the fall. “Shit!” 
Kneeling in front of him a moment later, panic buzzes through me like I’ve touched a live wire. He lays on his back and throws an arm over his eyes, trying to hold back another scream. His smile is gone, replaced by pain.
“What hurts?” I rush out, unable to control the volume or intensity of my voice. 
“It’s my shoulder—no, my chest,” he cries on broken breath. Then he removes his arm from his face, revealing his eyes closed tightly, tears falling down the sides. 
Two other people come running up, but they’re too close for comfort. I lay my hands on his stomach and look up at the two players. “Don’t fucking touch him!” I bark. 
They stop short and put up their hands. “We won’t. Just checking on him. Jay, do you need a medical trainer? Oh shit. Is that blood?”
I quickly look back at him and notice blood starting to seep through the top of his jersey close to the collar. Jay’s trying to collect his words, but I snap again. “Yes, get the fucking trainer!”
	The two guys turn and wave over the trainer who’s already running toward us with their kit. I focus back on Jay and gently tighten my hands around his waist. “It’s okay, buddy. You’re going to be okay. Just stay still.”
	“I can’t move. Fuck, it hurts.”
	The trainer reaches us and kneels across from me, slipping on some latex gloves. “What's going on? Can you sit up?”
	“No. I think it’s my collarbone. I can’t move,” Jay musters out, his eyes red-rimmed and watery. 
	“Okay. Can you try and take your jersey off?”
	“He can’t even sit up! No, he can’t take off his shirt,” I snap again. 
	She peers in her bag and pulls out a pair of scissors. “Okay. Then I’ll have to cut it off.”
	“No!” Jay yells at her. “You can’t cut it off.”
	“Sir, if your collarbone is broken, I can’t help you if you keep your shirt on.”
	“It’s okay, dude. We have extra jerseys. Don’t worry,” his teammate offers. 
	“No. It’s my good luck charm.” He starts to sit up but winces. “The shirt underneath.”
	“Lay down,” I growl, and he stops to look me in the eyes, slowly lowering himself back to the ground. I run my hands through his sweaty hair. “It’s okay. I’ll give you another one, Jay. I’ll give you all of them—just please, let them cut it off.”
	He hesitates, his chin wobbling, and he swallows. He closes his eyes and whispers, “Okay. Go ahead. But I want the shirt back.”
	“Okay,” The trainer says and begins cutting front the center of the collar down halfway—just enough to pull it away to see his chest.
Jay shifts his stare from the trainer’s hand straight to me. We lock in on each other and everything around him blurs. The ground, people, and sound all dissipate. My brain, my body, and my heart can’t pull away from him—can’t focus on anything else. I can feel my heartbeat pound in my head… and a tingling sensation takes over my lower body as my cock thickens. 
What the fuck?
“Whoa. Okay, no one move,” the trainer says, pulling me out of my laser focus on his face. My hand is still in his hair as I look down at this bare chest at his collarbone poking through his skin, blood seeping out. 
“Fix it!” I demand, unable to look anywhere else. 
“Call the ambulance,” our teammate hollers to someone. “And bring some water!”  
The next thing I know, I’m given a water bottle and I squirt it into his mouth. Jay gulps it down, his chest painfully rising and falling. He calms his crying and wipes at his eyes with the hand he can raise, erasing the evidence of his tears. 
“Okay, Jay,” the trainer says. “We’re going to move you to the sideline until the EMT arrives. I’m going to create a makeshift sling with your jersey to immobilize your arm in the meantime.”
He nods, and I somehow manage to peel my hands off him, letting the medical trainer bend his arm, pull up the bottom of his jersey, and encase his right arm with the material. I help him sit up and put my shoulder under his good arm, letting him use me as a crutch. Adjusting my stiff cock, I try to discreetly put it under my waistband as we make our way off the field and the players softly applaud. 
I take my time walking him off the field, careful not to disturb him, and absorbing any unnecessary impact. By the time we reach the sideline, the ambulance is already pulling up. There are a lot of games at the park, so EMTs are usually here every weekend for injuries like this. 
The medical team meets us and they open the back door as we approach. They take one look at his chest and guide him into the vehicle. When I step into the ambulance, one of the EMTs stops me. “Sir, are you family?”
“No, I’m… his friend,” I say, uncertainty whirling around. 
“Family only, I’m sorry. You can follow us. We’re going to University Hospital on Convention Avenue.” 
“Drive my car, Marco. Keys are in my bag. It’s okay. I’ll meet you there,” Jay says, as the doors slam in my face and I feel my blood boil. 
No! 
“Is he okay?” A woman’s voice appears and I turn my head to her. Her thick brunette curls are piled high in a bun, but I can’t seem to focus on much else. “I was nearby and I heard someone yell for an ambulance. I walked by one earlier, so I ran back and let them know.”
The vehicle pulls away, and I start running to pick up our bags and holler back to the pretty woman, “Thank you! I’m sorry I have to go.”
Sprinting, I pick up our bags and head to his car. Nothing else around me exists other than my need to be where he is. To make sure he’s okay and safe. 
I’m so fucking stupid. I should have told the EMT I was his husband. Not being next to him is eating me alive, and my hands white-knuckle the steering wheel. 
As I pull out of the park and head for the hospital, Jay’s radio connects to the Bluetooth on his phone, pulling up his playlist automatically. I peer at the screen on the dash when I hear a familiar song… one of my favorites. I take another glance and read the name of the playlist: He’s Killing Me Softly With His Songs. 
I click next and jump through a killer playlist. The Goo Goo Dolls, Greta Van Fleet, The Avett Brothers. Jay has great taste in music. I pack that thought away as I pull into the parking lot of the hospital and rush into the emergency room. 
Thankfully, my boner has died down. What the fuck was that about? I know I have this crying kink, but it’s only presented itself around women. Right? I can’t remember having one around a dude. But then again, how many crying men have I been around? 
My thoughts are erased once I reach the front desk. After mildly berating the receptionist, I make my way to the floor Jay is on and check in with the nurses’ station. 
“Jamison Bishop,” I huff. “Where is he? He came in with a broken collarbone.” 
The nurse looks up from her computer. “Are you family?”
“I’m his husband,” I bite out, deciding to not waste any time. 
She nods, looks at her computer, and taps several times. “He’s in room 310. Just follow the blue line around the corner and you’ll see it.”
Before she’s even done talking, I’m taking off. Seconds later, I reach the door and walk in with my chest heaving, and it’s not from exertion. I stand a few feet inside the room and watch a doctor pull off his jersey and his—my—shirt over the side of his head, dragging it carefully over his injured chest and shoulder. My body jerks itself in his direction when I see him wince as it’s being pulled off. 
“Careful,” I warn the doctor and she turns her head to peek at me. 
“You’re family?”
My steps eat up the space between Jay and myself and I’m about to grab his hand, when I stop myself. “Yes, I am.”
“The good news is it’s a clean break,” she says, then looks back at Jay. “The paramedics checked for a concussion and said you’re clear. We’re going to reset your bone, stitch you up, and put you in a sling. You'll be given some pain meds and you should be out of here in a couple of hours.”
“Did you check everything else?” I blurt then look back at my best friend, scanning his body. “Your arms? Legs? How’s your neck? Is your back okay?”
He lifts his fully functional arm, squeezes my elbow. “It’s okay. Everything else is fine.” He smiles, and I let go of a lodged breath. 
I stay by his side through it all, watching the doctor set his bone and stitch his skin together, then place his arm in a sling. 
The doctor hands me a prescription and tells me to make sure he takes the meds if he feels any pain but not to exceed the dose. I agree, taking the bottle and putting it in my bag. “And make sure he takes it easy for the next week at least. He can walk around but no lifting.”
“Got it.”
“I’m right here,” Jay quips. 
“Shut up and let me take care of you.”
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Pain Management

Jay


Two Years Ago

“You don’t have to stay with me, Marco. I’m a grown man. I can take care of myself. Go to dinner with Vinny like you were planning on.” 
	“I already canceled,” he replies, bringing me a plate of food, already cut up. He sits down across from me at my small dining table and gestures to my plate. “Eat.”
	“Where’s your plate?”
	“Oh yeah,” he whispers to himself, gets up, and retrieves his food from the kitchen counter. When he sits back down, he asks, “How do you feel? Are the meds working?”
	It’s been a few hours since we got back to my place, and my mind has been trying to catch up with the events of today. How we went from our usual, playful selves, joking with each other and enjoying a perfect spring day, to panic and pain is beyond me.
But there was more. I’ve never seen this side of Marco. The second I was down, he turned into someone—something else. 
Angry. 
Scared. 
Possessive. 
And aroused? I’m not gonna pretend I didn’t see that boner. Was it a fear boner? I’m certainly not going to bring it up, but I’ll be thinking about that tent for a long time. 
I felt like a fool for crying like that in front of everyone, but I couldn’t stop. The pain was too strong and sudden not to let it out. 
I swallow my first bite and nod. “I’m okay. The meds are working, I guess.”
“You guess? What’s wrong?”
“It’s nothing major,” I wince, adjusting my back and letting out a little grunt. “I just fell weird and my lower back is all twisted up.”
“Let me help. I can give you a massage. Carmen showed me a few things.”
“She did?”
He looks sheepish. “Yeah, before… We’ve hooked up a few times and she’s shown me some techniques.”
My skin crawls at the image of them together, sensually touching each other that way. Her words from that first night ring like an alarm in my brain. 
Are you gonna take me home, soldier?
“Come on,” Marco adds, standing up and ignoring his food. “You’ll feel better and be able to relax. Doctor said you needed rest.”
I eye him. “She said I needed to take it easy.”
“Get on the couch, Jay,” Marco says in a curt tone and a little shiver runs down my spine. He’s already walking away, and after taking another bite, I stand up and make my way to the living room. Marco joins me from the hall holding a bottle of lotion. The same bottle of lotion I’ve used all too often to jerk off to the thought of him. 
The fucking irony of this all. 
“How are we supposed to do this? I can’t lay on my front.”
He considers this and looks at the couch. “Lay over the back. Put your knees on the cushions and lean over.”
I gulp and nod once, propping my knees up and leaning my stomach against the back of the couch. My back twinges as I settle in.
“Are you stable enough?”
“Yeah.”
He bunches my shirt up under my arms, then slowly lays his palms against my bare skin, skimming down my back. 
Oh my god, I’m gonna die.
When he reaches my lower back, he holds his hands still. “It’s warm here. This is where you have most of your pain?” he asks, gently nudging my left side.
“Yeah. You can feel that?”
“It’s hotter where you have knots.”
“Oh.”
He lets go and pumps my jerking lotion into his palms. I listen to him warm it up between his hands then apply them to my back. His touch is firm and welcoming. 
“Is this pressure okay?”
I let out a breath. “Yeah. It’s perfect.” Fuck, any touch he gives me is perfect. He digs his thumbs into my muscles, slowly dragging them across my slick skin. 
“I can’t really get the leverage I need. I’m gonna kneel behind you, okay?”
“S-sure,” I stutter as he places his knee next to mine, and I can feel the warmth of his thighs against me. I clear my throat. “So, Carmen taught you this?”
“Yeah. I’ve kind of been getting into this stuff. Massage, yoga, meditation.”
“Maybe you should do this once you’re out of the Army. Have you given any more thought to that?”
“I have. And I think this next deployment will be my last.”
“Really?” I say, twisting my back to look back at him, but pain lances through my chest. 
“Don’t do that. Stay still… Please.” I ease back into position, letting him grab my hips. Ha—letting him. Like I have a choice when it comes to him touching me. He’s only moving his thumbs in little circles, all pressure gone. It’s so intimate and I have to wonder if he thinks so too. Friends don’t do this. Not guys. 
I’d say they’re mixed signals, but it’s fucking Marco Borrelli—he’s straight as an arrow. He fucks women. He likes women, Jay! He can’t possibly know how much this is torturing me. He can’t possibly know that if he gave me the smallest indication that he wanted me, I’d be his. I’d never look back; I’d never want another. 
Suddenly the image of Cora pops into my head—the memory of her radiance stopping my heart altogether. Maybe if I had him, truly had him, I could forget about her. 
What the fuck is wrong with me? Why are the two people I can’t stop thinking about, the two people I can’t have? One, always an arm’s length away. The other, missing entirely. 
Marco’s knuckles dig into my lower back and I close my eyes once again, sinking into the relief—the only relief I can get. “You okay?” he asks.
“Yeah. What were you saying about leaving the Army?”
He sighs, “I’m going to do one more deployment. It’s time I get out. I know I don’t belong there. I don’t want that to be my life. I can’t do it anymore,” he says, digging his fingers in deeper. 
“Have you thought about what you wanna do when you get out?”
“I don’t know. I could work as a mechanic or in that field pretty easily.”
“Do you like that idea?”
He’s quiet for a while, but his hands don’t stop kneading my back. “Not really. I mean, it’d be fine. I know a lot about it.”
“You could be a massage therapist,” I smile. “I’d be your client.”
“That’s… not a bad idea actually. You think I could do this?”
“Absolutely. Let’s look into what you need to do to get certified.”
We spend the next couple hours looking into massage therapy as a career choice. There are programs he can enroll in now and get some courses under his belt before leaving for deployment. When he comes back, he can finish his training and be certified to work in spas and from home. 
Which brings us to our next topic. 
“I’m not gonna make much money in the beginning. Barely anything according to this,” Marco says, pointing to the laptop. “I’ll have my GI bill to use for education, but I’ll have to find a roommate when I move back,” he sighs. 
I can see the disappointment washing away his new dream, and I quickly, foolishly, blurt, “You can live with me.” 
He raises an eyebrow. “Dan is technically your roommate.”
“Fuck Dan. Let’s find a new place.”
“Jay, you’ve been letting me crash here off and on, you’re probably sick of me.”
“Are you joking? I love living with you. There is always lasagna in the fridge when you’re here,” I smirk, but inwardly I’m berating myself. Why am I reeling in my unrequited love to live with me? I’m a fucking masochist. 
Thankfully, his handsome face opens up to a smile and his chest inflates. “Then… maybe this will work.” He closes the laptop and turns on the lamp next to him—the warm light infusing the room. 
We talk into the wee hours of the night—about what kind of place we want to live in, what our daily routines might look like cohabitating. It both breaks my heart and builds it up with every plan we make together. 
Marco brings over my next dose of pain meds and a glass of water. I’m about to take them from him, but he stands still in front of me as I sit on the couch. Staring at his hand, he jostles the pill around. “Did I ever tell you I’m thinking of seeing a therapist?” He looks at me and I shake my head. His jaw clenches, and he hands me the water and pill. “You haven’t witnessed one of these things before with me, but… If we’re gonna live together, you should be aware.”
His ominous tone sends worry panging through my body. I take my pill and a pull of water before setting the glass down and making room for him to sit next to me again. “What’s going on?”
Sitting down, his eyes train on his hand that’s smoothing over his own knee. “The Army will probably assign me a therapist once I admit this to them, but… I’ve been having these… episodes, where I disassociate and think I’m somewhere else.” He looks up at me finally. “It doesn’t take a professional to know I have PTSD. I get triggered by random shit. Usually loud, sudden noises.”
I let his admission sink in, but before I think better of it, I say, “Is that what happened to you today?”
His brows pinch together. “What do you mean?”
“I mean the way you acted on the field earlier… I’ve never seen that side of you.”
He shakes it off, “Oh. I don’t think that was a full episode.” But then he cocks his head, like he’s debating himself. “Maybe it was? They’re not usually like that. But maybe that was a version I haven’t experienced before. I don’t know.” 
I want desperately to talk about this in depth, about today, but he cuts me off and steers my attention elsewhere. 
“If you don’t want to be my roommate after knowing this, I won’t hold it against you.”
“What? What kind of piece of shit friend would I be if I did that?”
He gives me a tentative smile. “You could never be one.”
“Can you talk to me about it?”
“What do you wanna know?”
“Is there something you remember that could have caused it?”
He turns his body in to face me head on. “It’s more like a culmination of events. Like, there was this one time during my first deployment, some Afghani citizens drove into our military gate. I heard all this commotion so I looked out and saw everything. The ROE told them to fire off warning shots, but the vehicle kept coming. So they were ordered to light ‘em up. One round hit the driver in the face, killing him… beheading him, really. And the same round hit another passenger in the chest behind the driver, killing him, too.” 
I’m utterly frozen listening to Marco speak. With everything we’ve talked about over the years, all the deep conversations we’ve had, he’s never talked about shit like this. 
“The two other passengers bailed from the vehicle and jumped to the ground with their hands over their heads. They were taken into custody and after using an interpreter, we found out they were farmers, and their youngest kids were taken by extremists. None of them knew how to read the Do Not Enter signs posted around us and didn’t understand what the warning shots meant. They were just looking for help.”
“Oh my god. And that was in your first year?”
“Yeah. I didn’t think being a mechanic would put me in situations like that.”
My brows lower. “There were more situations like that?”
“Yeah. Fuck, the deployment after we met, we were in a caravan of vehicles that were all headed to one of my facilities for scheduled maintenance. We were ambushed and our convoy was blown up. I somehow made it out alive, but a lot of my brothers didn’t.”
I can’t help but think about all those sleepless nights I stayed up worried about him. All those long periods of time I didn’t hear a single word and thought the worst happened to him. Turns out, I wasn’t that far off. I was right to be worried. 
“I’m so sorry you had to go through that.” Marco gives me a sad smile. “If we’re going to live together, is there something I can do to help when you have an episode?”
Scratching his jaw, he thinks for a moment. “Well, hopefully you’ll never have to see one, but, if you do… just ask me to breathe and remind me where I am.”
“I can do that,” I nod, and make a mental note to research the hell out of this tomorrow.
Marco clears his throat. “I think being a massage therapist is the right move. I need the opposite of what I am in the Army. I need peace. I want to make people feel good… not scared.”
“Then I think this is perfect for you. If I know anything about you, Marco, it’s that you are a caretaker. You want people to feel better. Safer.”
Staring off at nothing, he shakes his head. “My dad always made me feel like I was less than, or weak, because I liked to take care of things. Plants. My sister. Stray neighborhood dogs. Said I needed to man up,” he huffs a humorless laugh. “As if he was any kind of example. The fucker.”
 I’m not sure what to say, so I default to optimism. “Well hey, the good news is: my dad loves you like a son. You can borrow him if you need some true, fatherly advice.”
His blue eyes find mine and he gives me a sad smile. “I don’t even know how a healthy father-son relationship works.”
“You will. Stick around and Bill Bishop will infiltrate your life whether you want him to or not.”
He puts his hand on my good shoulder. “Apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. Thanks for listening, man.” 
“Anytime. So when’s this massage therapist certification program start? Am I going to be your guinea pig?”
He chuckles. “If you’re okay with that.”
Like I could deny him anything. I can’t even say no to myself when he’s involved, as much as it tortures me. So I lie. “Of course I am.”
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Whose Voice Is That?

Cora


Present Day

“Hey, girl, hey,” Angie says, looking cute in her chunky, white sweater and jeans, as she wraps her arms around me. 
“Hi, love.” I give her a tight squeeze back and we sit down at the coffee shop where I’ve already ordered both drinks. 
She takes her latte and brings it to her lips. “Tell me everything—but oh! Congratulations on the verdict! I’m sorry I couldn’t be there.”
“Do not worry about that. I was so engrossed in my own world; I was a mess.”
“Your guys sent me text updates when they could.”
“They did?”
Angie offers a smug smile. “Yeah. It seems like they’re pretty invested in you.”
I fail to fight back my grin. As we sit here, Marco and Jay are currently with my mom and Aunt Shelly, hanging out. 
“It’s not just me though. It was their idea for me to call you and catch up today. Not that I wouldn’t, but it’s like they want me to have my relationships outside them be just as vibrant.”
“Aww. Wait, romantic ones?”
“Oh my god, no. Platonic. Working, et cetera. No more rocks.”
“What?”
“Never mind. It’s just the three of us,” I say, setting my coffee down. “And maybe, there could be more.”
Angie’s eyes bug out and she tilts her head. “Bitch, explain yourself.”
“I’ve been talking to my therapist about it… and I think I’m ready to try for a child again.”
Angie covers her mouth with both hands and I let her process. 
“Oh my god, Cora. This is huge,” she huffs. 
“I know. Not right away, of course. I mean, this has all happened so fast, right? I should wait a while before any more big decisions are made.”
She looks off to the side and back to me, lifting a brow. “Should, huh? Whose voice is that?”
I consider it for a beat. “I don’t know. I guess societal expectations?”
“Do you feel like your relationship is going too fast?”
“No,” I answer honestly. 
My best friend shrugs. “You knew right away with Theo, didn’t you? And the only reason y’all waited was because you were finishing college, taking your licensing exams, and establishing your careers.” 
“Ugh, let's not talk about him. But you have a point.”
Angie sets her shoulders back. “I know. I’m very wise.”
“But what’s going on with you? Has your string of disastrous dates come to an end?”
“No,” she rolls her eyes. “Last week this guy, Kyler, asked me what my body count was, and when I reluctantly told him, he started lecturing me on how I’m not a high-value woman.”
“Ew!” I hiss, covering my chest with my palm. “And his name was Kyler?”
“Kyler. Honestly, that should have been my first red flag. I think I’m gonna take myself off the market for a while. Focus on other things—ooh, like finding Rafael a job here. He keeps telling me how much he hates living in DC.”
“That shouldn’t be too hard. He’s well educated, has a master’s degree in finance and business something-or-other—wait,” I stop myself and piece the puzzle together. “He should be my new CFO.”
	“Gasp,” Angie hisses, and I giggle. I love when she verbalizes her actions and emotions. “You’re a goddamn beautiful genius, you know that? I’m gonna text our group chat right now and let him know.”
	Right before she picks up her phone, I lay my hand over hers. “Wait. Is this going to bring up any old feelings?”
	“What? No. No, no, no. That crush was simply a blip on the radar back then.”
	I raise my eyebrow as high as I think it can go. “It was more than a blip, Ang.”
	“It… was… a blip,” she says, popping the p and bugging her eyes out. “And I’m totally over it. And you know how he is. We want different things, but nothing will ever change our friendship.”
	Releasing her hand, I pull mine back and soften my features. “Girl, you know one day when you get married, your friendship with Raf is going to change drastically, right?”
	Angie looks down and fidgets with a sugar packet. “I know,” she says quietly. “Good thing I can only manage to date scrubs.” 
	“Are you sure you want me to add Raf to the applicant list?”
	She finally looks back up at me and smiles. “Yeah. Definitely. I miss having him close by.”
	“Okay. I’ll let him interview.”
	“Oh, but wait. What the fuck happened with Jonathan?”
	Bracing my fingers on the wooden table between us, I let out a sigh. “Girl. He’s facing prison time.”
	“What?” she gasps.
	“Yeah. So is Chris. I don’t know where McKenzie falls with this yet, but I’m sure she isn’t getting off scott-free either.”
	“She was the secret girlfriend, right?”
	“Yeah. She’s been a fount of knowledge, by the way. Neither Jonathan nor Chris would talk to me after the hearing, but McKenzie apparently has no regard for pleading the Fifth. My lawyers and I asked her more about Jonathan’s motive, and she said his plan was to ruin the company, totally bury what my dad and I have built, then, bam, swoop in with his new architecture firm and hire my staff. Of course, taking all the same clients we’ve cultivated over three decades.”
	Angie’s jaw has been hanging open for a while now. “That seems like such a huge thing to undertake and orchestrate. All because your dad named you CEO? That’s some serious level of butt-hurt.”
	“I know. And now it’s made me question what else he’s been hiding. I’ve been going through our financial records this last week looking for anything shady, but nothing’s come up yet.”
	“He’s not even an architect. Why would he want to start his own firm?”
	I shrug and speculate. “He knows the business inside and out. You don’t have to be an architect to be a CEO of a firm. He would just hire senior architects.”
	“God,” she huffs. “So what’s next?”
	“Now, we will still sue for defamation, and McKenzie, Jonathan, and Chris will each have their own hearings.”
 “Damn, girl. Well, if you’re gonna hire Rafael, you know he’ll take care of Define.”
	I chuckle. “I will give him a fair shot in the interview.” My best friend smiles back at me and I gesture for her to text him. As she picks up her phone, I peek at mine right when an incoming call comes through. Aunt Rose is displayed on the screen and I waste no time picking it up. 
	“Hi, Aunt Rose,”
	“Oh, honey, I heard the good news from your hearing. Congratulations!”
	“Thank you. I feel so relieved.” Then I immediately think about Jay and telling him about meeting my Korean family someday. “Hey, would you guys like to get together for dinner soon? I’d love to introduce you to my partners.”
	“Partner?”
	“Plural. Jay and Marco.”
	“You’re in a throuple?” she exclaims. “I just read a book about a throuple! Oh my god, it was so romantic. I’ll bring it to you. And some yakgwa.”
	My mouth waters simply at the name of Aunt Rose’s signature sticky and flakey dessert. “That’s my favorite.”
	“I know. I could never keep you and your father’s hands out of the tin.”
	Knowing Jay’s sweet tooth, I tell her, “You might want to make a double batch.”
	“How about next Saturday night? We can drive down to your place.”
	“I’d love that.”
	“Okay, honey, I’ll let you go. Sounds like you're out and about. Love ya, scooter.”
	“Love you too.”
	I hang up my call as Angie puts down her latte. “Aunt Rose?”
	“Yeah.”
	“She’s the fucking best. Were you there when she taught me how to take a body shot?”
	“What? No,” I giggle. “When were you hanging out with her without me? And whose body were the shots off of?”
	Angie giggles, “Hers.”
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It Feels Like Victory

Cora


Present Day

Still riding the high from the hearing, Jay and I stride into the office bright and early Monday morning. Like every day since then, I feel like I've won the right to call this company mine. I fought for these stairs. I fought for these walls. I fought for these people and their creativity. I fought for my dad. 
I fought and I won. 
After our morning meeting, I had a couple job sites to visit, which took up most of my day. I love going onsite—seeing the construction process unfold and knowing every little detail that went into that reinforced beam or the placement of lighting will ultimately form a beautiful, well-designed piece of functional art—it feels like magic. 
When I get back to the office later in the afternoon, I tuck my hard hat under my arm as I walk past my employees on the main floor. Dayo spots me, putting a finger up to tell their team to wait a second as they catch me in the walkway. “Hey, I need to talk to you. Do you have time?”
I look at my watch. “Come see me in thirty? I have to square away these notes from the job site today, but then I’ll have time.”
“Alright. I'll see you then,” they say and make their way back to the group. 
I get back to my office, quickly typing out the notes from today’s visits and sending it off to David to review. As soon as I hit send, my desk phone rings and it’s a call from my assistant, Sue. 
“Hi, Cora. Maureen Hansel with the Philadelphia Fine Arts Center is here to see you. She said she doesn’t have an appointment.”
Worry and confusion nip at me. “That’s okay. I have time. Send her up.”
A few minutes later, Sue walks Maureen into my office then shuts the door. Maureen, as always, looks flawless and styled in an effortlessly chic way. I, however, look like I’ve been at a construction site all day—steel toe shoes, jeans, and helmet hair. 
Maureen extends her hand. “Hi, Cora. Sorry to barge in like this.”
Firmly shaking it, I gesture for us to sit down on my couch. “You caught me at a good time. What’s going on?”
She folds her hands together and lets out a sigh. “I’ll get right to it. There are a couple things I want to talk about. The first being Jonathan Ekhart.” 
My head rears back slightly. “What about him?”
“A few months ago, he paid me a visit. It was… awkward to say the least. He asked me if I’d consider sending him projects in the future. With his new company.”
All of a sudden my mouth is dry. “He approached you with that?”
“He did,” she nods tightly. “None of it sat right with me—him trying to poach me like that. He tried to sell me on it by saying he wanted to jump off your sinking ship, his words, not mine. I never gave him an answer, but it certainly put a bad taste in my mouth. And it made me worry about Define, too.”
My body inwardly deflates, but I keep my body confident. “I’m sorry he put you in that position, Maureen.”
“Thank you. And I’m sorry he put you through what he did. I heard the news about the hearing.”
“Thanks. I’m just glad it’s over.”
“This brings me to the second thing I wanted to talk about.” She sighs with a smile. “The bid with the firm we selected for the auditorium project fell through. I can’t get into the details of it, but the board has decided to nominate Define—pending further project negotiations, of course. I hope it’s not too late.”
The glass walls in my office should shatter from that information bomb she just dropped. 
Holy fucking shit.
I shake my head and try to contain my exuberance. “No, it’s not too late. Of course, we’d be thrilled to take on this project.”
“Oh thank god. I loved your design better anyway. I’m so glad the board changed their minds.”
“I’ll start working on a detailed timeline now and have it for you tomorrow. We can set up a meeting this week to start negotiating costs.”
“Perfect,” Maureen smiles, then stands. “That’s all I needed to talk about today.”
I stand, too, and walk her to the main doors, barely able to keep my legs from buckling. “Thank you again, Maureen. I’ll call you tomorrow.” 
We give each other a little wave as she exits the building, and as soon as she’s out of sight, I thrust my hands into the air and close my eyes. “Yes!” I hiss. When I open my eyes, I see Sue watching me with a smile. I run over to her behind the desk and hug her. “We got it! We got the auditorium, Sue!”
She holds on tight and she’s just as excited as me. “This is wonderful,” she beams. “I’ll set up a meeting with the department heads and draft the announcement.”
“Thank you.” I release her. “I have to start working on this,” I say, quickly turning and walking back to my office.
This project isn’t one of our biggest, but it feels like it. It feels like victory.
Jay spots me as he exits a meeting room. He scans my face and gives me a look that says You have news. Tell me.
“Follow me,” I whisper. 
We walk straight to my office and I shut the door. My heart races as I quietly blurt, “We got it. We got the Arts Center. We got the auditorium.”
Jay’s eyes round, laser-focused on me as he sets his laptop on my desk. “What?” 
“Maureen was just here and told me the last firm fell through and the board chose us.” 
Jay launches for me, picking me up and squeezing so tight I think my lungs might deflate. “Baby,” Jay exclaims softly. “That’s amazing. God, it’s win after win for you.” He sets me down but doesn’t let go. I haul him with me as I lean against my wood door, giving us a little privacy. His full lips meet mine and I melt into him. Neither one of us can hide our smile. 
“I love you, Jay.”
“I love you, too. You work so hard for everything you have,” he whispers, leaning his forehead against mine. “You deserve this.”
All of a sudden, a small knock wraps on my door behind me, jolting us off. I give Jay a little look that says oops, and open the door to see Dayo. 
“Now a good time?” they ask, eyeing me and Jay with a smirk. 
I adjust my shirt and clear my throat. “Yeah. Have a seat. Jay, I’ll see you later.”
“No, it’s okay,” Dayo nods. “He can stay. I’d actually prefer it.”
Oh god, that’s never a good sign: an employee wanting to talk to me with HR in the room. 
I take a seat next to them and Jay unbuttons his dark blue suit jacket as he sits in the armchair next to us. Dayo crosses their legs and leans against the back of the couch, propping their arm on the back and resting their head against their fingertips. 
“First of all, you two are cute,” Dayo says as Jay snorts. My cheeks grow hotter and the corner of my lip rises. “Second, I think it’s high time we talk about you letting go of some tasks.”
Oh.
“You know you have capable teams, Cora,” they say with calm confidence. “You need to release this chokehold you have and give us back the authority to make plans in the best interest of the firm. You have your fingers in too much, and it’s time to back up and let us take over. You need to focus on the bigger picture.”
“I couldn’t agree more,” Jay adds and I turn my head and narrow my eyes on him. Traitor.
“And you need to take vacation. More. Often. I’m seriously concerned you’re going to burn out.”
“I know,” I relent. 
“No, you don’t. Because if you did, you’d be doing that.”
I huff. “Touché.” I know they’re right. I know over the last year I’ve wormed my way into too many projects, working on too much of the nitty gritty and not enough on the direction of my company, our aesthetic, and the community. Those are the things I should be focusing on. 
If Dayo brought this proposal to me only a few months ago, I would have easily brushed it away. Or I probably would have agreed, then worked harder at trying to hide my involvement. But now… I know what it can feel like to let go when you trust people. 
It’s freeing. 
It’s impossibly freeing. 
And what comes from relinquishing my control is life-altering. 
“Am I wrong?” Dayo sighs.
“You’re not wrong. I do. I need to step back. I need to take more vacation.”
“And stop working on the weekends,” Dayo adds. 
I furrow my brow. “Alright, baby steps.” 
“I’ll make sure of it,” Jay smiles. 
Dayo nods to him. “How’s the CFO and soil engineer search going, Jay?”
“Good. We got the jobs posted this morning and already have several applicants.”
“Oh, that reminds me,” I chime. “Add Rafael to the list of CFO applicants.”
“Yeah? He’s interested?”
“Very. I’ll send you his resume.”
“Cool. I’ll get an interview scheduled.”
The other good news comes back to me and I turn my head to Dayo. “Oh, and we won the auditorium project. Maureen was just here and told me herself.”
Leaning forward, Dayo beams, grabs my shoulders, and shakes them. “What? Yes!” They pop up and head for the door. “I’m getting the good tequila. I’ll be right back.”
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Aunt Rose

Jay


Present Day

“Okay what is going on with you two?” I say, narrowing my eyes at Cora as she fluffs the pillows in our front sitting room. That’s right—our. Marco and I officially moved in yesterday, and I would like to keep christening each room with them, but they’re acting weird and evasive. Marco is cooking a bigger meal than normal in the kitchen, and Cora has been straightening things and cleaning even though the house is immaculate. Of course, I’ve been following her and cleaning with her, though they won’t explain themselves. 
Cora looks at the clock on the wall and then peers into the kitchen at Marco. He gives her a nod. 
What the hell?
“Alright, baby,” she sighs. “We knew you’d be too anxious if we told you beforehand, so here it is: My Uncle Richard and Aunt Rose are coming here for dinner tonight.”
Still a little confused, I ask, “Why would I be—” I gasp as realization dawns. “Your Aunt Rose? Your Korean Aunt Rose.”
“Half-Korean,” she corrects. 
“Oh my god—”
	Cora puts her hands on my shoulders. “It’s going to be fine. They’re excited to meet you,” she smiles and my body relaxes the tiniest bit. But then there’s a knock at the door and I jump, reaching for the door before Cora can. 
	I swing it open and Cora comes up behind me, then swing open the next door—fuck, why do we have so many doors?—and stare at, presumably, her aunt and uncle. 
	Aunt Rose’s mouth drops when she sees me. “He’s KOREAN?” she shrieks, then wraps her arms around me like a vice grip. 
	Hugging her back just as fiercely, I chuckle, “I’m Korean. I’m also Jay. Hi, it’s nice to meet you.”
	She releases me but still holds onto my arms as she looks past me to Cora. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me, missy.”
	Cora scoots next to me and hugs her uncle who’s holding a big, round decorative tin. “Hi, Uncle Rich.” This man looks like he yachts. It’s the middle of winter and he has a tan, all white hair, and a genuine smile with decades of evidence around his eyes. I can certainly see some similarities in Cora and her uncle. They have the same eyes. The same cheekbones. 
	“Hi, honey. It’s so good to see you. We missed you.”
	Cora releases him and I shake his hand. “It’s nice to meet you, sir. I’m Jay.”
	“And I’m Marco,” my boyfriend chimes in, extending his hand to Richard. They shake and exchange pleasantries, but then Rose hugs him with gusto too. 
	Rose looks at her niece with a lascivious grin. “Holy smokes. Good for you, honey.”
	I guide everybody out of the February wind and shut the doors. Marco has already placed wine glasses and a bottle of red on the coffee table. 
	Jeez, they planned everything. I’m simultaneously puzzled and amazed that they know me well enough to know I’d probably freak out if I knew more than five minutes ahead of time. 
	Marco takes their coats and I take in Rose. Sleek black hair cut just past her shoulders, an asymmetric red blouse that looks one-of-a-kind, and trendy jeans. I take a good long look at her delicate facial features—so much like my own. 
	I feel awkward in my basic clothes compared to them, but Cora and Marco are wearing their weekend home clothes, so I don’t feel as out of place. 
	“Everyone grab a glass, and we’ll go have a seat for dinner,” Cora announces, gesturing toward the back of the main floor. 
	The three of them head to the dining room as I take a turn into the kitchen to help Marco bring dishes out. He’s made frutti de mare, which—holy fucking shit—is a special occasion dish. Fresh homemade pasta, fresh shrimp, clams, mussels, calamari—complete with salad and buttery garlic crostinis. 
The man went all out. 
	I size him up. “You knew she was coming.”
	“Yeah. I was too afraid to make Korean food in case I insulted her or something. So I went with my show stopper.”
	“Yeah you did.”
	He leans in to give me a kiss before we head out of the kitchen. “Forgive me?”
	“Hmm,” I hum into his mouth. “You’re forgiven.”
	When we sit down at the table, I take the seat next to Rose, and Cora and Richard take the ends, and Marco sits across from me. Rose slaps her hand over mine, affectionately squeezing it. “I’m so happy we’re here. Now who the fuck made this?” She nods at the spread Marco made and I chuckle. 
	“I did, ma’am,” Marco says. 
	“Oh, stop with that ma’am business. You guys can call us Aunt Rose and Uncle Rich—or Dick if you prefer, because he can deserve it sometimes.”
	“It’s true,” Rich nods. 
	“Any friend or significant other of our Cora calls us aunt and uncle.”
	I huff a small laugh, “Okay.”
	Cora starts serving everyone as Aunt Rose turns to look at me. “Tell me everything Jay. Parents, background, hangug-eohaseyo?”
	I don’t know that last part she said, so I answer what I can. “I was adopted when I was one. My parents are white and I grew up around here.”
	She nods in understanding. “And do you speak any Korean?” 
I simply shake my head. “Very little. I know I love you and a few other things.”
She pats my hand again and smiles. “That’s okay. I’ll get you up to speed.”
My chest swells with warmth as I watch Cora smile at me. I can’t believe this is happening. I mean, I knew we’d get here eventually, but I’m so stricken by the instantaneous acceptance that the hope I so often build too high doesn’t seem so out of reach. 
I know I could have learned Korean years ago. Could have studied the culture. Could have purposefully found a community… but something always held me back. It’s like my relentless optimism somehow stopped here. And I’ll just say it: I was scared. Scared to disappoint my heritage. Scared to jump in and find the language too hard to learn. Scared to look like a beginner. But Aunt Rose doesn’t seem to give a shit. I think she’s just as excited to have me in the family as I am to have her. 
Marco clears his throat and dabs his mouth with a cloth napkin. “Aunt Rose, Cora tells me you’re an excellent chef. I was wondering if you’d share with me some of your Korean recipes.”
“I’d love to,” she beams. 
“I’m not very well versed in my heritage,” I tell her. “So Marco has been cooking some of the traditional stuff and we’ve all been learning about it together.”
“Aww, that’s so sweet.” She looks lovingly at Uncle Rich. “Darling, remember that time when we were first dating, I made you those Gochujang noodles?”
He smiles back at her. “It was so damn spicy; I still don’t think my asshole ever recovered from that night.”
“Yeah, but you ate every bite and asked for seconds.”
“It was worth it.”
I listen to every word of their love story, every memory shared of a Dalton family gathering, and while I’m thrilled beyond measure to absorb it all, it makes me miss my own. I’ve never gone this long without talking to my parents. This distance is getting bigger, and like my hesitation with learning about my heritage, it’s starting to feel too impossible to recover. 
Should I just apologize to them to keep the peace? I know deep down that peace will only be surface-level. The real issue will linger like an unscratchable itch, I just know it. 
I’m pulled out of my thoughts when Cora gets up with Marco to take our plates. I move to stand, but Aunt Rose holds my wrist gently. “Stay right here, Jay. I want you to try something. Richard, can you grab that?” she says, pointing to the tin sitting behind him on the buffet server. 
Rich sets it down on the table, removing the lid, showing off what looks like baklava. Aunt Rose points inside. “This is yakgwa. Have you had this before? It can also be shaped like a flower, but I like to make them in these little squares.”
It smells great. “I don’t think I’ve had this before.”
Cora’s hand comes diving in between us to snatch one. “This is my all-time favorite.”
Marco brings over small dessert plates and Aunt Rose serves me up. Both women watch me intensely as I bite in and the sweet taste of ginger and honey melts in my mouth. It’s sticky and sweet and so flakey I have to be careful not to let the crumbs fall in my lap. 
I’m gonna need about a hundred more of these. 
“Oh my god. Aunt Rose, you’ve created an addict,” I mumble, reaching for two more. 
She looks over at Marco. “I’ll send you the recipe, hon.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]When the night winds down a couple hours later, we say our goodbyes to Cora’s wonderful family. As soon as the doors close, I wrap my arms around my gorgeous girl, and Marco binds us all together. “Thank you, baby.”
“There’s no need to thank me. I didn’t make her Korean.”
I chuckle, “No. But you knew we’d be a good fit. I feel so… inspired.”
Marco lets go of us but glides his hand through my hair. “We’ll do whatever it takes to support you, baby.”
How did I get this lucky? How did I go from feeling out of place but pretending I wasn’t to having partners and their family lifting me up? Making me feel like I was a part of something vital. How did they fill this void I’ve struggled with for years? 
And to think I almost lost it. I almost threw it away. I almost gave up.
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Househusband

Marco


One And A Half Years Ago

I can’t sleep. It’s late and I’ve already ended my almost-daily chat with Jay a few hours ago. Most of the time when we message, it’s during the day for him, but he should be getting out of work now… I wonder if he’s going home or meeting up with a friend.  
	My last deployment is coming to an end, and in a week, I’ll be back on US soil for good. I’ll have another week after we land to go through all the reintegration process before I’m free. But tonight, we’ve been given some free time, so I went drinking with some of the guys in my unit. 
	And I'm a little bit drunk. 
	Everyone must still be out drinking because no one is in the quarters with me. Giving up on my attempt at sleep, I haul my laptop to my bed and start messaging him with one eye open. 
Marco: Can’t sleep. What are you doing?

Jay: I’m on a happy hour date


	Oh shit. He hasn’t been out on a date in a long time. I don’t remember him being with anyone since he met that girl Cora a while back—like a year ago. And now I feel like a terrible friend for not asking about this part of his life in a while. 
Terrible. 
I feel sick. 
God, why is my stomach all bunched up in knots suddenly?
Marco: Someone I know?

Jay: No. It’s a dating app date…

Marco: What’s their name?

Jay: Mark.


It’s a guy? With basically my name? What the hell? 
Marco: Mark, huh? Don’t get us confused now. 


	I wait for his reply, but nothing comes. Not even the dancing dots that indicate he’s typing. I stare at the screen, waiting. 
	Waiting. 
	Waiting. 
	Ten minutes go by, so I shoot off another message. 
Marco: that was a joke I think

Jay: I kno.


	Shit. Why do I feel so bad? I feel like my heart just deflated. I need to recover from this. I need to make him laugh.
Marco: If it works out with you guys, will I be hearing Mark’s name thru the walls of our place? Cuz that’ll be a weird thing to get used to lol


	Again, nothing comes. Then I remember in my drunken state, he’s on a date. He’s probably trying not to be rude to his shitty ass date. But part of me wants to be the annoying thorn in his side, so I text him again. 
Marco: That place you found looks perfect btw. Thx for getting it. I like that it has room for my future massage table. 

Marco: Are you excited to be my guinea pig?

Marco: Will Mark be upset if I’m massaging you?

Marco: Maybe he’ll be the jealous one when he hears you moaning my name from the massage room. 


	What the fuck did I just send? I’m thrown back by the way it came out so effortlessly. The image of Jay laying down on a massage table, his muscular chest and abdomen bare as I dig my hands into him—fuck. My cock swells as I think about pulling on his perfect brown nipples, making his squirm. He looks up at me and bites his lip. 
	Holy fucking shit—am I into Jay?
	Just then, he finally texts back.
Jay: R u ok? u don’t sound like urself.


	No. I’m so far from okay. I’m fucking confused and aroused and I want nothing more than to keep thinking about Jay surrendering to my touch. But I steer away from it. 
Marco: I’m fine. Hey I was thinking, since you don’t cook that much, I can do that. For us. 

Jay: <Smiley face emoji> I won’t say no to that. I can clean up. 

Marco: Look at us. So domestic. I can see it now… you come home from work and I’ll be there with dinner on the table like a good househusband lol

Jay: Then one day u accidentally burn the casserole and I say “it’s ok honey, let me take u out on the town tonight.”

Marco: I’ll wear my finest.

Jay: Then we come home… tipsy and happy and go to our bedroom with separate twin beds <laughing emoji>

Marco: Oh I dont think so. You treated me to a night out? We’re pushing those beds together.


Oh my god what am I doing? Will he think it’s a joke? Is it a joke? Fuck, it’s impossible to think with my heartbeat pounding in my ears.
Jay: Oh yeah?


	Shit, where do I go with this? Maybe I can just test the waters… see how far I can take this. If I even want to take this…
Marco: Yeah. I could show you how grateful I am.

Jay: How?

Marco: I could start by giving ypu a massage. Youd be face down, and I’d sit on you. 

Jay: Then what?


I’m picturing him completely naked underneath me and I’m in my boxer briefs, straddling his small waist, my hard cock resting between his round cheeks. 
Marco: Then Id wait until youre moaning to kiss from your ear to your neck and down your spine. 

Jay: <Wide eyes blushing emoji> 


It might be foolish of me, but I take that as a sign to keep going. 
Marco: When I get low enough, Id move down and massage ypur bare ass. Would you let me?


	There’s a long pause and I lay in my bed anxiously waiting. The dots come and go. Come and go. My dick leaks precum and so I give in and grab hold, pulling a few times, until Jay responds. 
Jay: Yes. I’d let u.

Marco: Good. Then I’d make you turn over. 

Jay: I like being told what to do.


	I groan while reading his words. This lusty power has taken over all the confusion I previously had. Now it’s nothing but Jay. 
Wanting Jay. 
Needing Jay. 
Pleasing Jay. 
Marco: I like hearing that bc I wanna hold your slutty little hips down and drop my mouth on your cock. 

Jay: Dude, I swear to god, if ur fucking with me right now, it’s not funny. 


The abrupt change in direction has me pulling back. Should I stop? If I stop now, I can still brush this off as a stupid joke maybe. He’s giving me the out. But if I keep going… if we keep going… We. He’s replying back. He’s engaging in this. This isn’t just my brain at work because he’s doing this, too. 
Is he into me? Because I think I’m into him. I play back the memories of the last several years. How close we are. How much we make each other laugh. How much he goes out of his way to make me feel comfortable and welcome. How much I care about him.
Fuck. 
How much I care about him. 
Jesus Christ, I’m blind. He’s been right there the whole time. My stupid, fucking, cry boner was trying to tell me something that my heart’s been trying to for years. 
I need to see this conversation through. I need to know if he’s into me, too. 
Marco: I’m not fucking with you.
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I run into my new townhouse and slam the door closed, throwing myself on the living room couch. I left that date as soon as I read that he wanted to kiss me down my spine. I was being a jerk to that guy anyway. I couldn’t stop looking at my phone. He kept rolling his eyes, but I couldn’t care. 
The only reason I went out with him was because Marco was going to be home, for good, in two weeks, and I was desperately trying to find someone to replace him in my heart with. 
But when Marco my-best-friend-and-unrequited-love Borrelli told me he wanted to put his mouth on my cock, my plan vanished.
I’m so thankful the bar I was at was only a block away from my new place as I unzip my trousers and pull my throbbing length out, typing back to him with one hand. 
Jay: I have slutty hips? <smirk emoji>

Marco: I wanma rub my hands all over them. I wanna run my tongue down that V and then up your shaft. 

Jay: Ur killing me, Marco. 

Marco: Are you home yet? 

Jay: Yes. I’m on the couch.

Marco: Are you touching yourself like I am?


	Oh my god, he’s touching himself—to the thought of me. Me! Us. 
Jay: Yes. 

Marco: Good. you have such a pretty cock Jay. I bet it looks even better when it’s hard for me. 

Jay: I’m so hard right now. I wanna see urs too. I wanna feel u. 

Marco: I can’t send you a pic, I’m sorry. But I can tell ypu how I wanna suck your dick and massage ypur balls until you’re squriimng under me. I wanna take you all the way to the back of my throat,

Jay: Fuck. Yes plz. 

Marco: Wou;d you send me a pic?


	I’m no stranger to the dick pic, but I’ve never been this excited to send one. I’m about to take one pointing down at my lap, but I change my mind and set my phone on the coffee table in front of me. I open up my button down shirt, and hit record. Situating myself back on the couch, I spread my legs wide and let my stiff length lay across my abs. When I think I’ve captured the pose, I grab my phone, screen-shotting the frame I want and send it to him. 
Marco: Omg. You’re so beautiful. 


	That’s not the response I usually get after sending a dick pic. It’s usually something vulgar if it’s from a man. 
I read his last message again. 
You’re so beautiful. 
To have him recognize me like that—in a physical way—is something out of my wildest dreams. I know he loves me as a friend, but never did I think he’d find me physically attractive enough to tell me I’m beautiful. To tell me he wants to touch me and kiss my body. 
I’ve been letting him lead this conversation, afraid to overstep and misread things. But I’m feeling more confident now. 
Jay: Would u kiss me?

Marco: Would you let me?

Jay: I would. I wanna taste ur lips. I wanna taste myself on ur tongue

Marco: I’d pull down my boxers and settle on top ofyou. Kissing you. Feeling your skin against mine. 

Jay: I wanna grab ur shoulders and press u closer. I wanna rub our cocks against each other. 

Marco: Have ypu ever thought about me likethis before??


	I’m too deep to turn back now. I type my reply, close my eyes, and press send.
Jay: Yes.

Marco: Tell me. What did I do?

Jay: U kissed me deeply while I held the back of ur head. U would grind ur hips against mine… our cocks rubbing against each other… then u would grab both of them together and jerk us. 

Marco: No one makes me feel as good as you do. Ypu would feel so good against me Jay. My dick is so hard right now. I need you. will ypu cum for me? 

Jay: I’m almost there. 

Marco: Cum in my hand Jy. shoot it between us. 


	My balls are so tight that I throw my head back and give myself one more pull and spill all over my chest. Ropes of my release paint across my torso and drip down my hand. Lightheaded and amazed, I take a picture of the evidence and send it to him. 
Marco: same. good distance. 

Jay: <laughing emoji> Thx.

Marco: Ar ypu ging to leave or willl ypu let me hold you?


		Why is he typing so strange?
Jay: What if I wanna hold u?

Marco: Ypu can

Jay: R u ok? U don’t normally spell words wrong. 

Marco: Im okjust a little drunk lol


	Fuck me! My sated and blissful body stiffens and my blood feels like it’s been set on fire. He’s drunk? This wasn’t the real him. Goddammit. How could I let myself do this? He’s going to wake up and regret everything. Even if he forgets, he has the evidence in these messages. The evidence that I’ve admitted to wanting him before. The picture evidence that he’s made me come to his words. 
Our friendship is ruined all because of me. All because I couldn’t resist him. This whole thing was a lie. The sliver of hope he let me feel in the last thirty minutes—of the possibility of an us—is gone. Obliterated.
Jay: I didn’t know u were drunk. I wish u would have told me. 

Marco: Im sorry

Jay: Why don’t u go to sleep and we’ll talk tomorrow.

Marco: You dnt wanna keep talkin?

Jay: U need to sleep. TTYL 

Marco: Jay its ok ican stay up

Jay: Goodnight Marco


The pain is too deep for me to torture myself any longer with him, so I take the lesson I learned from Cora, if that’s even her real name, and I block him. 






  
  Chapter 32








Oh My God, I’m An Idiot

Marco


One And A Half Years Ago

Message Failed to Send.
Message Failed to Send.
Message Failed to Send.

I stare at my computer screen like it’s grown two heads—which it kind of has. My vision is getting a little blurry. Why aren’t my messages going through to him? I check my internet connection and it’s fine.  
Huh. 
I feel a little cheated from my virtual cuddle. I want to keep talking to him about what just happened. Not only did we cross a huge barrier in our friendship, but I just sailed through some uncharted waters and I’d like to talk to my best friend about it. 
I reread our conversation, trying to find where I went wrong. I reread it again. And again. And by the fifth reread, I’m smiling with my head on the pillow, forgetting what I was trying to accomplish in the first place, and drift off to sleep. 
I wake up to my alarm, tapping it with a lazy hand. My head is foggy and my mouth is as dry as a desert. I manage to peek open my eyes and I see my laptop has fallen to the ground. 
Oh shit. The memories from last night all rush back as I place my laptop on my bed and open up the conversation again. 
Marco: Jay are you there?


Message Failed to Send. 

Goddammit. 
I click over to his social media page and it’s blank. All his pictures are gone and it says his account is private? What the hell is going on? 
I click to message him and type the same thing. It’s not even 10:00pm on the East Coast, and this is a normal time we’d start talking anyway. I watch the message and my fingers fidget over the keys. 
But nothing comes. 
What the actual fuck. He’s always quick to respond. 
Jesus fuck, I think he blocked me. 
I’m such a fucking idiot. 
As I get ready for the day, I can’t think about anything else. I go through the motions of a wash thinking about him—how his hands would feel against me. I brush my teeth and think about his lips on mine. I pull on my fatigues and think about him wearing my shirt. 
Wait—the shirt. He was wearing it but hiding it from me at first. Then that day on the soccer field…
It’s my good luck charm, he had said.
And the way he barked at them not to destroy it… Oh my god, he likes me too. 
Then why the fuck did he block me? 
I replay the conversation I’ve memorized. He’s thought about me; he’s thought about us. It breaks my heart to know I’ve been this dense—to not see him standing right in front of me. We could have been happy together all this time. 
I go about my entire day with this question rolling around in my mind. When I have moments alone, I pull back up the conversation and reread it like it’s going to provide the answers. I zoom in on his pictures and long for him. Ache for him. 
How long is he going to shut me out?
How long have I been harboring feelings for him? Maybe they’ve always been there. I’ve never had a guy friend like him before. Someone who makes me feel safe enough to let me open up. I let him see the real me, and he let me grow. 
Realization once again dawns on me—he’s had my heart this whole time. 
Am I gay? I think about all the women I’ve slept with, all the women I’ve lusted over—nope, not gay. 
Bisexual, then… huh. Maybe if Jay would fucking answer my messages, I could talk to him about this. 
Then, like a nightmare, an image of my father pops into my memory. The countless times he made disgusting remarks about homosexuals. The countless times he berated me for acting like a girl. It kind of makes me want to dig my heels into this new discovery about myself. I never plan on seeing him again, but the thought that someday he might find out I’m exactly the thing he hates… Well, that brings a smile to my face. 
The next few days go by much the same—me rereading our conversation like a bad habit and ruminating about what this all means. 
Maybe I went too fast. Maybe it’s too soon. Doing this right before I come home? Right before we move in together? Maybe he thinks it’ll be weird if we live together after what just happened. 
Maybe he’s upset that I was drunk. I try to put myself in his shoes. Listening to me tell him these dirty things I want to do to him… him telling me what he’s thought about us… Maybe he’s afraid I didn’t mean it? I’ve reread this thread too many times to count now, and I know with one hundred percent certainty, I meant everything. 
Four days after the blocking, I’m packing up my field office for the day, when I hear a familiar pop sound off from my computer. My heart rate speeds up because it’s a message from Jay. 
Rushing to sit back down, I read the text with wide eyes.
Jay: U still have a place to live with me. Rebecca and Vinny will still pick u up. I can’t make it. I’m sorry. 


What? He’s not coming? I’ve really fucked this up if he doesn’t want to even see me. I quickly tap out my reply. 
Marco: Don’t do this. I’m sorry if I said something wrong, but I meant it all. Please tell me where your thoughts are. 


Message Failed to Send.

	Shit! 
	I type it out again and hit send, and again, I’m blocked. My whole body stings. I’ve never known Jay to be so removed, so callous. I have to choke back my tears and push my palms into my eyes. I want to upheave this fucking desk and throw my chair across the garage. I want to scream until my lungs give out. Why won’t he let me in?
With that one message—with the reblocking—it’s like he took away my real home. He may still be offering me shelter, but if he’s not letting me in his heart again, then I have no home. 
	I take a deep breath in and let it out slowly. My anger won’t solve anything. My anger is just a product of my father, and I refuse to perpetuate that. So I inhale and exhale several more purposeful lungfuls, calming my body and mind. I feel my body relax, open my eyes, and set a new plan. 
	I open an old chat I have with my sister and cut to the chase.
Marco: I need your help. I’m in love with Jay and I scared him off. 

Bec: Good morning to you, too. Jesus Christ that’s one way to say hello. You’re in love with him? Like more than a friend?

Marco: Yes, like crazy stupid love in love with him. 

Bec: That was a really good movie.

Marco: Yeah, I know. Now can you please help me? He blocked me after I… told him some things, but just need you to relay a message for me. 

Bec: Of course. Anything. 

Marco: Tell him… I meant every word. 

Marco: And beg him to come to Fort Belvoir with you guys. He said he couldn’t make it, but I think he’s just afraid.

Bec: You got it. Wow… this is so much to process. I mean, I’m surprised, but also not? You and Jay have been so close for so long and I’ve seen you flourish these last few years bc of him.

Bec: I’m proud of you, little brother. I can tell he makes you happy. You found someone you can finally open up to.


	She’s proud of me? I just told her I opened my heart to him and he flayed me—and she’s proud of me. 
	Maybe I’m a little proud of myself.

      [image: image-placeholder]Two weeks after Jay cut me out, I’m dressed in my service uniform, standing in formation with the rest of my unit. Everything is pressed and gleaming. I may look my best, but I’m roiling with fear. What if he didn’t come? What if he did? I’ve been playing this scenario in my head since before I flew back. How I’m going to find him and make this right. 
I know my family is here, but I can’t see them yet. There’s a large crowd of people waiting for the ceremony to end, so they can rush to their loved ones. I can’t get over that this was my last deployment and I’m mere minutes away from entering our country as a civilian once again. 
As an Army veteran. 
As Jay’s best friend. 
As Jay’s—because I’m only his. If I have to spend the rest of my life convincing him of it, I will. 
	My attention and memory stays trained on thoughts of Jay as speeches are made, and the pomp and circumstance of it all fades to my periphery. 
His smile. His inquisitive mind. His playfulness. 
	“Marco!” a man’s voice booms. Pulling myself out of my own thoughts, I turn my head, blocking the sun with my hand. Everyone from the crowd is filtering through the ranks, and I see Vinny with Viera in his arms, and my pregnant sister waving at me. While I’m happy to see them, I still look around for him. My family rushes toward me as I pick up my pace and wrap my arms around them. 
	“Welcome home, brother,” Vinny says. “It’s good to have you back. Vi, do you remember Uncle Marco? Can you say hi?”
	“Hi.”
	My heart melts a little. “Hi, sweet girl. I missed you. You’ve grown so big.”
	“Can you show him your muscles?” my sister asks Viera, and she throws up her arms, then squeezes them close to her body. 
	I lightly pinch her bicep. “Wow. Very impressive.” She smiles and tucks her head into Vinny’s neck. I look at Bec and my smile drops. “He didn’t come?”
	Her head shakes solemnly, “I’m sorry.”
	My whole body deflates as the pain swallows me whole. I should be thrilled to finally be home, to finally be with my family again, to start my life anew. But I can’t bring myself to find that joy. Not without him.
I clear my throat and nod to myself. “Yeah. Okay. But you told him?”
	“Yeah.”
	My heart drops into my gut even further. “Then let’s get the hell out of here. I have someone I need to win back.” 
Walking through the throngs of people, I watch the familiar site of reunited couples holding each other, soldiers kissing their infant children they’ve never met, grandparents gushing over their grandchildren’s return, and I think—
	“Marco, look,” Bec points to someone dodging through the crowd. Dark, floppy hair bounces as he locks in on me. 
	And my world stops.
	Jay. 
	He finds a straight away at the same time I do and my heart rate skyrockets. Running toward him, our feet eating up the space between us, our bodies find each other like magnets. Everything else blurs away and when I’m close enough, I reach my hands out, grab onto the back of his head, and our mouths collide. The kiss is hard, like if we push against each other enough, that will erase my failure. His arms are around my torso, his fingers clutching my jacket as I give into him. I relinquish everything to him.
	My tears. 
	My emotions.
	My heart. 
	My body. 
	They’re all his. 
	Mixing with mine, his own tears slide down his face. I can taste the salt in our mouths as our kiss deepens. His lips are so soft and full. Never again will I not kiss these lips. Never. Again. 
	Breaking away for the briefest of moments, I whisper, “I regret nothing, Jay. I meant every word.”
	He kisses me again, a little softer this time. “I know that now. I’m sorry I cut you off like that.” He looks at me with eyes so beautifully dark. “I was angry at myself. I was too scared you were gonna wake up and cast me aside.”
	“I could never,” I say as I soften my features and lay out everything I’ve kept unknowingly bottled up. “I love you, Jay.” 
	He takes a beat to let it sink in and chokes back a sob. “I’ve loved you for years, Marco.” Then he rests his cheek against mine. “I’ve been torturing myself with loving you from afar. And I would have tortured myself for the rest of my life,” his voice cracks softly. “Because I could never really let you go. There’s no way.” 
	“I’m yours, baby. We’re never letting go now. We’re never going back.” I press my lips to his again, his lips opening and pliant for me. 
	This moment and this man make me feel more like myself than I have ever known. Like my life’s gears have finally found where they fit in, where they can be useful and strong. Where they’re needed. 
	Someone clears their throat behind me and we separate slowly. I find my family watching us. “Hi, Jay,” my sister smiles. “Glad to see you made it.”
	He chuckles, “Yeah, me too.”
	“You guys look like you have more catching up to do than us. Marco, you ride with Jay home.” She pats me on my shoulder. “Welcome home, baby brother. Call us when you’re ready to come up for air.”
	The three of them wave at us as they leave with the crowd. I can’t move yet, so I simply stare at Jay’s perfect face. I wipe the remnants of tears from it with both thumbs and say, “I’ve never kissed a man before.”
	Smiling back at me, he sighs, “I’ve never kissed you before.”
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And They Were Roommates

Jay


One And  Half Years Ago

I throw open the door to our new townhouse with Marco caressing my hips and kissing my neck from behind. How I managed to drive several hours with him next to me—holding my hand, touching my thigh, palming my neck—is a miracle in itself.  
The door shuts and just as quickly, he’s pining me to the wall. His erection, like mine, is prominent and desperate. God, I’ve wanted this for so long. His soft lips pushing against mine, his powerful body caging me in, his big hands squeezing my ass as he rolls his hips into me. 
“You mean everything to me, baby,” Marco whispers as he kisses down my neck, and brings my leg up and around his hip. “I love you, Jay.”
“I love you,” I say a little breathlessly. “I’ve been crazy for you since I met you. Since that night at Dirty Franks…”
“I knew I wanted you in my life since that night, too. I’m sorry it took me so long to figure out how.”
“Yeah you better be sorry.”
He chuckles as he lifts my shirt off my head. “Let me spend forever making it up to you.”
I hum, “That’s a good place to start.”
Taking off his fancy dress jacket and undershirt, I peel away the old Marco. Peeling away my pal, my unrequited love, the soldier who needed someone else to rescue him—and revealing my soul mate. A man reborn. 
Before we can get our pants off, he hoists me up and carries me upstairs. “You can give me a tour later,” he murmurs, kissing my chest as we get to the top floor.
“Which bedroom do you want? Yours or mine?”
“Ours,” he growls and goosebumps blanket my skin. 
“Just diving right in, aren’t you?”
Smirking, he throws me on the bed and crawls over me. “Head first.” Our lips fuse together, so naturally, so undeniably perfect. His chest heaves against mine as he reaches his hand between us to palm my cock. 
“We don’t have to do this right now, Marco. If it’s too much, we can take it slow.”
Marco stiffens before asking, “Do you… do you want to take it slow? We can.”
“Oh, no. I want this more than anything. I just thought maybe you'd want to since… you know… you've never been with a man…”
He tightens his hold on my length. “We’ve been taking it slow for years, Jay. We have a lot to make up for. Just tell me what you like, and I’ll do it.”
My body arches into his touch and I close my eyes. “Okay. I like what you’re doing.”
He starts to unbuckle my belt and unzip my fly. “And what about this?”
“Yes,” I pant, butterflies flying through my body.
He shifts his body to pull off my jeans, then lowers his face to my Calvin’s, nuzzling in and inhaling. I can feel his breath against my shaft, and my balls tighten. “And what about this?”
“Yes.”
Marco hooks his fingers in the waistband, pulling off my tight briefs, exposing me completely to him, and his eyes darken. “You… are gorgeous, Jay. Fuck,” he whispers.
“You’ve seen me naked before.”
“Not like this. This is a completely new perspective.” Lowering himself between my legs, he skims his hands over my pelvis. “Any advice while I’m down here? I don’t know if you know this, but this will be my first blowie.”
A small laugh escapes me. “Just give me what you wish every girl would have given you.”
He stares at me while licking the base of my shaft and I groan. “I can do that.”
Swirling his tongue around my tip, he laps at the dripping precum. “Just like that. Oh, fuck, that’s good.” He teases me, sucking gently and then adding more pressure. Lord Christ Almighty—Marco Borrelli is giving me a blow job. 
Hell hath frozen over. 
Pigs are flying.
Then, he tightens his mouth, and pushes down my shaft with the pace of a fucking glacier. “Yeah, baby. Oh god, Marco.” When he reaches about half way, he grabs my hand and brings it to his buzzed head. 
Oh my god—how I’ve ached to touch his hair. How I’ve wanted to feel that dark velvet beneath my fingertips. I stroke his short hairs, massaging his scalp as he lowers himself even deeper with each head bob. 
He hums around my length, and I let out a choked moan. “Marco. Marco, you’re doing so good.” He takes his hand and places it on my taint, which is already wet from his saliva, and kneads it in motion with his head movements. Then he gives me a little pinch. “Ah! Yes. Yes, I like that. Keep doing that.” I think he chuckles around me, but it’s muffled and garbled. He gives me another pinch and I can’t stop my hips from thrusting.
My orgasm is building with every stroke and lick, but I don’t want to come by myself. Not for our first time together. I grab him by the jaw and force him off, pulling him up to me. “I need to kiss you when I come. I want to come with you.”
He settles on his side next to me, smiling, and kissing me ravenously. “Was that okay?”
I quickly unbuckle him and shuck off the last of his fancy uniform. “That was incredible and I was two seconds away from busting, but I need us to come together. I want to see your pretty face up close when I make you come.”
“You’re gonna make—” Marco says, but is cut off when I grab our cocks together and squeeze. “Fuck,” he rumbles, pressing his forehead into mine. His hands find my shoulders and his fingers sink into my muscle. “Jay… baby, that feels amazing.”
I kiss him, opening his mouth and tasting myself on his tongue. Our breathing picks up even more, and sweat starts to form on our naked bodies as I grip and pull. Our hips undulate in instinct against one another.
One of his hands slides into my hair, gripping it, and I let out a super manly whimper. Marco must like it, because he grips tighter and chuckles against my mouth. But it’s quickly replaced with his own as I use my other hand to tug on his sac.
“Jay… Tell me you’re mine. All mine.”
“I’m all yours.”
“I’m close,” he grits out.
“Me, too. Come for me, baby. Come… for… me.”
Then I watch the most handsome man I’ve ever seen fall apart at my touch. He grunts loud, and I watch his eyes squeeze tight, his mouth hanging open. “Jay…Jay…”
And with that, I let go, too. I come for the first time against the man of my dreams. The man I’ve come to the thought of nearly every night since we met. The man who just asked me to be his.
Our breaths deepen as we lay together in bliss. “You’re mine, Marco,” I smile.
“And you’re mine. No more dating apps. No one else.”
“Like I could ever want anyone else,” I chuckle. “How was your first gay experience?”
He sighs with content. “I’m glad it was with you. You’re my first and my last. It’s you and me from here on out.”
His words fill me with so much joy and love, and I just know he’s the one. There isn’t a doubt in my mind. I’m going to try and forget about Cora, because Marco is here, finally opening his heart for me and taking mine. I have all that I need.
All I ever needed.
All I never imagined I could have.
“Saranghae” Marco whispers, catching me off guard. It’s like the one phrase I know in Korean. My mouth hangs open as I stare at him. “Someone in my unit is Korean, and they taught me how to say I love you.”
“Saranghae,” I whisper back. “I can’t believe this is happening,” I say, shaking my head. “I never thought you’d let me in like this.”
“It feels like coming home,” he hums into a kiss. “You’ve always been my home.”
Oh my god, he melts my heart. “You say the sweetest things.”
He smirks. “I can also say the dirtiest things when your huge cock isn’t in my mouth.” I let out a burst of laughter. “How soon can you go again? Also, I’m gonna need some lessons on everything else.”
“Do you know if you have a preference? Top, bottom, both?”
His fingers slide down my arm and he hesitates. “I don’t want that to be a deal breaker of any kind.”
“Well I’m pretty verse, so whatever you want is perfect with me.”
His lips quirk up, giving me the cutest smile. “I think I’d like to top, but I want to try it all. I want to try everything with you.”
I lean in to kiss him. “Mmm, I love a curious Marco. Let’s start in the shower.”
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We drag our sticky bodies to the bathroom. While we wait for the water to warm up, it’s Jay’s turn to pin me to the wall, running his hands over my ink, kissing his way across the geometric lines. “Fuck, you’re sexy,” he murmurs. “Do you have any idea how badly I’ve wanted to kiss this chest? Suck these nipples?” He grazes his teeth against them and pulls one into his mouth. 
Reaching my hand into the spray, I test the temperature. “No, but you can show me in here.” 
I move to pull us in the shower, but he stops me. “Wait. Let me smell you before you wash it all away,” he says, then lifts my arms above my head and holds them there with one hand. With his other hand, he grips my semi-hard cock and touches his nose into my armpit, inhaling deeply. 
This is different…
“You know we’ve been traveling most of the day, right?”
“I know,” he says, inhaling again. “You stink so good.”
I smile at him. “Is this a thing?”
“This is a thing. I’m going to do this a lot, so get used to it.” He grabs a small bottle of lube from the sink drawer and nudges me into the shower after a few more inhales, and I can’t help the smile from forming on my face. He’s so cute. 
As we gently wash each other’s bodies, he gives me the low down on proper safe sex hygiene. Not something I’ve given much thought to in the past, but now I guess it’ll be a part of my life, so I’m all ears. 
“Have you had anal sex before?” he asks me, gliding his hands down my back and resting them on my ass. 
“Not in any capacity.”
“Okay. I’m going to prep you. The key is to try and relax. It’ll get easier the more you do it. I know you said you didn’t want to take it slow, but we have to here. Okay?”
“I trust you.”
“Turn around for me.”
With my nerves on high alert, I do as he says. Placing my hands and chest on the shower wall, he then pulls my waist out and wedges his dick between my cheeks. “Fuck, that’s a beautiful sight.” But then his tone shifts. “Aww, is that a birthmark on your butt?”
Knowing he sees the small patch of slightly darker skin on my left cheek, I huff a laugh. “Yeah.”
“I love it,” he coos, but then shifts back into a low timbre. “I’m gonna bite it later.” He nudges my legs apart and a shiver runs down my spine. 
Opening the bottle of lube, he pours some into his hand. His deft fingers graze my hole, and he asks again, “Are you sure you wanna do this? It’s okay if you don’t. It’s okay if you wanna try it later or never.”
I know I want to do this. If he’s going to trust me with his body, then I want to trust him with mine. And yeah, the idea of Jay taking me like this arouses me. My dick is already hard again just thinking about it. 
“I’m sure, Jay.”
“Okay. You can tell me to stop at any time.” He kneels down and kisses my backside, as he slowly inserts a finger and fuck—it’s weird. “That’s it, baby. Nice and slow. Just a little bit at a time.”
My eyes close, and I let out a breath. “That’s not all of it?”
“No, baby. That’s only to my fingernail.”
He spends the next eternity getting me ready—opening me up. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever felt, but then again, so is he. 
Then he hits my prostate.
“Whoa! Holy shit.”
“Oh, this?” he hums as he stands up and leans his chest against mine, still stroking inside me. “Yeah, isn’t this a fun little button? Do you like that?”
“Yes.”
“Oh, look at that. When I touch it, you whimper. That’s a good boy. I’m gonna add a second finger now and you’ll feel even better, okay?”
“Okay,” I breathe, and he works me open even further. Again, he takes his time, coaxing me and praising me. I’ve never been on the receiving end of praise like this… but far be it from me to stop him. His words settle inside me like a drug—eliciting a bizarre reaction I didn’t know I could have and my body sinks into his touch, into his words. 
He adds a third finger.
“Very good, baby,” he murmurs while squeezing my thigh with one hand, and stroking in and out with the other. “I should ask before we go any further… When was the last time you were tested?”
It’s hard to think right now, but I manage. “A few days ago actually. The Army gave us physicals when we got back. And I haven’t had sex with anyone while I was gone.”
“I’m clean, too. And I haven’t been with anyone in over a year.” Jay chuckles, “You’ve been taking up all my fantasies anyway.”
My fists clench against the shower wall just thinking about Jay jerking off to me. I take a mental note to make him show me exactly that scene another time. 
“If you want to go without protection… I’m okay with that,” I offer. There’s no one I trust more than him.
“Fuck, really? I’ve never gone bare before.”
“Me either,” I chuckle softly. “I wanna feel all of you, Jay.”
He kisses my shoulder. “Let’s dry off and move to the bed. Our first time is not going to be in the shower.”
We dry off and he peppers me with kisses until we reach the bed. They’re soft and sweet and I realize I’m smitten. Not a word I’ve ever used to describe my love life before. Or ever come to think of it.
When he climbs on top of me, my hands can’t seem to touch anything other than him. His mouth slots against mine, and without looking, he reaches for the nightstand lube, slicks himself up, and then me. 
My body is vibrating with need and uncertainty. Desire and anticipation. But most of all, love for this man. 
Love. 
Undiluted. Unfiltered. All-consuming love. 
Jay notches the head of his thick crown against my entrance. “You can do it, Marco,” he whispers, slowly pushing inside me. It’s so much tighter than his fingers. “Keep breathing. That’s it. I can feel you relaxing. Yes, like that. Ungh,” groans at the same time I do, his bare length pushing in deeper.  I grab hold to the back of his neck as he kisses me through it all. “Talk to me, baby. How do you feel?”
I take a few breaths before I answer. “It feels tight. But good.”
“You’re taking me so well. You were made for me, Marco.” I can’t speak, but I nod several times and whimper.  
When he starts to pump in and drag out, my body finally accepts him and accepts his pleasure. A whole-body tingling takes over me as he places his hands on my shins and thrusts deep, hitting my prostate again. 
As one, our bodies move in sync. Thrust after thrust; kiss after kiss. Falling deeper for each other. Trusting, giving, and exploring our pleasure together. 
“Ungh, yes,” I groan, and he kisses down my neck, licking me as he goes. 
“I love you, Marco. You are mine.”
“I love… oh god… you’re… I’m yours.”
“Where’s all that dirty talk now?” he teases.  “Seems like you can’t speak if I’m inside you at all.”
Well, he’s got me there. I can’t think beyond what’s happening to my body at this very moment. “You… just wait,” I grit out. 
“Oh, I’m so scared. This big tough sergeant falling apart for me… taking my cock and looking so pretty doing it.” Then he reaches down and pulls on my leaking erection, sending another uncontrollable moan from my lips. “You wanna come for me, sergeant? You wanna come with my big cock in your ass and my hand on your dick?”
My lower spine tightens and my balls ache with need as my orgasm crests. “Yes! Fuck, I’m gonna—ungh,” I groan, and spill in ropes across my chest. 
Jay keeps pumping inside me. “That’s it, baby. Fuck, I’m right—” he grunts, and his hips slam against me a couple more times as he releases, too—his own cum mixing with mine. 
When he collapses his full weight on me, I take the opportunity to hook my legs around his, my arms around his back. “That was better than I imagined,” I murmur into his sweaty neck. 
“Yeah?” he pants. “Let me get a cloth to clean us up.”
I squeeze my body around him tighter. “No. Lay here in filth with me. I’ll be ready to go again in five.”
He laughs at me, his whole body shaking mine. “Aren’t you tired? You’ve been marching and traveling all day, then being fucked in the ass.”
“Whoa whoa whoa,” I say, looking him in the eyes and raising my brow. “I was made love to in the ass, fuck you very much.”
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What Did You Call Me?

Jay


One And A Half Years Ago

I made Marco take a nap after giving him some mild pain relievers and cleaning him up. I let him sleep with his arms tight around me, our bodies singing to each other the sweetest lullaby.  
He’s actually mine. 
He’s my boyfriend. 
He’s my love.
And he’s still my best friend. 
I slip away from his embrace when I know he’s dead asleep and head down to the kitchen to make him something to eat. I don’t know when he’s going to wake up, so I don’t mess around with cooking anything. I assemble his plate with cookies my mom made and some fresh produce. Then I remind myself to talk to him about how essential a high fiber diet is—hey, if he says he wants to learn, then I’ll give him an education. 
I quietly make my way back to the bedroom to find him exactly where I left him, not having moved an inch. The blanket is only covering his lower half, and I marvel at his beauty. At my big, tough, tattooed boyfriend. 
Trying to go undetected, I set the plate down on the nightstand and shimmy my way back into his arms. But then he takes in a deep breath and squeezes me hard—almost as hard as his erection poking into me. 
He throws his leg around me. “No, stay,” he mumbles, all sleepy and cute.
“I’m not going anywhere. But I brought up some food if you’re hungry.”
He pushes his hips into me, his eyes still closed. “Mmm. I could eat. Sit on my face.”
I let out a little snort. “Are you—ahh!” I yelp, as he rolls me on top of him in one fluid motion. 
“Sit,” he grumbles, making me turn around. 
“So bossy,” I say under my breath as I scoot back onto his face. 
His hands attach to my backside as he spreads it and presses a flat, wet tongue to my rim. “You said you liked being told what to do,” he murmurs as I roll my eyes in the back of my head. “And I will be indulging in that.” I moan in response, and he eats me out like my dreams told me he could. His tongue is strong and slick, warm and eager as he laps at me. 
“Baby, you taste so good. Put your hands on my thighs and moan around my cock.”
“Yes, Sir,” I say automatically, surprising myself, as I take him in my mouth. 
He pauses. “What did you call me?”
I pull my head off his length just long enough to say it again. “Sir.”
“Ungh, yeah. You are going to call me that a lot,” he growls, and I shiver at his tone as he dives in again.  
We stay like this for—who really knows how much time—until he’s apparently had enough. Without warning, Marco pushes me off him and I fall forward, gasping with wetness dripping down my mouth. I feel his legs shift away and turn my head to see him grabbing the lube. 
Yes, please. 
“You’ve been dreaming about this, haven’t you?” he says, coating my already wet hole. “Taking your best friend’s big, long dick inside you?” he drawls and presses a finger inside me slowly. 
I know I don’t need as much prep as him, so I admit, “Yes, Sir. I have a dildo I use on myself when I think about you.”
“You do?” Marco’s voice retracts from the domineering one he was just using. 
It’s my turn to hesitate. “Yeah. Sometimes I would jerk off to you, and sometimes I’d use a dildo, too.”
His hand clenches my ass so tight it hurts, and the sting makes me feel alive. His other hand probes in more as I relax against his touch. “You are going to show me later,” he demands, his dominating tone returning. “Right now, I need to be inside you.”
“Yes, Sir.” Then I hear him curse under his breath and I can’t help but smirk. “I’m ready for you, Sir.”
He moves up closer to me as I lay on my stomach, one leg bent up wide. From the corner of my eye, I can see him slick himself up, then I feel him press his crown against me. 
Fuck, I’ve wanted this forever. 
Marco guides his massive length inside me, taking his time, moaning along with me. “Baby. You feel incredible. Oh my god, look at that sight.”
I throw a hand above my head and clutch the bedding. “Fuck, you’re so big, Sir. This is exactly what I’ve always wanted.”
With force, he pumps into me once we find a comfortable pressure. My ass clapping against his hips like our own applause. When he drops his body against mine fully, he hooks his hands under my shoulders and locks in, rutting himself into me, hitting me deep—expletives and I love yous flying between us. 
Who is this man? He’s so dominant and feral. 
Between his relentless thrusts and the friction from the bed, I feel the pressure building in my lower spine. “Sir, I’m gonna come soon,” I pant. He immediately pulls out of me, and I whimper at the loss, reaching a hand back to grab him. “No, come back.”
But he manhandles me and tosses me on my back, pushing back into my ass. His hands grip the back of knees. “I’m gonna watch you come on my cock. Stroke yourself, Jay. Show me.”
Obeying him, I pull on my shaft and close my eyes in pleasure. 
“Eyes on me,” he growls. “You look at me when I fuck you.”
I try to smirk. “I thought… you said… we were making love.”
My smirk dies off when he bites back, “Shut the fuck up and take that dick like a good boy.”
Okay—and now my entire body has been set ablaze with desire and I can’t hold back. I bite my bottom lip and I want to tell him I’m about to come, but he said to shut up. Oh fuck, here it comes…
“Yes, baby,” Marco smiles. “Oh yes, all for me. Look at you go.” But he follows me soon after, falling forward and bracing both hands on my shoulders. “Jay,” he exhales my name like poetry.
My hands pull him down and our lips press together in a promise. “Marco.”
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Birthday Surprise

Cora


Present Day

“Yodeler,” my mom smiles, laying the last wood tile on the Scrabble board. “Triple word score.”  
“You were holding back,” I narrow my eyes on her. 
It’s been six weeks since the hearing. Six weeks of finding a new normal now that the lawsuit is out of my way. Now that I’ve been giving back all the work I snatched from my employees. Now that I’ve been living with Marco and Jay. 
Before them, I was living in misery and grief. Stressed to the max and unable to give up control. Now I’m actually talking about my struggles, both with my partners and with Dr. Zenner once a week. The before and after change of my life and mental health is significant to say the least.
Just being able to come visit my mom without the nagging feeling that I should also be working has been monumental. The time I spend with her is so much richer for it. 
“How can you hold back in Scrabble?” mom asks.
“I don’t know… but you manage.” 
“You’re just salty because I whooped you,” she smirks, collecting the tiles from the board and placing them in the drawstring bag. 
I look over at a family visiting their grandmother and smile. A man and woman with their two young kids sit and color with a woman I know as Mary Elizabeth. 
Mom follows my stare. “Do you have kids?”
I keep my eyes trained on the family, but answer her calmly. “Yes. One. But she passed away before she was born.”
I take a deep breath. 
That’s a first. 
I just said that. 
I just said that without breaking down. 
Mom’s hand covers mine as pride fills my soul. “I’m so sorry. That’s really hard to go through.”
I finally look back at her sweet, empathetic expression. “It is. Thank you, Connie.” 
Just then, Glenn catches my eye as he walks into the lounge holding another bouquet of flowers and looking around. I smile and tilt my head over to him. “Looks like Glenn is on a mission.” 
He spots us, and my mom’s cheeks turn red. “Oh, stop,” she hushes me. “He already sat with me at breakfast today.”
“In your room?” I exclaim softly. 
She gasps. “No. In the café. I don’t know if my husband is going to like him when he shows up.”
Glenn approaches the table as I quickly pack up and whisper to my mom with a wink, “It’s okay. No harm in talking with a good looking man—Hi, Glenn!”
“Hello, Cora. Hello, Connie. May I sit with you?”
“Yes, you may,” I rush to get out before mom can argue. “But I have to go to my boyfriend's birthday party now. Have a great time, bye!” I sing, practically galloping away from them, snickering. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Thirty minutes later, I’m walking into our home, birthday cake in hand from a bakery in the neighborhood. “I’m back,” I call, flinging off my shoes in the foyer. 
Music is already playing even though guests won’t arrive for another half hour. I walk toward the kitchen to see my men slow dancing in the galley. It’s unseasonably warm for mid-March, so both of them are wearing shorts, Jay in a soft, white button-down polo, and Marco in a white t-shirt and thin denim short-sleeve. 
Mmm. Those thighs should be illegal. 
“May I cut in?” I ask, setting the cake box down on the counter. Marco opens his arms in invitation and I join their sway. 
“How’s your mom?” Jay asks gently, resting his head on top of mine. 
“Today was good. Glenn got her flowers again.”
“Aww. Flowers all around,” Jay says, lifting his head to kiss me, then Marco. Jay’s own birthday bouquet was delivered this morning. 
“They had breakfast together today,” I smirk. 
“OooOoo,” My guys sing in unison and I giggle. 
The doorbell chimes over the music, so Jay detangles himself from us as we follow behind him. “It’s a little early still,” he says to himself, swinging open the doors.
“Hi, sweetie. Happy birthday,” Kathleen Bishop smiles as she stands next to her husband. 
Jay’s back stiffens. “Mom. Dad. What are you… hi.”
“Can we come in, son?”
“Um, yeah. Okay.” Marco and I exchange a look of uncertainty. I guess it’s happening. “How did you know where we live? Not that I didn't want you to know, but you know, we haven’t spoken since before Christmas.”
We make our way to the front sitting room, where Jay leans his back against the built-in bookshelves, crossing his arms. Holding hands, Marco and I stay silent on the side of him.
“I know,” Kathleen says, fidgeting with her purse. “Marco came to talk to us last week.”
“What?” Jay’s eyes bug out and he jerks his head our way.
Oh god, this better work out the way we hoped.
“He told us how much you’ve been hurting. And we hurt, too, Jay. We miss you so much.”
Bill clears his throat. “Marco made us realize, you weren’t coming after us for how you were raised. You just wanted us to join you in your discovery.”
I watch Jay swallow hard, but he says nothing.
“And we’re sorry, sweetie,” his mom adds. “We’re sorry for how we acted that night. And I wish we would have known when you were growing up that you needed this connection to your heritage. At the time, we just thought providing a loving family was enough.”
Jay’s facial expression softens. “And you did that, guys. There’s never been a day in my life I didn’t feel loved and accepted by you and the entire family. But when you stormed out that night, I felt like I was the one tearing us apart for needing this support.”
“And it shouldn’t have been like that, son,” Bill says. “It’s our fault for not listening.” 
Jay rocks off the wall and throws his arms around his parents as Marco squeezes my hand in glee. “I missed you guys.”
“We missed you too,” Kathleen muffles through Jay’s embrace. 
When he lets go, he turns his head to us and lets out a little chuckle. With a menacing grin, he walks over to us. “You two are always plotting behind my back.” 
Hugging each other tight, I throw Marco under the bus, “It was Marco’s idea.”
“You agreed with me!” he chuckles. 
“You must be Cora,” Bill chimes in as the three of us release one another. 
Jay furrows his brow again. “You know her?”
Clearing his throat, Marco says, “I told them about Cora. About the three of us.”
“What?”
“I know, I know.”
Kathleen chirps from behind us, craning her neck. “I didn’t know three people could be in a relationship,” she smiles. “But he explained it to us and how happy you all are. And that’s all we want for you. For all of you.”
Bill reaches for my hand, but I look at Jay for approval. I won’t make a single step forward until I know he’s on board with this. Marco and I already made big moves without telling him ahead of time. Jay’s brows lift and he nods quickly as a tiny smirk dances. So I shake Bill’s hand firmly. “Yes, I’m Cora. It’s nice to finally meet you.”
“I’m Bill.”
“And I’m Kathleen,” she steps forward and eagerly shakes my hand too. “And you’re beautiful. How did you meet our Jaybird?”
Inwardly I melt at the adorable nickname, but he must see it on my face because Jay rolls his eyes and grins down at me. 
How do I phrase our story delicately? “Well, we actually met a couple years ago and recently found each other again.”
“She’s my boss,” Jay tosses out with a devilish smile.
Kathleen’s hand clutches her imaginary pearls as my face heats up. “Jay! You’re in a relationship with your boss?”
He chuckles. “It’s hot, right?”
“And she was my client,” Marco adds with a mirroring look to Jay’s.
Oh my god, I must sound like a creep to them. With my hands, I cover my face. “I swear it’s not—I’m not—I don’t,” I stammer.
“She’s incredibly successful, creative, intelligent, and kind,” Marco says, swooping in with his arms around me and saving me.
“She’s the kind of woman you bring home to meet the parents,” Jay adds.
Kathleen’s face softens and she gives her husband a knowing look, then back to us. “I wish we could have met you earlier. I’m sorry.”
“If it's okay with you, we’d like to help with your trip,” Bill says. 
Jay tilts his head. “What trip?” 
Oh no. That wasn’t supposed to be until later. Bill must see it on my face because he tries to correct himself, his eyes flicking from Marco to me. “Ugh, the ugh… trip to the store.”
I put my hand up to stop him from any more embarrassment and turn to Jay. Marco and I each take one of his hands. “For your birthday gift, we booked a trip to Seoul for the three of us.”
His features seem to change every half second as he processes this information. Like he can’t quite settle on one emotion. But eventually, his smile lingers. “You did?” he squeaks out, then clears his throat. 
“We leave in May for two weeks,” Marco smiles back. “Unless you’d rather go somewhere else.”
“No, I wanna go,” he nods with excitement. “I absolutely want to go.”
“And if it’s okay with you,” Bill interjects, “we'd like to upgrade your flights to first class. And whatever hotel you’re booking, we’d like to upgrade you there as well. If we can help with any cultural experiences, we’d like to.”
Jay cocks his head toward them. “Seriously?” 
I’m about to argue with them and tell them I can afford that on my own, but this really isn’t my moment or my apology. If Jay wants to accept it, then we will. 
“Seriously, sweetie. We want the three of you to have the best time.”
“Party’s here!” a voice calls from the front door as it opens. Isabelle walks in like she owns the place holding two bottles of bubbly in one hand and a tote over her shoulder. “Oh, hey, Uncle Bill. Hi, Aunt Kath,” she smiles and raises her eyebrows as she walks right by us. “All good, Jay? Are we having a happy birthday or do I need to raise some hell?”
Jay chuckles, “It’s a happy birthday.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The party is in full swing a couple hours later. Isabelle brought her own decorations and they have completely overhauled ours. Decorative fish are everywhere. Hanging from the ceiling, banners, necklaces, party hats, you name it. 
Opening another package of fish party plates, I lean into Marco and ask, “What’s with all the fish?”
He chuckles, “He’s a Pisces.”
I could slap myself. “Oh. That seems on brand for her.”
Angie showed up after Isabelle with Rafael in tow—who will be moving here officially next week to start at Define as my new CFO and I could not be more pleased. Our tight little college crew is back together. I know it’s been a long time since we all lived together, but part of me can’t help wondering if she’s still harboring feelings for him. She had chalked it up to a momentary lapse in judgment—a minor, fleeting crush that she swore fizzled out, but the way they’re standing next to one another, hanging on every word—I’m not so convinced. 
Aunt Rose and Uncle Richard came all the way down from New York again to celebrate, and Jay’s been gushing over her. For every question he has, she has ten stories that he eats up. 
Brittany, Samira, Noah, and a few of Jay’s other cousins have shown up with their families in tow, and before long, the house is charged. Laughter and music fill every corner of our home. 
“Cora, can-can-can I have more, um, pencils, please?” Viera asks, tugging at my skirt. 
“Of course,” I coo, leading her to the cupboard I’ve stocked with children’s art supplies for this exact reason. 
She pulls out a pack of pastel pencils and a box of crayons, then bolts for the back patio where I’ve set up a drawing table. “Thank you,” she hollers. 
As she runs past Rebecca, who’s talking with Marco, Bec calls out, “And, Vi, please stop feeding the crayons to Leo.”
The birthday boy himself comes up from behind and wraps his arms around me, kissing my cheek. “Thank you. I’m having a great time.”
“Good. Now who’s who over there?” I point to the group of grandpas gathering around the food table. 
“That’s Doug, Lawrence, Roy, Fletch, and Jerome. Harold couldn’t make it today because he’s at his daughter’s retirement party.”
“You have an eclectic group of friends, babe.”
Walking over to us with a beer in his hand, Marco gives us an affectionate look. “You two look comfortable. Maybe later I can change that,” he smirks. 
My pussy tightens at the threat as Jay whispers, “Can we do that thing where—Oh, hey mom,” Jay blushes. “Dad.”
Kathleen is clearly a little buzzed as her white wine sloshes in her glass. “Marco, you take such good care of my Jaybird. Thank you.”
“It’s my pleasure, Kathleen.”
“And, Cora, oh, I can tell how much you love my boys.” Then her eyes go wide like a new idea popped in. “Wait, can we expect babies in the future?”
Jay and Marco both visibly stiffen like they’re about to haul me off. “Mom, whoa! That’s so—”
But I cut him off and smile, “With any luck, yes.”
Kathleen squeals as Marco and Jay turn me to face them head-on. The look in their eyes tells me everything: worried I could spiral, proud that I didn’t, and surprised at my candor. I stand a little taller, shoulders back, unable to wipe the genuine smile from my face. 
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Ready

Jay


Present Day

“Yup. Alright. Have a good night. Uh-huh. Drive safe. Love you, too, Aunt Rose,” Marco chuckles as the three of us wave from our front door at our final party animal as she flops into the passenger side of her car.  
Uncle Rich gently closes her door and shakes his head with a grin. “Thanks again,” he calls back with another wave. “Happy birthday, Jay. We’ll see you next month for that sailing lesson.” 
“Looking forward to it,” I smile. I unintentionally signed Marco and I up for sailing lessons with Uncle Rich—and Cora, because apparently, she already knows how. 
What can’t this woman do?
When our door finally closes, I’ve only got one thing on my mind. Marco must have the same idea because when I lift her up and push her against the door, each of us pin her with a hip between her legs. “You wanna have our baby,” I rumble into her neck. 
I definitely didn’t forget that remark from earlier. 
Cora lets out a breathy giggle as Marco gropes her chest and licks up her neck. “Oh, does my birthday boy want another present?”
“All I want is the both of you.”
“Maybe you’d like to know that I had my IUD taken out yesterday.”
I pull my head back to look at her. I have two very strong reactions happening to my body right now, but Marco beats me to the first question. “What? Are you okay, sweetheart? Doesn’t that hurt?”
“I’m okay, I promise. You’d think with how much of a pain slut I am, I’d be okay with it, but that’s too much. My doctor believes in numbing medication and pain prevention.” She strokes the sides of our heads, gives us a devilish grin, “Now what do you two wanna do about it?”
My cock thickens and I spin my head to Marco, waiting for his command. 
“You wanna breed her, prince?”
“Please, Sir.”
“Are you sure you’re ready for this, princess?”
“I am. Are you guys?”
I nod frantically. “Yes, baby. I’m ready. I’m ready to be a father. I want children with you two.”
“I’m ready, too,” Marco smiles crookedly. “Fuck, are we really gonna do this?”
“We’re really gonna do this,” Cora assures. 
Still holding Cora up, I push Marco aside and clutch her, taking her with me as I head for the stairs. “First one to impregnate her wins,” I call back as Marco smacks my ass. 
“Don’t be a fucking brat. You’re gonna do as I say.”
Cora giggles as I climb the stairs as fast as I can. “You guys should know I could still be infertile for up to two weeks after IUD removal. And let’s not forget it took me over a year to get pregnant last time. So the likelihood of—”
“Shut up, woman, and let us breed you,” I grit out and throw her on the bed. 
Just as I’m about to climb on top and show her how much of a Daddy I can be, Marco chimes in. “Stop.” My body freezes. “I had plans for you, prince. You’re not going to disobey me, are you?”
A shiver runs down my spine. “No, Sir.”
“Both of you stand here.”
I hold out my hand to help Cora off the bed with me as we stand in front of him with our heads down. I can't see him, but I hear him start with Cora, unzipping her silky pink skirt and lifting off her white blouse. “Princess,” I hear him breathe. “You’ve been wearing this all day?”
Dammit, I wanna see. 
“Yes, Sir.”
“You wore this special for our birthday boy?”
“Yes, Sir.” Then I hear her moan. 
“Guess we’ll have to leave this on then.”
When he moves to me, he whispers in my ear. “Keep your eyes closed.” My dick twitches and begs to be let out. Marco unbuttons my polo, sliding his hands down my shoulders and biceps as he goes. Feeling every inch of my skin as he drags my shorts and briefs down to my ankles. “Princess, lead him to the bed and lay him in the middle.”
Cora’s soft hands grab my waist as she helps me on the bed. Then I feel her place an eye-mask blindfold on me. Guess I’m really not going to see what she has on. 
Fuck.
But a sense of compliance washes over me, like a calming breeze. And when I feel my wrists and ankles being shackled and bound to the bed corners, I sink deeper into that compliance. 
“Look at that princely cock waiting for you, princess. He wants to breed you like the prize you are. Now use that pretty mouth.”
In a split second, I feel her wet warm mouth surround me and I let out a sigh. It feels amazing, but I want her pussy. I want to fill her up with my cum again and again. Of course, Marco must know this because he taunts me. 
“Her mouth is just as good, right, prince?” I let out a whimper, then I feel cool, fine metal chains drag across my nipples, sending my senses on high alert. Cora works me with her hands now. One massaging my shaft with her mouth and the other playing with my balls. 
Marco drags the chain flogger over my skin, down one arm, circling the inside of my elbow and forearm. This mix of sensation and pleasure is taking me too close to the edge, too fast. I can’t blow now. Not yet. 
“Stop,” I pant, and I immediately feel the loss of both of them. I don’t care how desperate I sound when I say, “I don’t wanna come yet. Please don’t make me come yet.”
“Don’t worry, prince. Show me you can be an obedient little whore, and I’ll reward you.”
Fuck, I love when he calls me a whore. 
I sigh. “Yes, Sir.”
“Good. Now sit on his face and grab the headboard, princess.” Fuck yes. “Prince, snap your fingers if you need to stop. Show me now.” I obey and snap both hands as Cora settles her plush pussy over my face. She must be wearing her panties still because I can feel her use one hand to slide them over. “Very good. Now make that sweet cunt ready for our cocks.”
“Yes, Sir,” I mumble through her folds. I love how soft she is. I love the way she tastes and the way she clenches when I nip at her clit. And I love that I’m being made to do this. Like I’m just a plaything—created only to serve. 
Cora mewls and sighs above me, and it only encourages me. Then I hear Marco bark, “Count to thirty, you slut.” Followed by a thuddy—Crack.
“Yes,” she screams out. “One.”
Crack. Crack. 
“Two, three.”
I don’t bother speculating what he’s using to beat her or where, because all I can focus on is her succulent, little pussy riding my face as it tightens with every hit. By crack number twelve, she’s already coming, her thighs squeezing my head like a professional wrestler. 
Unable and unwilling to stop, I keep flicking my tongue against her, suckling at her more. More. More as Marco keeps up his beating. 
“Twenty-eight,” I hear her cry through my thigh earmuffs. “Twenty-nine—yes.” I feel her convulse against my lips as I suck her. “Thirty,” she sobs. 
Then all at once, I feel Cora lift off my face and she gasps. “Sir,” she exclaims as I feel a set of feet on either side of my hips, pressing into the mattress. 
“You’re mine to use. If I wanna haul you off and place you on his cock, then I will,” he seethes, and before I can even shiver at his rough tone, Cora’s cunt is enveloping my aching erection. My needy fucking erection that I think could cry tears of joy at finally being inside her. 
I let out a low moan as I work my hips deeper into her. “Fuck, yes, baby. Oh, thank you, Sir.”
“Are you ready to open your next present, prince?” he asks, and I feel my mask being removed. When my eyes adjust, I see a blissed out and ethereal Cora sitting astride me, wearing a soft, pink, lace bodysuit with a ribbon tied between her breasts. 
“Oh my god…” I breathe, as she slowly pulls at the ribbon, seductively biting her lip as she watches me. When she pulls it free, her big, delicious breasts fall out and my mouth waters at the sight. Those dusky pink nipples, so hard and waiting to be played with. “You’re so beautiful, Cora. God, I wanna touch you so bad.”
“Allow me,” Marco says, ditching the last of his clothing and climbing behind her. His hands find her chest as he lifts each breast, kneading them. Cora throws back her head against his chest as she begins to ride me. I watch him pinch each pink bud between his fingers, directly sending a clench around my dick. 
“You’re going to let us breed you, princess.” He nuzzles into her ear, then moves one of his hands to her stomach. “You’re going to be round with our baby. Your tits are going to be full with milk to feed our baby. And we’re gonna keep breeding you over and over and over,” he growls, as I watch her tremble then nod. 
Then I see him drop his hand to move the crotch of her panties, but he finds a set of snaps and rips them open. Finally, he lines himself up against me—against her, too. “You’re gonna take both of our cocks and all our fucking cum, and you’re gonna give us a baby. Got it?”
Then I feel him push inside her. “Yes, Sir,” Cora groans. 
“God, look at you. Ungh… taking both of us. That’s it. Good girl. Lean forward and grab onto his shoulders.” 
She obeys and smiles at me. “Breed me.”
I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: How did I get so lucky? How did I go from being a tortured soul, pining for my best friend, confused and heartbroken from my mystery woman-turned-boss, to being so profoundly loved and cared for by each of them? These two souls speak to mine. To have to choose between them would be to choose death. I cannot have one without the other. 
Now here we are, trying to sew our lives together even stronger by making a family. 
“That’s what I like to see,” Marco hums. “Your pussy stretched to fit us both. Fuck, princess.”
Cora’s lips can seem to settle on one pose. They shift from smiling to being bitten to quivering. “It feels so good, Sir. I’m so full. Oh my god,” she slaps my chest with one hand, bracing herself with the other. 
“Bite him, Cora. Dig your nails into his chest and bite him until he comes.” He slaps her on the ass hard as she screams around her first bite of my nipple. My hips buck as far as they can while my legs are still restrained. Marco’s cock thrusts against mine and I’m so fucking close. Each time he hits her, she scratches and sinks her teeth into me, causing me to creep closer and closer.
“Sir, I’m close.”
“Untie his hands, princess.” Oh thank god. She quickly unbuckles them but the cuffs stay on. “You may touch her.”
Faster than lightening I’m grabbing her breasts and pulling them into my mouth. “Yes, Jay. Oh that feels so good. Keepdoingthat, keepdoingthat, I’m gonna come. Sir, can I come, please?”
Marco thrusts harder and faster now, rocking the whole bed. “Come, princess. Come for us. Fucking… take it,” he grunts as she clenches around us and screams out, her pussy bursting and flooding us, as both of us release into her. My mouth is still attached to her nipple as I spill everything I have into her. Everything I hope for. 
	Releasing her breast, I pull her into a drugging kiss, holding her close. “I love you so much, Cora. You’re gonna be so beautiful when you’re pregnant.”
	Marco lets out a deep sigh. “She’s definitely knocked up already.”
	I can feel Cora’s lips pull into a smile. “I love you.” 
	Marco eases out and presses a hand to her pussy, then guides me out, making sure to keep every drop inside her. She rolls over next to me and winces, while I put my own hand at her entrance next to his. “Just a raw backside,” she says. 
	Marco let’s go for a moment to unhook my legs and I roll on my stomach to get better leverage to hold in our seed. He makes a quick trip to the bathroom and comes back with the usual suspects: water, aspirin, arnica oil, and a wet cloth. 
	He cleans us up but doesn’t wipe Cora clean like usual, then applies the oil to my chest and her backside without making her move too much. 
	When he’s satisfied with his care, he slides next to her, puts a hand on her face, and kisses her. Without breaking off, he reaches for me and pulls me in, too. Our mouths show the promise that words simply cannot convey. 
“I have one more birthday present for you.” Cora taps my chest and gets up, wrapping a floral silk robe around her naked body. She goes into our closet and brings out a flat package, wrapped in pastel-pink wrapping paper. When she sits back down cross-legged, she hands it to me with a tentative smile.
 “You guys already got me a trip to Korea,” I chuckle as Marco sits up, allowing me to sit up too. He rests his bristly chin on my shoulder as I open it. 
	As soon as I tear the paper, I freeze. It’s a framed watercolor painting of the three of us, holding each other with our eyes closed but smiles wide. 
	“You said you wanted one of all three of us,” she shrugs. 
	My heart leaps in my chest as I remember our Christmas morning not so long ago. She was tentative on where we stood in our relationship. Unsure of what to gift, unsure of how we would work. But now, it’s clear as day. It’s as bright as her smile. “This is perfect, Cora. I love you,” I say, leaning over to hug her. 
	“I love you, too. I may have also painted a sexy but tasteful nude portrait for you both.”
	“This is the best birthday ever.”
	A trip to explore my heritage and culture, our love captured in art, and the possibility of creating a family with two people who mean more to me than anything else in this world—it’s enough to bring me to tears. Whether Cora blesses us with a child or not, whether our family of three grows or not, we’re in this together, and our home is right here with each other. 






  
  Epilogue

Jay


Two Months Later

It’s our second day in Seoul, and after spending the first whole day catching up on sleep, we’re bright-eyed and bushy-tailed way too early in the day.  
	Cora yawns as she holds her cup of green tea. “What are we doing again? I forgot.”
	Okay, maybe some of us are more bright-eyed and bushy-tailed than others. 
	We’re sitting at one of the numerous cafés near our hotel as the sun starts to rise. “We are going to the Flower Festival in Goyang, then lunch, followed by a Korean bathhouse, or jjimjilbang, for the rest of the day. They have these common rooms we can all hang out in after, and they even have karaoke rooms,” I beam, and Marco squeezes my knee under the table. 
	I know, babe. Me, too. 
	She nods her head with a smile but yawns through that too. “I love it.”
	Marco gives me a wary look, then darts over to her and asks, “Are you sure you don’t want some more sleep, baby? We can go back to the hotel.”
	“No, no. I’m great. I’m so excited. We’re here and we’re living it up. You know, I read there was an underground sex shop nearby. We should go later,” she whispers and waggles her eyebrows. “See if they have anything cool we can take home.”
	“You minx,” Marco chuckles. “Of course we’ll do that.”
	I have to admit, for the short time we’ve been here in South Korea, even though I still feel like an outsider, having everyone around me look like me is a comforting feeling. It makes me want to learn more about my home country and heritage. 
	The three of us started learning the language right after my birthday in preparation for the trip. We’ve only got the basics, but it’s enough for tourists like us at the moment. 
	An hour or so later, after finishing our breakfast, we make our way to the Flower Festival at Ilsan Lake Park. As soon as I showed Marco this festival, he knew as sure as I did: this is where we’ll propose to Cora. 
	When we walk through the gates of the festival, I take in my surroundings—giant, floral sculptures and archways everywhere. Delicate yellow and purple flowers hanging like icicles underneath wide vine and flower covered tunnels. 
“Oh my god,” Cora gasps. “This is gorgeous.”
When I spot the guitarist I hired, she gives me a nod. A few weeks ago, I contacted her to set this up. I sent her a picture of the three of us, so she knew who to look out for. I even went so far as to contact the festival officials to make sure we were allowed to do this. 
Marco doesn’t even know I hired her. 
Cora looks picturesque in a light blue dress with cap sleeves. It’s modest and sweet and absolutely perfect for today. She takes Marco’s hand, then mine as we begin our stroll, and our guitarist follows us at a distance. 
“You guys look extra handsome today,” Cora smiles up at us as we walk under one of the flowering archways. 
“It’s a special trip,” Marco shrugs. He does look effortlessly handsome today. The man can wear the hell out of a knit polo and slacks. I opted for a sage green linen shirt with rolled sleeves and cream linen pants. “Is that guitarist playing Ed Sheeran?”
I clear my throat and nonchalantly say, “Yeah, it sounds like it.”
Everywhere we look, there’s another enormous floral display and interactive art. The sunshine plays against the river and peaks through colorful glass, casting rainbows across the sidewalks and event goers. 
Then I find the perfect spot. Surrounded by expansive beds of tulips, a massive architectural structure of varying purple tones casts filtered sunshine everywhere. It’s geometric, yet asymmetrical; it flows like water, but you can tell it was designed with purpose. 
Marco must realize it too because he gives me the nod. Then when they’re not looking, I give a small wave to our guitarist. 
Like a moth to flame, Cora leads us under the structure, her head turning, her eyes scanning, trying to capture everything. “Incredible,” she breathes. 
“Let’s take a picture,” I offer, running over to a nearby walker and using a phrase I purposefully taught myself for this exact moment. 
“Ulileul wihae bidioleul mandeul-eo jusil su issnayo? (Will you please take a video of us?)” I offer her my phone with both hands and bow my head a little. 
The girl beams, “Ye. naneun geugeol hal su-iss-eo. gamsahabnida.” She must pick up on my accent, because she repeats herself in English. “Yes, yes. I can do that. Thank you.”
“Thank you for your help,” I say as she follows me over and stands in the center of the walkway, just before the entrance of the structure. 
My heart pounds in my chest as I approach my partners. Cora already has an arm around Marco as she offers the other one to me. I slide in next to her as she squeezes me in. She turns her head to look at the camera, but I don’t look away from her and neither does Marco. 
“Cora. Jay,” Marco whispers, and turns his body in front of the camera, lowering himself to one knee. 
Me? 
This isn’t the plan. 
The secret ring box I have hidden for him starts to burn a hole in my pocket.
I move to join him, but he puts a hand up to stop me. “Wait. Let me do this.”
“Are you…?” Cora’s voice cracks as the guitarist gets closer and starts playing Make You Feel My Love. 
Stroking his thumbs over our knuckles, Marco lets out a sweet sigh, “I am.” Pulling out a ring box I haven't seen before, he opens it, showing a white-gold ring with three bands and my throat seizes. “I’m kneeling here before the two people who love me for who I was and who I am now. Jay, my prince, you met me when I was at one of the lowest points in my life. You came in with your megawatt smile and hopeless optimism, and you accepted me for who I was. Then you helped me peel away all my baggage and trauma, and you showed me that the real me was worthy of love. Jamison Nicholas Bishop, will you marry me and let me love and care for you for the rest of our lives?”
I wipe the tears from my eyes and nod frantically. “Yes. Of course I will, baby.” 
This wasn't the plan at all. The two of us were supposed to propose together to Cora, and I was going to propose to him. And here he goes, making me a blubbering mess and weak in the knees.
Slipping the ring on my hand, he kisses it, and I join him on the ground, throwing my arms around him and pressing my lips to him with every ounce of love I can muster. “I love you.” Forcing myself to peel away from him, I fish out his ring box from my pocket and present it to him. Grinning that crooked perfect smile I’ve died a thousand deaths thinking about, he laughs, “Did we have the same idea?”
“We did. Marco, sometimes I look at you and I think there’s no way you’re really mine. It’s unbelievable. For too long, I was simply happy enough being in your presence. To be honest, I was a stage-five clinger, but you never seemed bothered by it.” We both chuckle, but I take a deep breath to keep going. “I love the way you talk to me. I love the way you open up and listen. I love the way you ground me. I love the way you love Cora. You always stick up for me, but I want you to know that your battles will always be my battles too. You are my best friend, my baby, my stallion.” Again, he chuckles through tears. “Will you marry me?”
Stricken with emotion, he can’t seem to form the words, but he nods and peers down at our hands, where I’m slipping on his ring. “I love you, Marco.” Large arms and a wide chest wrap around me and we nuzzle into one another. My entire body is shaking from adrenaline and joy as I squeeze, trying to absorb every morsel of him.
“I love you, too,” he murmurs. “Now, come on, let’s propose to our girl.”
Before I even look at her, I hear her squeak. She’s already crying as we each take a hand. I manage to take a deep breath and smile, “Cora Elizabeth Dalton, you are, without a doubt, the smartest person I know. Every decision you make is made with purpose. Whether it’s made analytically or made entirely by your heart, you’re always certain. And for some reason, you’ve chosen us.” She giggles through a sob, but I continue. “I want to spend the rest of my life making sure you never regret that choice. I wanna spend the rest of my life making both of you happy. I wanna dance to ABBA with you when we’re ninety and embarrass our great-grandchildren,” I chuckle, wiping more tears from my face. “Will you marry me, Cora?”
“Yes, Jay,” she cries as she lowers herself to kiss me passionately, holding my face to hers. “I’ll marry you.” I think my heart could explode at this very moment as I taste her happiness. 
“Okay, okay, stand up again, it’s my turn,” Marco smiles, shaking her gently. 
Cora lets go of me and stands up, flicking her fingers in a keep going movement. “I’m sorry. Okay. Go on,” she giggles. 
“Cora, my sweetheart, my princess. We came into each other’s lives for a reason. And if I’ve learned anything from my relationship with Jay, it’s that when a good thing presents itself to you, you don’t waste time. Not one second has been wasted with you, baby. Every kiss, every story, every hug and late night cry with you has created our foundation. I wanna be there to hold you if you break, and I wanna be there to build you up. I wanna build a life with both of you.”
I pull out the small black box in my pocket as she watches me open it up with wide eyes. Marco’s hands join mine as he finally asks, “Cora, my love, will you marry me too?”
“Yes!” she screams, shaking in place, then covering her mouth. “Yes to both of you.” The small crowd around us cheers as our guitarist friend plays a little louder. Marco grins as he takes the center ring with the two-carat diamond set in white gold out of the cushion. Right before I stuff the box back in my pocket, she rushes out, “Wait. I wanna see the other ones. Can I try those on, too?”
I take it back out and open it up, removing the other two diamond-studded bands that fit on either side of the engagement ring. Marco and I fit them together and slip them on her delicate finger. “Oh my god, that’s beautiful,” she sighs happily, then flicks her gaze to us. “Stand up, please. I feel alone up here.”
Chuckling and wiping my face again, we stand and hold each other tight. People are still clapping around us as the three of us kiss, no doubt giving our onlookers a spectacle to remember. 
Breaking off the kiss, Cora settles back on her heels and looks at us. “I have a present for you guys too.” She steps away slightly, just enough to grab a hand from each of us, and she places them on her belly. “I’m pregnant.”
“What?” Marco huffs, the muscles in his face falling slack. 
The world blacks out around me and I blurt, “I thought you said it would take longer?” 
“How far along are you?” Marco adds. 
“Are you allowed to fly if you’re pregnant?”
“Didn’t you have caffeine at breakfast? I thought pregnant people can’t have caffeine.”
“Guys, guys,” Cora chortles. “I’m okay. I just found out the day before we left. I’m only four weeks along. I’m allowed to have a cup of coffee a day, and I can fly until I’m eight months along.”
“Are you hungry? How do you feel?” I ask, barely subdued by her explanation. 
“I’m not hungry, but I am a little tired. Would it be okay if we skipped the bathhouse today?”
“Oh, yeah. That was a decoy anyway,” I shrug. “Like we were gonna propose to you then split up into segregated spas. Please.” Then, the girl who filmed us taps me on the shoulder, and hands me back my phone. I thank her, accepting the phone with both hands and bowing my head. “Gamsahabnida.”
“Omo. Congratulations,” she cheers. 
“Gamsahabnida,” Cora and Marco both add. 
When she walks away, the music changes into Iris by The Goo Goo Dolls, and Marco smiles down at Cora. “I can’t believe it. How are you feeling emotionally?”
“Happier than I’ve ever known. But a small part of me is worried, of course.”
“I get it. But please, no more secrets, sweetheart. Tell us everything that’s going on up there,” Marco taps her forehead. “And we’ll take care of everything else.”
“Okay. What would you guys think about making it official right here, right now?”
I cock my head and quirk my brow. “Um, babe, I don’t think South Korea is cool with public fornication.”
“No, you pervert,” she laughs and pushes me. “I mean, since the three of us can’t legally get married, why don’t we just have this be our ceremony? You guys just said the most beautiful vows… let me do the same. What do you think?”
Marco looks at me affectionately. “If I can make you my husband even a second sooner, I’ll do it.”
Look at him—the man before me who didn’t know his best friend was in love with him for four years. The man who didn’t know he harbored the same feelings for a long time too. Here he is, his heart open, his eyes pleading. Only a fool would wait. I nod, “Okay, I’m in.” I settle my head against his as we watch Cora beam. 
“Marco Antonio Borrelli, you are my north star. When I’m lost and scared, I know I can always find my way home with you. You bring peace and serenity to my life. The way you care for me makes me feel special and worthy, and I promise to care for you in the same way. I promise to love you with all my heart, with every broken piece both of you have fused back together. I will fight for you and Jay, and I will fight for us. Forever.”
Marco tenderly holds her face in his palm. “Forever, baby.”
“Jamison Nicholas Bishop, I love you for everything that you are. You’re the brightest ray of sunshine I’ve ever seen. You make me put my bare feet in the grass and stop to smell the roses. You make me take life less seriously. And that’s exactly what I need,” she chokes on her words but lets her tears fall. “I need someone to dance with.”
I touch her face too, thumbing the wetness from under her eye. “I’ll lead the way, baby.”
“I promise to let go with you both. I promise to trust you and hold you and love you every day of my life.” She smiles, then adds, “You may kiss your bride.”
I go in for her lips first, and she presses her hand into my lower back as I cradle her head. Her pink lips sink into mine, opening slightly, and letting me slip a little tongue. 
When we pull away, Marco immediately joins their lips, too. I admire them, etching this moment into my memory. His dark beard against her plush pink skin; their kiss turning into a smile neither one of them can shake. 
Our guitarist switches over to a lovely rendition of Natasha Bedingfield’s Unwritten, and Marco releases Cora’s lips. He tilts his head to me with that crooked smile I love. “Did you hire that guitarist?”
“Kiss me and I’ll tell you.” He chuckles and plants his lips on mine. “Yes, I did, husband.”
“Mmm, the sweetest words you’ve ever said. Come here, wife,” Marco says, pulling Cora up into a final, binding kiss between us.






  
  Epilogue

Marco


Nine Months Later

“Deeper. Oh yeahhhh, that’s it,” Cora groans, and I dig my thumbs into her shoulder blade as she lays on my home massage table. The table has a cutout not only for her swollen breasts, but also for her beautiful, enormous belly. Her due date is tomorrow and we’re trying to throw her into labor. The doctor wants to induce her, but she desperately wants her body to do it on its own. 
Ever since the seven-month mark, I’ve increased the frequency of her prenatal massages to every other day to help ease her back pain and help blood flow. She’s had a smooth pregnancy this whole time, growing exactly the way she should, both her and the baby with strong heartbeats. 
Her appetite has been a whirlwind, though. For a while in the beginning, foods she previously loved were not only not allowed in the house, but we couldn’t even speak the name of the food without her gagging. 
I’m still afraid to say peanut butter. 
“Can you rub my hips again, baby? That’s the worst part.”
“Of course. Right here?” I ask, running the edge of my hand down her side and back up several times. 
“Yeah,” she huffs. “And maybe take your pants off.”
I chuckle because she’s already had me take my shirt off. “You’re my favorite client, Mrs. Bishop.”
We decided on our trip that we all wanted the same last name, but we couldn’t decide on which one. So, like the mature and rational problem solver she is, Cora wrote down all three of our last names, put the pieces of paper in a cup, and drew one out. 
We’re now a proud matching set: Mrs. and Mr. and Mr. Bishop. 
“I thought I was your favorite client?” Jay says by way of greeting as he walks in the room with a glass of water. 
Shrugging, I unbuckle my pants per Cora’s request. “I can be bribed.” I’m going to appease her cute request because in a little bit, she won’t be in charge. 
“Ooh, it’s that kind of massage?” he smirks, setting the glass down on the shelf. 
“God,” Cora groans into the head holster. “Anything to throw me into labor, please do it. I feel like a whale.”
Jay starts massaging her other hip. “What happened to I’ve never felt more beautiful or I’ve never been so horny in my life?” he imitates. 
“That was two weeks ago. That was delusional Cora. I’m now a beautiful, sexy whale, who would very much like to expel this child that one of you huge fucking men put in my body.”
Jay and I share a silent laugh before he suggests, “Doctor said sex can help.”
“Oh, my whole life will be nothing but massages and sex until my body finally gives in.”
I keep rubbing her hip. “You have to eat sometime, Cora.”
“I’ma eat that dick,” she quips, completely seriously, and I have to belly laugh. 
I tap her on the ass. “You’re all done for tonight anyway, sweetheart. I’d tell you to crawl to the bedroom but I don’t think you’re physically capable anymore.”
“I’ll do it if you give me knee pads.”
Chuckling, I walk over to the counter to slip my wedding ring back on and turn around to raise an eyebrow at Jay, who’s helping Cora off the table. “Take her to the bedroom and pick out your toys. I’ll be in shortly.”
Shimmying, Cora inhales sharply and scampers off, her naked butt jiggling perfectly as she leaves. Taking the water glass with him, he gives me a wink and follows her, licking his lips. 
I take my time cleaning up the room, planning my scene as much as I can without knowing what toys they’ve selected, and making them sweat in anticipation. 
Padding to the bedroom in nothing but my black boxer briefs, I watch my pets both in the box position, waiting for me—their chins tucked and eyes lowered. They both kneel with their legs spread wide, facing the foot of the bed. In front of Jay, I see they’ve picked out their toys—a riding crop, clothes pins, and a Hitachi wand. 
Jesus Christ, I love these freaks. 
I make a stop in our large walk-in closet and slowly get ready. I love making them wait. Tucking in my black, button-down dress shirt to my fitted black pants, I have to momentarily adjust my eager dick. Slipping on my black leather shoes, belt, and shoulder harness, I grin to myself as I walk out of the closet, rolling my sleeves up. 
This is definitely a special treat for them. I almost never let them choose what toys or tools we use. But mixing it up can be interesting, so I’ll let them indulge. This outfit was purchased entirely by Jay for this purpose, and I must admit, I feel incredibly powerful wearing it.
Picking up the riding crop, I slowly drag it along Jay’s bare shoulders and I watch his skin prickle. “Look at my little pain sluts. Practically champing at the bit for me to take care of you.” I slide the leather crop down Cora’s back and swat her round ass. She jolts and lets out a little gasp, making my cock stir to life. Neither of them can see me yet, and the anticipation of them finally seeing me has me growing harder. 
She’s so beautiful like this. They both are. But Cora pregnant… fuck, it’s a sight to behold. I know Jay feels the same way, too, because this breeding kink has gotten out of control. I thought we had it bad before she told us she was pregnant—when we were just trying. But as she grew, so did our insatiable hunger. 
And I want to savor her body tonight. 
That gives me an idea…
I step over to the dresser and take my phone out. Opening up the camera and pressing record, I set it on the floor propped up against a chair leg. 
“You two are going to let me record this, aren’t you.” It’s not a question, but they know they can safe out. 
I watch them nod and mutter, “Yes, Sir.”
“Good,” I purr, adjusting the riding crop in my hand and swatting Jay on his backside. He gasps at the sudden hit, his fingers gripping tighter around his forearms behind his back. “Face on the floor, prince.” He’s got just enough room before the foot of the bed to lower his torso and plant his cheek against the rug. 
With his arms still behind his back and his ass exposed for me, I smile and press the sole of my leather shoe against his ear. He bites his lip with a pained expression. He knows what’s coming. 
The riding crop trails lightly down his shoulder blades and skims his back muscles and forearms, and I watch him tense. “Ah-ah,” I grin. “Relax. Don’t you trust me to take care of you?”
His Adam's apple bobs beneath my foot. “Yes, Sir.”
Whack! I place a mild hit against his sac and he lets out another gasp. Then a harder one. And another. 
Whack! Whack! A double tap against his shaft and he softly whimpers. 
“You’re nothing but a whore, you know that? Tell me. Tell me what you are.” 
	Whack! Whack! Whack! Whack! 
	“I’m a whore,” he answers, his voice cracking. 
Moving the crop to his thighs, I give him several more hits and move to the soles of his feet for a couple more on each. His hands dig into his own arms at every hit, every clench. 
“Sit on the end of the bed. Legs spread for her,” I command. 
He scrambles to his feet and situates himself, then finally looks at me. Jay’s jaw drops as his eyes dilate with arousal. He sucks in his lower lip between his teeth, but when I give him a stern look, he simply nods. 
Good pet. 
Holding the crop under my arm, I pick up the clothespins and make quick work to attach them to his nipples, inner thighs, sac, and the skin above his dick. His eyes water as he watches me finish, his breath heaving his chest. 
“Look how pretty my husband is,” I growl, looking down on him. That’s also something that has intensified for me. This possessive, sexual ownership over them ever since they became my husband and wife has been intense. Of course, it’s only in the bedroom—or car, or office, or video call, or—well, you get the picture. I still love to switch it up from time to time and be submissive, but there’s no stifling this ache that I need to claim. 
Cora’s still patiently waiting in her box position only a foot in front of Jay with her head down. Knowing how I want this to play out, I grab a nearby towel and place it between her knees. Then I take a handful more of the wooden pins drag one over her breasts. She moans, and a feral smile grows across my face. Her nipples have become even more sensitive in these last two trimesters. We’ve made her come dozens of times with just nipple stimulation alone. And tonight I plan on achieving that again. 
I clamp one on her areola, then add two more before doing the same to her other breast. When I flick one of the pins, she gasps loudly. I turn slightly so that when I lift her chin, she opens her eyes and finally takes in what I’m wearing. “You’re a vision, wife. Now show me how deep that throat goes.”
She blinks away the surprise, and placing her hands on Jay’s thighs, she whispers, “Yes, Sir,” and leans forward, engulfing Jay’s perfect cock. 
“Fuck,” he growls. 
“Tell her how talented she is,” I say, leisurely pulling out the crop from under my arm and then striking her ass. 
With her mouth full, she yelps and Jay groans more. “You’re so good to me, Cora.” Whack! “Fuck, baby, that feels amazing.” 
Whack! Whack! Whack! 
“That’s my wife,” I bite out. “You will address her as Mrs. Bishop.”
Does it make sense that I demand my submissive husband call my submissive wife by his last name? No. But it’s my last name now, and he knows who’s in charge. 
Jay’s mouth is agape as he pants passionately, so I seize my opportunity. Grabbing his jaw roughly, I lean down and growl, “If you’re going to leave that mouth open, I’m gonna put it to use.” His eyes widen, and I spit directly on his tongue and close his mouth for him. “Swallow,” I command. His throat works as he obeys. “Good boy.”
My hand jerks away from his face as I turn my attention to Cora below us. Saliva trickles out of her mouth, coating his dick. “No hands, princess. Play with your nipples.” But when she tries, her back bows and she struggles to stay in her position. 
She breaks away from his cock. “I can’t stay in that position, Sir. It hurts my back. I need to use my hands to brace.”
Unbuckling my belt and pulling my zipper down, I quickly pull out my cock from boxer briefs and kneel down beside her. “Thank you for telling me, beautiful. Then put your hands back on his thighs and choke on him.”
“Thank you, Sir.”
She gets back to it as I grab the Hitachi and flick it on. The loud hum of the vibration is unmistakable as I bring it to her tit. Pressing it against a clothespin with one hand, I use the other to feel her drenched pussy. Her muffled mewls are getting louder.
“Mrs. Bishop… fuck. You’re soaking wet for me.” Slipping in two fingers, I can feel her body already clenching. “Are you coming already?” 
She doesn’t take her mouth off Jay, but she nods repeatedly, her eyes tightly closed. My will power dissolves, and I quickly line myself up behind her with one knee on the ground and the other propped up at her side. It’s a little awkward because she’s so much shorter than me, but I lower myself to match up. Feeding my tip into her pussy, I then thrust my way in, feeling her pulse around me. “Fuck yes, baby. Oh, you like it when I use the wand on your sensitive tits, don’t you?”
“Mhm,” she whines as Jay throws his head back in pleasure. 
I pump into her again and again, her slick release covering every inch of me. “And what if I moved it here?” I purr into her ear, moving the head of the wand to her clit. 
“Mhm,” she practically shouts. 
“Yes, she likes that,” Jay groans and I chuckle. With my other hand, I start to pull off each one of Jay’s pins, starting with his nipples. I take my time and pull the skin as much as possible before they release, leaving bright red marks in their wake.
“Oh shit, oh shit. I’m gonna come,” Jay whimpers and it’s like music to my ears. 
“Don’t you fucking come yet, prince. She needs both of our cocks filling her pussy. Hold it back for me.”
“I can’t, Sir. Oh my god, I’m—” he rushes out and comes down her throat, grunting his release. “I’m so sorry, Sir.”
I pull one pin off Cora’s areola and growl back to him, “You’re gonna fucking pay for that, you greedy slut.”
But then Cora is coming again and she slides her mouth off Jay. “I’m coming too, Sir!” she cries out, but I don’t relent as she gushes warm release all over me and the towel beneath us. 
Fuck, it feels even better than normal. “Come for me, princess. Show Daddy how much you love his cock.” Cora lets out a guttural moan, squeezing Jay’s thighs as he watches the show. She lets out another tidal wave of release… but it’s a lot more than normal and it makes me surrender. Every nerve ending in my body tightens and with a burst of ecstasy, my hips falter and I spend everything I have into her. 
Removing the wand from her clit and turning it off, Cora leans her head against Jay’s thigh, sliding her hands up to his hips. We just sit there in the calm after the storm, breathing deeply and enjoying the bliss. 
“That was—” I begin but stop myself when I feel another gush come from Cora as I pull out. “How are you still coming?”
She perks up and looks down between her thighs. “I’m not. My water broke,” she gasps. 
I freeze and Jay jumps out of his skin and off the bed, pacing the room. “Oh my god, it’s happening. Everybody stay calm!” he shouts, frantically gathering clothes from Cora’s drawer. “Go-bags are already in the car. Wait,” he gasps, turning around with bug eyes. “Oh my god, should we call an ambulance?”
“Yes,” I finally speak up. 
“No,” Cora chuckles. “We have time, you guys. The baby doesn’t just shoot out as soon as my water breaks.” Right as she says that, another gush comes pouring out of her and she giggles. “That feels so weird.” 
Jay throws some clothes on the bed for Cora, then rushes to one of his drawers, pulling out a familiar olive-green t-shirt with its massive cut down the middle from the collar; he easily slips it on. I know it’s clean, but there’s still a slight blood stain near the top. 
Smiling at him, I ask, “Why are you wearing that? Of all the shirts you have, you choose the stained, cut-up undershirt?”
“It’s lucky,” he insists, pulling up a pair of jeans to his waist. “I met Cora in this shirt. And the day I broke my collarbone, you went feral for me. Our baby is being born into this world and if I have to wrap them in this t-shirt to infuse all our luck into them, I will.” Cora chuckles as he keeps pulling clothes and bags, his panic funneling into focus. 
	I move to stand up and pull her with me. Cupping her face, I watch her eyes and take a moment to read her. She smiles at me, bright and a little nervous, then places her hand over mine—over the violets I had tattooed there on our trip. The same violets Jay now has permanently imprinted down his right shoulder. 
	“Breathe with me, sweetheart.”






  
  Epilogue

Cora


Four Years Later

“Dalton, look what I found! It’s a grasshopper,” Leo cheers, opening his hands so my son can peek his curly head in.  
That boy looks like Marco more and more every day. I like to think Dalton has my hair, but between Marco and myself, this child was bound to have brunette curls. 
It’s the first week school is out, so Rebecca, Vinny, Leo, and Viera are all joining us for a family vacation at our second home in the Poconos. Well, homes. We bought a sweet little cottage a couple years ago on an acre of wooded land that nestles up to a river. After a cramped, first family vacation, we decided to build a second home on the property. There was no question in my mind: we had to have an A-frame. 
I had the time of my life designing it with my husbands. Well… maybe I’m romanticizing that. They did a great job at letting me take over this project. Marco’s two requests were a functional kitchen and a grill outside. Jay’s two requests were a hot tub and knotted pine walls because as he put it, “I want the walls to turn you on.”
And, boy, do they. 
Our vacation home is rustic and modern. Cozy and charming. There is children’s art scattered all over the walls, and our bathtub is always filled with dirty kids. Leo, Viera, and Dalton are usually the filthy culprits, but I know in a year or two, our twin one-year-old girls will be in the mix as well.
Emerald and Jade Bishop were born just over a year ago. When the girls were born, we again wanted the sex to be a surprise, just like we did with Dalton. We didn’t know if Marco or Jay was the father the first time around. Both of them were equally thrilled when our son was born regardless.
The second time, however, Jay called exclusive pussy rights whenever I was ovulating. And when the twins came, before their swollen eyes had even gone down after birth, Jay was cheering and crying when they came out with full heads of straight, jet-black hair. 
My husbands were not only the best birthing partners I could have asked for, but watching them cry over their deliveries, seeing each of them hold our babies to their bare chests and kiss their little heads—it made me proud to call them my husbands and the fathers of my children.
But it’s not just the way they are with Dalton, Emerald, and Jade. It’s the way they are with Violet too. Flowers fill our home on her birthday every year, and we talk about her all the time, speculating on what her interests would have been and how close she and Viera would be. In their eyes, Violet is just as much their child as she is mine. 
I continue to see Dr. Zenner once a month. I’ve come a long way with my healing journey, but when a bout of postpartum depression hit after Dalton was born, she helped me through that—and so did medication. There are still days where I fall back and feel like I’ve made no progress, but she’s there to help me. 
And so are my husbands.
My pillars of strength. 
My support system. 
Sometimes all it takes for me to feel better is them wrapping their arms around me or breathing intentionally. Sometimes it’s a deep dive into our wounds. Sometimes it’s submitting in the bedroom and letting the control I’ve been harnessing finally dissolve. Either way, they’ve been true to their word—they do not falter. 
“Aunt Cora, do you wanna see the grasshopper?” Leo asks, coming toward me with his arms outstretched. 
“Very nice, Leo. Why don’t you boys go release it and find Uncle Vinny and Viera to tell them it’s time for lunch? Geudeul-eun gang geuncheoe issseubnida.” The boys dart from the porch to the river where I can see Vinny and Vi fishing with Kayla watching the river intently, her fluffy tail wagging. 
We decided after our trip that the three of us would learn Korean together. I know it’s helped Jay feel more connected to his heritage, and it’s creating this strong bond between our family unit. Although, I’m pretty sure Dalton knows more than we do at this point. We try to speak English the first half of the day and Korean the second half. It’s challenging for all of us, but we’ve made a lot of improvement. 
I finish setting the outdoor table with silverware and sippy cups and make my way back inside to find Rebecca putting the finishing touches on lunch. “Appa Appa!” Emerald cheers, waddling up to Jay with an Architectural Digest magazine held high for him to take. 
“Oh, no baby girl. Where did you find that?” he asks, pulling her into his lap. “That’s mama’s special book,” he explains. 
“It’s okay, hun. We have more copies back home,” I smile. 
A couple months ago Jazmyn St. Cyr wrote another article about me and Define. The last one was about the lawsuit, which thankfully painted Define and myself in a good light, and my work with the Philadelphia Arts Center. This one my daughter is flipping through is about my work with Fredrik Lundgren and the three co-work spaces we developed together—one in Philly, DC, and New York. I’m incredibly proud of my company’s work. The eco-friendly designs are cutting edge and I think they redefine what we know as the modern workspace. Jazmyn wrote, “They’re a harmonious blend of timelessness and innovation.”
I blushed the first time I read that. 
To have my work recognized on a platform such as Architectural Digest is, undoubtedly, a career high. I would have never been given this chance if it weren’t for the support I received from David, Sierra, and other partnering companies during and after the lawsuit. It’s been overwhelming in the best way. My father’s company wouldn’t be here today if it were not for my support system both professionally and personally, I’m sure of it.
And even though Define has been busier than ever—so inundated with new projects that we had to hire several new employees—I’ve still managed to step back from the nitty-gritty. Dayo and my sexy HR Director make sure to speak up if I’m ever creeping into my old ways, though. 
“Mama,” Emerald coos happily, slapping her hand against my face on the page. Jade pushes off Marco’s lap, ignoring the thick cardboard book he was reading to her, and she bounds for her sister, slapping the magazine along with her and giggling. 
The boys come rushing back in the house and Dalton runs right up to his dads and sisters on the couch with something in his hand. 
“I got these for Jade and Emmy,” he beams, holding out a handful of small wildflowers and dandelions. Dumping them on the cushions, he then starts placing them in Jade’s hair. 
The three of us exchange an affectionate look. “That’s so kind of you, buddy,” Jay chuckles. I kneel down to help him place the flowers in the girls’ hair, then tuck one behind his ear, too. 
“Do we get one?” Marco smiles.
“Okay!” Our son cheers, placing the remaining few flowers in his fathers’ hair and mine. 
“We got a fish!” Viera shouts as she throws open the door, letting Kayla inside the house, who is wet and muddy and excited as she zips from room to room. 
Rebecca yells from the kitchen, chasing her dog. “No, no, no! Kayla Girl, you are filthy! Go back outside!” Dalton and Leo chase after her, squealing and shouting, but Kayla is too hyped up. Zooming past their arms, she then rips past the girls sitting with Marco and Jay, making them giggle. When Vinny and I join in the corralling efforts, I can’t help but think this is exactly the life I wanted. 
The family. 
The love. 
The beautiful chaos. 
 
THE END
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