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    Chapter 1


    “Dammit,” I sighed, sweeping back my hair. I slammed the trunk of my car and fumed, still turning over the events of the day in my head. Earlier in the morning I opened a letter from my college, and it said exactly what I thought it would: my scholarship wasn’t being renewed. It went on to explain that my grade point average was too low to maintain the scholarship. There wasn’t much I could do but go back to my parents’ house.


    The idea left a sour taste on my tongue.


    I barely packed anything and mostly threw my belongings into the back of my old-ass station wagon, getting ready to drive away from the embarrassment that was my school career as fast as I could.


    I climbed in and was thankful that the aged leather didn’t set my thighs and hands on fire.


    My car started up on the first try, which was another thing to be thankful for. Last week it was being a lot more temperamental. I’m glad it was something to help my mood out. I swung out of the parking lot and made my way toward the highway.


    As I drove down the road, it dawned on me that I should have called my parents to let them know I was coming. But would it have really made a difference? I rolled down my window, letting the greasy smell of my college town air out of my car. Both of my parents had been drunk last time I saw I was in town. I didn’t expect that part of them to have changed. My slipping grades certainly wouldn’t sober them up.


    I daydreamed, thinking of what I was going to do with my time off. I told myself that I would just reapply in the fall, but I knew this was a delusion. Not only had my grades slipped, but my motivation to keep going as well. Maybe I should try getting in touch with one of my friends.


    Aaron came to mind, and I smiled. I knew he had graduated on time and headed back to Maine. While we never got together in high school, I always had a feeling things might go in that direction. Maybe I would find out when I got home.


    With the sweet breeze tickling me and the drone of the highway suffocating the sound of my old car, I was given some peace. At least for the next four hours.


    I dreaded talking to my dad the most. He always had a way of going on with lecturing me, as if he had the solution to all my problems. Eventually I stopped showing up, then I stopped calling. All told, I don’t think I had been back home in three years.


    I squeezed my steering wheel, turning my knuckles white. I didn’t even have a roommate to say goodbye to. The thought of sharing with someone just didn’t sit right with me. What if they stole something? Maybe I was a little bit of a shut in.


    ***


    Hours passed, even though it felt a lot longer. The trees edging the side of the highway all blurred together, with small pockets of color from spring. There weren’t many other cars on the highway, just some truckers lazily feeling out the limits of their lanes.


    I ran out of music to listen to, so I shut the radio off. I was sick of listening to The Beatles for what felt like the hundredth time. The landmarks around the highway soon became more familiar, and I started thinking about the last time I had made this drive.


    Thanksgiving dinner, freshman year. It didn’t go very well. My mom was drunk and my dad gave me a slurred monologue about how bad his life was. It ended with him telling me I shouldn’t ever complain about anything. After we screamed at each other, I holed myself up in my room for the rest of the weekend. I returned back to the college that Saturday.


    I hoped things would go better this time.


    ***


    Pulling off the highway, I headed down the hauntingly familiar streets to my parents’ house. I took a detour through the heart of downtown, wanting to see if any buildings had been knocked down. I mean, there were at least two or three that were crumbling when I left, so I hoped the town had grown a little.


    April was in full bloom. Delicate pink flowers were bursting all over the trees down Main Street. I slung my arm out the window. The owner of a local flower shop waved to me. I smiled, waving back, sure he didn’t recognize me.


    Most of my friends from high school had moved out to the west, saying, “They were sick and tired of the east coast.” I wish I could have followed them, but the only college that accepted me with a large enough scholarship, was the University of Maine.


    Aaron was all too lucky to get to go out west, to some college in Idaho or Montana or somewhere. I don’t remember the name, but I remember thinking the pictures of the campus looked nice.


    After a couple minutes of driving, I found my parents’ neighborhood.


    This would be temporary, wouldn’t it? Otherwise it would be my home, not my parents’ place. In another old dilapidated suburb that was built in the 1970s, with weird colors and even stranger houses.


    I pulled into the driveway, my car lightly screeching to a stop. I leaned over my steering wheel and looked up at the house.


    Where I expected to find a broken down house with worn windows and thirsty grass, I found an impressive house I barely recognized. I glanced at the house number with some disbelief. I knew this had to be it, but had my parents moved after all?


    The last time I was here, the house was in only what I would call shambles. Back then, the grass was patchy and dead in spots, the trees unpruned and wiry. The paint was fading and the wooden shingled roof decaying. Now, it looked almost decadent in comparison. A thick and luscious lawn, fresh yellow paint, and a brand new roof. I couldn’t help but gawk at the sight of it all.


    Maybe it should have eased my fears, but seeing the house fixed up only made my throat tighter. Had they moved and not told me?


    I turned my car off and climbed out. I cautiously made my way to the front door.


    I fumbled for my key and, to my surprise, the lock turned. I walked in and saw that while the outside looked fantastic, the inside was still the same. That lingering smell of smoke permeated the air, discoloring the white walls to a pale yellow, and clinging to my clothes. Same old, same old.


    “Hello! Anyone here?”


    I shrugged off one of my bags, letting it crumple to the floor.


    I heard the sound of bare feet on hardwood, and my dad turned the corner of the entryway, looking confused.


    “Caitlin? Is that you?” my dad said. When his eyes caught me, he rushed up and hugged me, taking me in his arms. I hugged him back, a little surprised at his strength. His voice was clear and even. “I didn’t know you were coming, did you try calling?”


    I wheezed. “Yes...” I lied.


    He pulled back and held me at arm’s length, giving me a gentle squeeze. He had aged, no doubt, but he looked younger. His eyes didn’t look as exhausted, and they were clear and bright. His clothes looked neater, less rumpled. If someone had told me he wasn’t my dad, I would’ve believed them.


    “Cat, you’re looking good, but I shouldn’t be surprised.”


    He leaned over and picked up my bag. A necklace slipped out of his shirt and dangled in front of him. It had a medallion on it. He chuckled a little.


    “Dad you look great, did you lose weight? What happened?”


    “I got sober, that’s what happened.” He grabbed the medallion and held it up for me. “I’ve been sober for two years now.”


    “Oh my god,” I covered my mouth in disbelief. “That’s incredible!”


    He laughed, his cheeks creasing with dimples. “It is a long story, and I’ll have to tell you another time. Do you want to see your mom?”


    I nodded. He started walking down the hall, calling out my mom’s name: “Tammy! Cat’s home!”


    He pushed open the door to my parents’ bedroom and I saw my mom laying in bed, looking groggy and tired. Her night stand had a couple of empty beer cans on it.


    My heart sank. My dad might have been sober, but my mom wasn’t.


    I bit my lip, hoping I wouldn’t have to see her like this.


    “Danny what are you yelling for? Is Cat actually here?” my mom said.


    “Hi mom,” I said.


    She lifted her arm, beckoning me to come closer. While my dad looked younger, she looked a lot older.


    I sat on the bed next to her, and she touched my arm with a sigh. “I’m glad you’re home.” She let out a dry, hacking cough. I put her inhaler in her hand. A quick pump and sharp intake of air later, she was okay.


    That made one of us.


    ***


    After our bittersweet reunion, I dashed back out to my car to start moving. It took a couple of trips, but I managed to drop the last box of junk in the center of my room before I broke a sweat.


    Standing there, I realized how eerie it felt to be home again: the same lightly washed color that I had left it when I went to college. Three walls were painted a deep red, while the last was painted a blue. The objects littering my dressers and sheets were things I decided were for “high-school” me, and didn’t belong in my life anymore.


    Sitting on the bed the sheets and springs sank with their characteristic moan. I was used to them from sleeping in the same bed since I was eleven. Even then, it was a hand-me down from my parents.


    I picked up my alarm clock and corrected the time The face of it was covered with dust. Everything in the room was really, muting the colors of the dressers and bed sheets. It’d all have to be washed, which was agitating.


    I frowned. I really wanted to be anywhere but here.


    “I should call Aaron,” I mumbled to myself. I slipped my phone out of my purse and dialed his number, hoping it was still the same.


    “Hello?” Aaron's voice came loud and clear.


    “Oh thank god you answered.” I leaned against my bed, flattening my pillows.


    “Cat? Is that you? What you are doing?” I could hear his TV through the phone.


    “I was going to ask you, are you still in Bangor?”


    “Yes...” he hesitated, and I heard the TV turn off, “are you? Do you want to get together? Go to a bar or something?”


    “That’d be fantastic. Can you come pick me up? I just drove from UM, my legs feel like bricks.” I absentmindedly rubbed my knees, the chill of the house getting to them.


    “Totally, I’ll be there real soon — you’re still down by Pine Creek right?”


    “Right.” He hung up. Goodbyes weren’t really his thing, never had been.


    I tossed my phone aside and closed my eyes, wondering how the night would turn out.


    ***


    Aaron came to my house and knocked in his usual way: three quick raps. I darted down the hall and let him in.


    “Aaron, I can’t even remember how many times I’ve told you that one cares if you just come in.” He looked good though, somehow pulling off a denim jacket. He looked a little stronger too, but I didn’t comment on it.


    He brushed something off his sleeve and stared at the ground for a moment, like he was watching dust fall off his jacket. He met my eyes.


    “I just can’t get over the feeling that I’m being rude,” he finally said.


    “You’re not,” I said, “if anything, you’re being rude by ignoring me.”


    “Okay, sorry, Cay.”


    The hair on the back of my neck raised, “‘Cay,’” I repeated. “Don’t call me that, I never let anyone call me that.”


    Aaron chuckled a little, a bit of nervousness entering his voice. “Why not? I think it’s cute.”


    I waved his compliment away. “It doesn’t matter, I don’t like it.”


    His eyes flashed. “Oh, I get it.” He continued, “you only let your boyfriends call you that.”


    I corrected him, suddenly growing a bit agitated. “No. Only one person has ever called me that, and I told him not to either, he just didn’t listen to me is all.”


    He nodded and stared at me. “Good thing I’m here, then, you do need a drink. Let’s go.”


    ***


    We headed out, he was more familiar with the town than I was at this point, especially in the “adult world.” He chose a seedy place near the edge of downtown. When I didn’t recognize the name, he assured me it was fairly new.


    We walked in after getting our IDs manhandled by the bouncer, who stared a little too long at me as we brushed past. The place was authentic, a light fog grazing the floor from the machines, and a thundering bass pounding at us from all directions. A small dance floor had a bunch of couples younger than us grinding on each other, and I smirked at the idea of even dancing. Let alone meeting anyone in this town who I’d care to grind on. Maybe Aaron?


    We sat down at a little two person table at the edge of the dance-floor, facing the bar. The barstool’s feet wobbled and the table was sticky. I didn’t complain.


    “That bouncer must’ve liked you,” Aaron said. “How did he know we weren’t together?”


    “Maybe he didn’t care. I saw him staring at me too, real classy of him.”


    He laughed, “Well he is a bouncer.” I always liked his laugh. His eyes would crinkle right up, and it was impossible not to join him. But there was a reason why we never got together. No energy, no spark.


    I waved, catching the attention of who appeared to be the only server that night. She looked frazzled and exhausted. She saw me and did her best to maneuver through the small venue, dodging between drunk customers and the like.


    “What can I get you two?” she asked, almost gasping for breath.


    Aaron smiled at her, “Busy tonight huh?”


    “You wouldn’t believe it.”


    “We’ll try to be easy then,” Aaron said, giving me a quick glance. “I’ll have a whiskey and coke.”


    The waitress scribbled, and I almost blurted out my order before she could even look at me. “I’ll have a margarita.”


    “Good, I’ll be right back.” The waitress disappeared.


    “Ugh, one of those?” Aaron said, shriveling his nose. “You know they’re premixed here. Besides,” he leaned back in his chair. “I like something a little harder.”


    I shrugged. “I haven’t had one in a long time! I think I’m allowed that much.” I slouched a little, trying to relax. “How have you been anyway? I was surprised when you told me you were moving back to Bangor.”


    He nodded. “I didn’t have a choice. My student debt kind of forced my hand. I’m almost jealous that you aren’t done yet. My waiting period was up last year, and now I gotta pay the big bucks.”


    “Don’t be. I wasn’t studying for anything great anyway — Theater. You were doing something science-related weren’t you...? Biology?” The waitress came back, pausing our conversation to hand out our drinks. Aaron paid with cash.


    After the waitress thanked him for the tip, he looked at me. “Environmental Science. That was what I cared about,” he corrected me. I picked up my drink and took a sip, savoring the salt. Aaron chuckled.


    I swallowed after thinking for a moment. “I actually took one an entry level environmental science class right before I left... I liked it.”


    Aaron nodded. “It’s interesting stuff. I don’t think I’ll ever understand why you were majoring in Theater though. It doesn’t seem like it fits you very well. Anyway,” he pushed away from the table, interrupting the conversation. “I’ll be right back.”


    He was good at that, just disappearing in the middle of a conversation. When we first met, it took me a while to get used to that particular habit of his.


    I scanned the crowd, having tuned out the roar of the club. The flashing lights were dancing over the ceilings, passing over the tight clothes of the other party goers. Most everyone looked pretty plain. I thought about my impromptu call to Aaron. What was he thinking when I called him out of the blue like that? It had been a while since we talked, and maybe something could blossom from that?


    No one interesting was dancing, so I looked to the bar, taking big sips of my margarita. When I saw something that made my heart stop in my throat.


    Hugh Evans.


    The liquid in my mouth threatened to choke me. I couldn’t believe I recognized him so quickly. But that pang I felt in my chest was sincere, and as real as it got. My eyes widened, and I felt my palm started to sweat as my heart raced. I forgot myself.


    Had it really been five years? Even from that across the room, he didn’t look like he had aged at all since we were teenagers. Of course, he had always been older than me, that was part of his charm. He spotted me between the passing people around us and approached me. I looked around for Aaron. Still gone. How convenient for him. Maybe it was better this way.


    I slammed my drink, trying to act like I didn’t see him. He didn’t seem to fall for it. The whole room felt like it went silent.


    “Cat,” Hugh whispered. “I wasn’t sure if that was you.”


    I nodded, swallowing my drink. I was wrong too, he had aged, but gracefully. And not just physically either, I could already see the subtle changes in his demeanor, the slight lines on his face developing.


    “It’s good to see you, Hugh,” I stood like a plank on end, barely staying upright. He must’ve noticed, moving forward and embracing me. Oh god that felt good.


    I crumpled his shirt under my hands, holding him against me. He smelled like nostalgia, that faint and fleeting sensation. And briefly, I forgot why we broke up in the first place.


    He pulled away and smiled, his eyes crinkling ever-so-slightly, that wiseness creeping in.


    I glanced down at his hands, scanning for obstacles, something. This man couldn’t possibly be single.


    A gold band hugged his ring finger. I knew it.


    “Oh! You’re married?” I glanced back down into my glass.


    He held up his finger, and his face went blank for a moment. I felt inappropriate.


    “No, I’m not married anymore. It’s kind of a long story, but I guess you could say I keep it for sentimental reasons.”


    “Oh.” I wasn’t sure how to reply. While we had been together for a while when we were younger, it had been too long to act as if five years hadn’t vanished before our eyes. I picked up my glass, lifting it to my mouth. Empty. I’d forgotten.


    “Hey, we should catch up sometime though, I didn’t even know you were back in the area,” he said.


    I set my glass down, and turned to him. “Yeah, I’m back from school for a little bit, while I get my feet back on the ground.”


    “‘Back on’? What happened?”


    “That is also kind of a long story,” I said. I twirled my glass in my hand, hoping I could make a drink appear. Where was that waitress?


    “Well, maybe we could swap long stories over lunch, catch up again. I’m only going to be in town for the rest of the week, so when are you free?” He took a quick sip of his drink. I could tell what it was just by looking at it: scotch on the rocks. It was the only thing he ever drank. He said it ‘sounded manly,’ and he was right. It was manly. Even when he was just a senior in high school, and I was his sophomore crush.


    “I guess I could go for a lunch.” I didn’t want to seem too desperate.


    He didn’t seem to acknowledge my answer. Maybe he already decided I agreed. “I’m surprised to see you drinking,” he ran his hand over the lip of my glass, taking a bit of salt and licking it. I frowned.


    “Oh yeah? I’ll have you know I took the ‘drinking’ plunge freshman year.” I felt my cheeks grow hot, feeling a sense of confusion overwhelm me. Was I angry? Or just embarrassed?


    He didn’t answer. He took a swig of his drink, the sound of the ice cubes clinking against the glass. He clenched his jaw, and his eyes met mine. He brought the glass down, and swallowed hard. I forgot that we were in a club, the roar completely gone. The music and flashing lights absent.


    “You know it’s my favorite,” he raised his glass. “Do you still have the same cell— what was it? 345-2845?”


    My lips parted in astonishment. “Yes. You remembered.”


    “I do my best. I’ll give you a call tomorrow, for now I have to wander back and find my associates.” He winked at me and moved back into the crowd.


    I continued to watch him for a short while, still trying to wrestle my emotions down. I picked up my glass and gazed into its empty bottom, and let out a ragged sigh. Only a small drop left. I took a bit of salt off the edge and licked it off my finger.


    Aaron came back to the table, looking a little pleased with himself.


    I fed him. “What are you smiling about?” I felt a little light headed.


    He sat back down in his seat and rolled his eyes. He leaned close as if we were sharing a secret.“I saw you were taking to Hugh.”


    I shot him an agitated look. “Yeah, what of it?” Was he jealous?


    “You two looked thirsty, and I don’t mean for some drinks,” Aaron said. I couldn’t read his tone, but I decided it didn’t matter. I sighed.


    I stared over his shoulder, watching Hugh with his friends. “Well... he had a wedding band on. So I think he’s married.”


    “That’s not surprising.” He turned in his seat and looked at Hugh who had rejoined his two friends... associates he called them. “What’s he doing in here anyway? Do you know why he’s in town?”


    “What? You do? Did he lose a scholarship? Is he in the poor house?”


    He chuckled, humoring my bad mood. “I thought maybe you two talked about it. You seemed to be getting pretty intimate.”


    “We didn’t really get a chance.”


    “What happened?”


    “Aaron, I don’t know if I want to get into it. I just feel a little mixed up is all.”


    He raised an eyebrow at me, then frowned. “‘Cause of his wedding ring?”


    “He said he wasn’t married anymore, but he hesitated.”


    Aaron straightened his back and took a drink. He licked his lips loudly, mostly to annoy me more than anything. He shrugged. “What if he is?”


    “I don’t want to get involved with him if he is... but he did invite me to lunch.”


    I tore my eyes off Hugh and looked at Aaron again. As soon as I did, I managed to pick out Hugh’s familiar laugh from across the room. Aaron grinned at me. “You agreed right?”


    “Yes.”


    He finished his drink and slammed it on the table. “Well, you’ll find out then won’t you? Don’t worry about it so much.” He lifted my glass, as if he were testing it. “Looks like you need another drink. I’ll get that sad-lookin’ waitress. We’ll have fun tonight, okay?”


    I forced a smile, feeling a little better. “Thanks Aaron. You’re a good friend.”


    He nodded to me, raising his glass.


    ***


    After a couple of hours at the bar, it was definitely time for me to go home. Aaron drove me back to my house, only hesitating to ask if I needed company.


    “Are you going to be alright?”


    I nodded, fighting the gentle spin of the world. “You got me way too drunk.”


    Aaron shook his head. “That isn’t my fault. Are you going to be okay?” he repeated.


    “I’ll be fine. Thanks for the night, and the ride.” I fumbled through my purse at the door. After finding my keys, I barely managed to slid it in and unlock the door. Before I stumbled inside, I waved goodbye to Aaron.


    Only when his car was backing out of the driveway did I regret my decision. Some comfort might have been nice. What was I even thinking agreeing to meet with Hugh? We had a brief relationship in high school, but shouldn’t high school sweethearts stay in the past? The lights were on in the house, but I didn’t really want to see my parents.


    I let myself in and found my dad watching TV in the living room. He was sprawled out on the couch, a foot perched up on the coffee table. Instead of his usual beer I was used to seeing, he had a tall glass of iced tea.


    “Hey there, kiddo, what were you up to?” He leaned forward, taking his eyes off the TV. It was weird to not hear his characteristic drunken drawl.


    “I just went out with Aaron to try and catch up a little.”


    “How’d it go?”


    “It was alright.” I steadied myself against the kitchen counter, feeling the effects of having a little too much. I doubt Aaron should have driven, but maybe he was fine.


    “Do you want to watch this movie with me?” He pointed at the TV. Ace Ventura: Pet Detective was on, Jim Carrey was fooling his landlord into thinking he didn’t have any pets. “I love this guy, he’s just ridiculous. Kind of reminds me of myself when I was younger.” He scratched his stubble.


    “That’s ridiculous. You’ve never been funny,” I said.


    He brought up his fists and mock jabbed the air. “Whoa, low blow on this old man huh? Just because I don’t go to comedy clubs anymore doesn’t mean I’m not funny.” He leaned forward from the couch. “Remember what I used to tell you when you were younger?”


    I thought for a moment, having no clue. “Vaguely.”


    “One day when we were shopping for school clothes for you, you asked why the mannequins don’t have heads — ,”


    “Oh!” I chuckled, “You told me they were shopping for new heads, and that they would nab mine right off my neck if I didn’t stop wandering off.” I frowned. “It wasn’t funny! I was scared of mannequins for years after that.” He laughed. He always had a big belly laugh, and now that he didn’t really have the belly, it made him seem larger than life.


    “It was hilarious,” he said, catching his breath. “Your eyes went all wide and you asked, ‘Really?’”


    It was kind of a funny image, terrifying a little girl about mannequins in the store. I sat down on the couch, trying to talk away him so he wouldn’t smell the alcohol on me. “You went to comedy clubs?”


    He thought for a moment, scratching his face. “I used to go to this one place called ‘The Fiesta,” which was downtown. It’s gone now of course, but I had some good times. I made good cash too.”


    “Why’d you stop?”


    “I got fired one night. I had been drinking to try and get my courage up, and the manager of the place had done his best to ignore it for a while, but I was really bad that night. He pulled me off the stage and told me to go home.” He was silent for a moment.


    He glanced at the clock, watching it as he continued. “I want you to know, Cat, that I’m glad you’re home. I meant it yesterday.” He looked at me. “I don’t know what happened, and I won’t ask, because you have always been a little private.”


    I wrung my hands in my lap, squeezing them until they turned white. I know my cheeks turned red too. I don’t know if it was the alcohol, or my shame.


    “I never really felt like I could talk to you before, dad, you were always...”


    “I know, I know. I’m sorry. I don’t know if it means very much coming from me now, but it’s all I can say. I hope I can prove to you that things have changed around here.” I looked away for a moment, watching Jim Carrey make a fool of himself in front of a bunch of reporters.


    After a moment, I interrupted the movie, “I noticed the roof had been changed. Did you do that?” I didn’t feel as dizzy, maybe I was sobering up.


    “Yeah, I did that last summer, it was a doozy. Your mother still won’t let me make any changes inside the house. Says she needs it to stay comfortable.”


    “I see that.” I looked toward my parent’s bedroom, knowing that she was probably passed out again.


    “I worry about her, you know?” my dad said, startling me. His voice lost its jolliness, as if he was talking about someone he used to know a long time ago. “It’s been really hard. When I started going to AA meetings, I invited her along.”


    “Did she ever go?”


    He shook his head. “I gave up on asking her, I just pray that she’ll eventually want to take that step. But I do worry about her. She can’t keep this up forever. No one can.”


    I groped for words. “Is she depressed?” I barely could make myself think about what it must be like. Vaguely, I worried I might know.


    “I don’t know. I can’t force her to tell me anything. She won’t see a therapist, or anything.” He dropped his elbows onto his legs and hid his face in his hands. “I’m sorry you have to see her like this. I know that’s one of the reasons you stopped visiting.”


    “How come you never told me you were sober?”


    “I don’t know. I thought about it a lot. I guess I didn’t want you to think I was lying, or something.”


    He was right, I would have thought he was lying. It was a reoccurring nightmare in my childhood, and it stuck to me. I knew that my parents met through drinking when they were in college, and when the teachers in middle school warned us about drinking, I swore I’d never touch the stuff.


    Of course, that all changed freshmen year... after thanksgiving.


    “Dad,” I said. “I lost my Bell Scholarship, so I couldn’t stay in school. That’s why I’m here.”


    “Oh,” he said, giving me a hug. “Well...” he thought for a moment, choosing his words. I braced myself for a lecture, a speech. “Shit happens. I know you’ll bounce back.” He wasn’t mad.


    I felt a pang of emotion flood my chest, like a dam just burst open. My eyes welled up, and I hugged him. “I’m can’t believe you’re not mad.”


    “I would have been, three years ago. But I’m calmer now, I hope I can show you that. Everyone falls down, but you can always climb to your feet. God knows I have. You’ll get up.”


    We sat in silence for a while, just watching the movie together. Laughing at the dumb jokes, and pointing out the weird mistakes. I appreciated that my dad cared about me. I hadn’t felt that kind of affection in so long. It was refreshing.


    After the movie ended, my dad switched the TV off. I looked at him expectantly.


    “Well it’s getting late, Cat, so I better head to bed.” He stood up, and started down the hall. Then he turned toward the guest bedroom and grabbed the door handle.


    “You... don’t sleep with mom?”


    “Nope. I haven’t for a while. It’s too hard for me. Good night, Cat.”


    I swallowed hard, gulping down my emotions. “Good night, Dad.”


    ***


    I went upstairs and laid on my bed. It smelt a bit musty. I looked at the clock, barely past 1AM. The night was still young.


    I thought about Hugh, his chiseled jaw and striking eyes. I turned my light off and ran the ceiling fan, the tap-tap-tapping of the pull string distracting me for a moment.


    I hadn’t seen him in years, and I couldn’t believe the kind of queasy emotions it was bringing about in me. The way his eyes danced between mine, daring to not take a scandalous peek at my cleavage. I felt all fluttery from it.


    Another thought and memory brushed past me. It was like standing in a field of tall grass, the wind occasionally pushing the strands against my bare legs, tickling and itching me at the same time.


    We’d met when I was a sophomore in high school. He was a senior, and it wasn’t anything I was prepared for. I was an introverted girl, who tried to act like I didn’t like my science and math classes. And he was more of a ballsy rugby jock. Electricity sparked, and the next thing I knew we were going to homecoming together. A blue ocean theme. I wore sea-mist-green, backless silk dress. Although it wasn’t allowed, no one stopped me. He wore matching colored accents on his suit.


    We ended up having sex. I was young, naive, nervous, but he made me feel so strong and serene. His lips had nuzzled my ear. His arms wrapped around my sticky body, and his breath tickled my neck. The hours between when we left the dance and I had to be home were ours. No one could steal those from us. Sports practice and homework got in the way occasionally, not to mention my embarrassment about my parents.


    What else could happen now? After so long?

  


  
    Chapter 2


    I awoke from the chirping birds outside my window. It was an unfamiliar sound after so many years. They always had a way of waking me up. I groaned, turning down the sheets and rubbing my head. It was early afternoon. My corrected clock ticked over to 11am. Early for me at least.


    I climbed out of bed and dressed, forgetting if I had set a time with Hugh or not. Did he say he was going to call me? It was hard to recall with my headache.


    I wandered into the bathroom and took some ibuprofen. I took a moment to brush my teeth. The toothbrush had been there since I left, so I tried not to think about the weird aftertaste it left in my mouth. I’d have to get a new one.


    My phone rang from my bedroom, and I dashed back to answer it.


    “Hello?” I didn’t even get a chance to look at the caller ID.


    It was Aaron. “Hey, Cat, I wanted to see how you were doing this morning?”


    I groaned a little, trying to not let my frustration seep into my voice. “I’m not too bad actually, a little bit of a headache.” I paused, hoping maybe that would be the end of it. I really wanted to hear from Hugh. “Thanks again for the ride.”


    He breathed over the line. “No problem. If you need anything, let me know.”


    “Thanks.”


    He hung up. I groaned, pacing back into the bathroom to finish getting ready when my phone rang again. I dashed back and double checked the ID this time.


    Not Aaron.


    The number was familiar, but I didn’t have it in my contacts list. It was a shame really, I remembered being a lot better about memorizing numbers before I had my own phone.


    “Hello?”


    “Hello Caitlin,” Hugh said, his voice bright and awake. More than mine, I was sure.


    “Hugh!” I said, regretting the excitement in my voice. I had to be more restrained. “I don’t remember if we set a time for lunch.”


    “We hadn’t. I’m actually calling to see when you were free.”


    I looked around my messy room. There were clothes strewn all over the place, half opened boxes gaping. “I’m free now, I just need to get cleaned up.”


    “Great, I’ll be over there in thirty minutes.”


    “You know where to go? Or do you remember that too?”


    “I didn’t forget that either. I’ll see you soon Cat.” He hung up with a quiet beep.


    Only a half hour. I’d have to be fast. I hopped in the shower, hoping to scrub away any smell of sweat or alcohol on me. It’d be really embarrassing if he showed up and I still looked like yesterday’s news. I knew I shouldn’t have cared, but I really, really did.


    I picked out my least wrinkled clothes and did my makeup. Maybe a bit conservative today.


    ***


    Thirty minutes later, the doorbell rang right on time.


    I nearly fell down the stairs, only saved by my death grip on the railing. I opened the front door.


    Hugh looked as ravishing as I expected he would. Casual button up with jeans. His stubble was as perfectly groomed as it was yesterday.


    “Hey there,” he said. He leaned against the threshold of the door. He cracked a smile at me.


    “Hi,” I couldn’t help myself. I always felt like I was shrinking down when someone could dominate my emotions so easily.


    “You ready to go?” he asked. I nodded, and we left the house. “Wow, is this yours?” Before he answered, he unlocked it and climbed in. I lowered myself into the passenger seat.


    I ran my hand over the pristine dash, admiring the cold metal.


    “This is a rental.” He pointed at the non-smoking sign. They were plastered all over the inside of the car. “I wonder what the company would do if you smoked anyway?”


    He backed out of my parents’ driveway and headed downtown.


    Hugh had a way of driving, it was hard to pin down. It wasn’t so much like he was controlling the vehicle, but that he was wrestling it, like a wild animal. His arms were tense and his focus powerful.


    “Where are we going?”


    He took a left turn. “A little sushi place that opened up about a year ago. Since it opened, that’s been my go-to for lunch whenever I’m here.”


    “Oh, so nothing you haven’t taken any girls to before?”


    He shook his head, “No, you’re the first to see this little secret.”


    The radio was on, playing some smooth jazz. That must have been new too.


    “You obviously don’t live here, or you wouldn’t have a rental.”


    “I visit often. I get a lot of time off work, so it’s nice to come see something that isn’t the desert. We’re here.”


    He parked the car, and I looked out the window to see what I was getting myself into. A small wooden sign hung from the side of the building, “Super Sushi,” specials were on posters on the outside.


    “‘Super Sushi’? Sounds... interesting.”


    “Shush, you’ll see.” We climbed out of the car and I followed him inside. He had his guard up, which was interesting.


    The golden band on his ring finger was still bothering me too.


    We sat at the sushi bar. Surrounding the chef’s preparation area was a moat with little wooden boats lazily gliding across the water. The lone chef was just getting started at slicing and dicing. It was odd being shoulder to shoulder with Hugh, rather than face to face.


    I picked up my menu and stared at it, hard. My lack of hunger made it almost impossible to think of food. I thought maybe I could peek over at Hugh’s menu, but he hadn’t touched it.


    “Cay —,” he said, touching my shoulder. I lowered my menu and sighed.


    “God. You’re the only one who I’ve ever let call me that. You know that don’t you?” I felt a lump in my chest, this tightening.


    “Really?” he looked amused. He pointed at the little wooden boats in the moat, “You don’t have to order anything, this is a sushi plate restaurant. They charge you per plate. They float down on these boats and you just pick whatever you want.”


    “Oh,” I set my menu down, and looked at the floating boats. The chef started placing plates on the boats, and they drifted around the center island with a kind of lazy air. That’s when I noticed we were the only people in the restaurant.


    Hugh took a plate and set it down. He startled me when he cracked open his chopsticks.


    “You actually use those?” I asked.


    “Of course! I have to keep my skill up. Who knows if I end up on some desert island without forks?”


    I frowned. I didn’t know how to use chopsticks. I guess I’d be screwed on a desert island. Hopefully there were forks buried in the sand or something.


    “So, Cay,” he began. That nick name only sounded good coming from him. “What brings you back to Maine? You said it was a long story, but now we have time. I’d like to hear about it.”


    I smiled, even though I wanted to die inside. Admitting to him that I flunked out of college seemed like the least attractive thing I could do. I took my own plate of sushi. Picking it up with my fingers, I tried to ignore the chopsticks next to me.


    I eyes grew wide. “This is really good!” I said, my mouth full. Hugh laughed in a way that made his eyes twinkle. I caught myself, covering my mouth with my hand and trying not to laugh.


    I swallowed, and realized he was patiently waiting for my reply.


    I braced myself. “I lost a scholarship.” He ate one of his pieces of sushi, nodding in response. “So I had to come home, for a little while at least.” That’s it?


    He swallowed hard, waving his hand as if it was too hot. I chuckled again, feeling my cheeks turn red. “You’re here visiting your dad.” He nodded again, taking another plate of sushi off one of the passing boats. “What do you do for work?”


    He raised his eyebrows, intrigued. “You want to know?” He ate another roll of sushi. I was losing ground fast, he already had three empty plates stacked.


    I took a plate off the next boat and dipped the sushi in soy sauce this time. It was just as good.


    “I work for Silver Energy in Nevada.” He chewed quietly, “I was interning there, and they hired me on. That was...” he looked up, counting. “Four years ago?”


    “You must be doing pretty well if you can come visit Maine all the time. Nevada isn’t exactly next door.”


    “I do well enough, that’s right.” His eyes followed the boats, before meeting my eyes. I felt like I should look away, like I was staring at the sun.


    He grinned, and pointed at my hand. It felt gross and sticky, so I was hovering my hand over the bar. “Do you not know how to use chopsticks?”


    I frowned, shaking my head. “Those stupid instructions on the package never worked for me. Unless it has a rubber band on it, I can’t do it.”


    “I guess you’ll just die on that island then.” He took another bite, working his chopsticks like an extension of his hand.


    I frowned. “I’m sure I’ll be able to find a fork or just use my hands.”


    Hugh leaned close, and whispered into my ear. His breath was warm, and it tickled my neck. “You have to have some dignity. I’ll teach you.”


    He reached across my empty plates and took my chopsticks, his cologne wafting up and meeting me. It was like getting a whiff of pure nostalgia, the kind that makes you wish you never had to leave.


    He opened the package and cracked the sticks apart. “Here, give me your hand. You’re left handed right?” I nodded, lifting my hand to meet his.


    His warm hand squeezed mine gently, or was that my imagination making my heart race faster than it should have? He put the sticks between my index finger and thumb. “Okay, now imagine you’re just pinching something.” I squeezed my hand and the sticks slipped out.


    He picked them up and put them back in my hand, holding his over mine. “Okay, I’ll guide you now,” he placed his hand over mine again.


    “Hold the bottom one steady, like it’s nestled right in that crack at the base of your thumb.” He demonstrated with his free hand.


    “Then slowly pinch the top, guiding it with your index,” his hand teased my finger, slowly coaxing a lifting motion out of me. The tips met on the chopsticks.


    “Now try.”


    He let go of me, and I felt like gasping. I aimed my chopsticks, carefully hugging the sushi roll.


    I squeezed, watching nervously, and was able to pick it up. My grip was too tight, and I pulled the roll apart, the pieces falling onto the plate. I laughed.


    “Oh my god! I had just given up on that! I can’t believe you were able to teach me. No one else could before.”


    He smiled, picking up his own sticks. I followed his eyes, and caught them flicking across my body.


    “So listen,” he said. I turned to him, still feeling drunk off my success and his scent. “I’m only going to be in town for until tomorrow morning, so I wanted to see if you were free tonight?”


    I raised my eyebrows. “Tonight? Well...” I thought about what that might entail. I glanced at this wedding band again.


    He noticed. “I promise I’m not married. I’ll tell you the story, but not yet. It takes a lot out of me.”


    I nodded. “Does this place have any Sake?”


    “Sake? You want some?” he asked. “I suppose we could have a little lunch warmth, sounds good to me. What do you like?”


    “Anything, I’ve never really had it. It sounds fun.”


    He waved to the chef and ordered some sake for us, as a little lunch cap.


    When the sake came, it was in two steaming glasses, about the size of tea cups. Hugh handed me mine, and took his in his hand.


    He nodded and we cheered each other. “To a renewed life.”


    “To a renewed life,” I repeated. We clinked the cups together, and brought them to our lips simultaneously.


    I stared at Hugh over the steaming cup of sweet alcohol, a smile flashing across his lips before we drank. I was in for a ride wasn’t I?


    ***


    After lunch, we ended up going back to his hotel. After hearing about his job, I shouldn’t have been surprised when he handed his car key to the valet of the biggest and classiest hotel in town.


    He nodded to the door man as we stepped inside. As I followed him to the elevators, I only got a quick glance at how the lobby looked. My throat felt tight, and my hands were shaking. It was like my eyes were just fixed on his back, on making sure I didn’t somehow lose him, or that he didn’t disappear if I looked away for too long. Am I rushing into this? What does he expect to get from me?


    I watched him, thinking maybe I might somehow figure it all out. He gave me a funny look.


    “What’s going on? You look a little white.”


    I shook my head and waved his concern away. He called for the elevator, while I found myself staring at my reflection in the golden doors.


    I kept my eyes fixed on my reflection. “You aren’t staying with your dad?” I asked.


    “I don’t want to inconvenience him. He downsized after I went to college and there isn’t any room for me. Besides, it’s better to sleep in a company-paid suite than a fold out couch, you know?” He scratched his neck.


    I nodded, trying to imagine if my parents didn’t have room for me anymore. I’d be on a couch, that was for sure. Not even a fold out.


    We stepped into the elevator, and he swiped his keycard into the panel. The highest button lit up, simply titled “PH”. I stared, he wasn’t kidding.


    I stared at the button, long after he pulled his finger away. The elevator jerked upward, and I found my tongue drying up. “Do you think Penthouse magazine is named after a Penthouse Suite, or is it the other way around?”


    He laughed. “I don’t know, I guess I’ve never thought about it before.”


    “Do they do photo shoots in a Penthouse, or do all the stories start with ‘I never thought this would happen to me... especially in a Penthouse suite.’” I was being ridiculous, my own delirium getting the better of me.


    He laughed a little. “Maybe... that’s very interesting...”


    I cracked a smile. “Are you already crafting your story?”


    He shook his head, a grin on his face “Oh no. Of course not.”


    The doors opened into his suite. I had never seen anything like it before. While I never thought I was poor or neglected, I suddenly realized how different everything was when you were rich. The expanse of the room was almost too much. A vaulted ceiling, with criss-crossed wooden beams. A ceiling fan graced the uppermost eaves. Shiny and glossy tile coated the floor between the bedroom and the bathroom, where a claw-foot tub and shower were hiding.


    The living room had two velvet couches staring at a huge TV, which could be hidden inside the entertainment wall. Wall-to-wall and floor-to-ceiling windows surrounded the living room, which almost gave me vertigo just standing at the entrance from the elevator.


    He took off his shoes and wandered into the bedroom. I kicked off my pumps as well. I traced his footsteps, taking the time to calm myself.


    In the bedroom, he was leaning against the railing on the balcony, overlooking the city below. I looked around the room. The bed frame wasn’t like anything I’d ever seen in a hotel before. Intricate wrought-iron curled around the headboard. It had to be locally made.


    I made a face, moving toward Hugh. He must’ve sensed me come up next to him. He put his arm around me, surprising me.


    “This city is beautiful, don’t you think?” he asked. As he stared over the horizon, the glare catching his eyes, I studied him. “I always look forward to coming here, especially in the spring.” He pointed toward the same row of trees that I saw blooming when I came into town. He squeezed me against his chest.


    I stared across the landscape, trying to make myself like it. “I guess I’ve never thought of a city as beautiful before...” As the words left me, I felt his eyes fix on me.


    “Although,” he reached for me to face him, his frosty eyes penetrating me. He smiled. “I am here with you, and that’s the real treasure.” My mouth parted, maybe subconsciously. He cupped his hand against my neck, and held my head, leaning in.


    My heart felt like it was going to explode, the loud and incessant pounding of blood against my ears was growing unbearable. His lips met mine, tentatively at first. Then our eagerness got the better of us. I clasped my hands behind his back, pulling him toward me, his mouth parting to meet mine. His tongue slicked against mine, and our bodies intertwined.


    I pulled away from him, withdrawing. “I don’t know, Hugh.”


    He breathed hard, “Don’t know what?”


    “If we should be doing this. I just — don’t know what you’re expecting from me.” I looked away from him, over the balcony. “Do you even remember us dating?”


    He stepped closer to me. “Of course I do. Why would you even ask?” He ran his hand behind my back and pulled me close to him. His body heat curling into me and making me melt. “Homecoming, senior year for me. I couldn’t believe how stunning you were in that dress.”


    “So you do remember. What about our breakup?”


    “What about it? That doesn’t matter anymore.”


    I nodded slightly, seeing his point. Still, I couldn’t shake feeling nervous. Maybe it was because he still hadn’t said a thing about his ring. He leaned in and kissed me again, making me forget what I was even worrying about.


    I let myself collapse into his arms, wrapping my arms around his neck as he groped me through my shirt.


    Not letting go of each other, we stumbled back over the threshold back into the bedroom. We fell onto the bed, and he only released me to catch his breath.


    He started unbuttoning his shirt. I stopped him, pushing his hand out of the way and undoing them myself. A kind of fire flickered in his eyes, a kind I hadn’t ever seen before, but that I understood.


    I finished, moving my hand up and pulling the shirt off his shoulders, exposing his bare skin to me. I rushed to meet it with my lips, kissing his broad shoulders and strong chest.


    He was stronger than he I remembered. Time had certainly treated his body well. I was nervous that he might think the opposite of me. He pushed me over, tracing the same kisses on my body that I had left on his.


    “Your stubble,” I restrained myself from kicking him. “It tickles!”


    “Good,” he said. He kissed my cheeks, leaving me blushing under each press of his lips.


    He tossed my legs aside and ran his hand down my shirt, cupping one of my breasts. I reached up and grabbed his shoulder, pulling him toward me. Another kiss, accented with heavy breathing.


    He reached his hand behind my back, threatening to unclip my bra. I moved to block him, still too jittery to let him go that far.


    “Not yet, I’m — ” I whispered.


    He finished my thought, “It’s okay. I understand.” He clasped my shoulder instead, diving in for another long kiss. The afternoon light filtering in through the windows, his body casting a shadow on my face.


    I drank him in, savoring that flavor I had missed for so long. That all encompassing serenity I felt when I was with him. How did I ever compare that to anything else?


    I pushed him away from me, trying to catch my breath. He was winded too, our bodies still glowing from our sudden reunion. His pants bulged with eagerness, but I knew I wasn’t quite ready for him yet.


    He didn’t seem as disappointed as I thought he would be. I threaded my fingers in my hair, trying to fix it.


    “I’m sorry. It’s a lot to take in... running back into each other.”


    He held up his hands in surrender. “No. don’t apologize. It’s a lot for me too.”


    As we regained our composures, I realized how hungry I was. Sushi was good, but not as filling as it was made out to be. My stomach rumbled, and I instinctively clutched it.


    Hugh smirked a little. “Should we order room service?”


    I let out a gasp. “Room service! I’ve never had had room service, ever.” He laughed as he pulled out the menu from the night stand. It was in a huge binder. After we put in our orders, we talked to pass the time.


    I pointed at his wedding band. “When am I going to hear the story about this?”


    “Soon.” I could tell he was being as honest with me as he could be. “Listen, I know you probably think that I’m cheating on my wife with you right now, but trust me, I’m not.”


    “I know. I do.” I surprised myself at how nonchalant I was being. When I first saw the ring, my mind burned with questions. But just being here with him, I felt like everything might be okay.


    He exhaled and looked out the balcony window. After a moment of thinking, he spoke. “Come back to Reno with me. My flight leaves tomorrow, and I can get you on that plane.”


    “Are you serious?” I sat up in the bed, my interest piqued.


    “I am dead serious. What have you got going on here anyway?”


    I didn’t answer. I thought about my parents, and about Aaron.


    “If you want. Just think about it. Worst case is I’ll just take you back home tomorrow. If you want to come, you can grab your things there, and we’ll head straight for the airport.”


    I nodded as the doorbell rang. I rolled over in disbelief that he had a doorbell, watching him dash to the elevator to let the waiter in.


    As we ate, I tossed the thought around in my mind. Going to Reno with Hugh? I just met him for the first time in years... was it a mistake? Or was it fate?


    I guess there was only one way to find out.


    After finishing up dinner, we ended up watching some bad television. I was cuddled up next to him on the bed, pillows propping us up.


    As our faces glowed with laughter and he teased my socked feet with his toes, I knew that I had to go back with him. What was the worst that could happen? Sometime after midnight, I fell asleep, my hands clutching Hugh’s chest.


    ***


    A movement on the bed woke me up. I opened my eyes and saw Hugh slipping out from under the sheets, throwing his legs out. He turned and looked at me, a brief smile crossing his lips.


    I groaned, shielding my eyes with my arm. “What time is it?” I asked.


    “About seven in the morning. We have to make some extra time if we’re going to pick your things up from your house— ” he suddenly hesitated.


    I leaned up and propped myself on my elbow. “I never said I would go.”


    He frowned and crossed his arms. “Well, are you?”


    I milked the moment for a little bit. I’m sure his mind was burning all night wondering if I was going with him or not.


    “Sure, I’ll go.”


    “Sure?” he said. “That’s the best I can get out of you?”


    I rolled over, dragging the sheets with me. “Yep,” I said teasingly.


    He shook his head, smiling to himself. “You should get dressed.”


    I didn’t have any other clothes with me, so I slipped on what I had worn yesterday. A little bit wrinkled, and not nearly as comfortable as silk pajamas. It would have to do though. I did my best to fix my hair while Hugh got ready.


    He packed up his small duffle bag and slung it over his shoulder. I raised an eyebrow.


    “How long were you here anyway?”


    “Four days,” he said, “I didn’t want to be away from work very long.”


    “A man who can’t stand to be away from work?” I shook my head, “That’s a surprise.”


    “Why’s it a surprise?”


    “I remember when you worked for a tire place in high school, you hated it.”


    He shrugged, “Things change. I’m not the same man I was in high school.”


    I wondered if I was the same woman?


    He pulled out his wallet and left a tip on the night stand for housekeeping, a hundred dollar bill. I tried to act casual about spying on his tip, but he shot me a knowing glance.


    We exited the room, taking the elevator down to the lobby. He signed off for his room charges and flashed a smile at the clerk.


    I knew I wasn’t going to tell Aaron, even though I wasn’t sure why I didn’t want to. Maybe I didn’t want him to tell me what I was doing was stupid, or tease me that I thought I had gotten over Hugh.


    As we drove to my house, I kept looking at him. Not looking, but staring. He drew me in. I’d forgotten what it was like, to be so enraptured with someone. How I could miss someone so much and never realize it? This wound that was cut into my heart felt a little better when I was with him.


    ***


    After a short drive across town, we pulled into my parents’ driveway. Hugh brought us to a firm stop, but left the car running. He slung his arm over the back of the seat and looked at me.


    “You want me to come in and help you pack up?”


    I looked at the house, examining its new paint and shutters. While it looked new and fresh on the outside, I knew there was nothing but a crumbling marriage on the inside. It made my stomach twist.


    “No, that’s okay. I’ll be real quick.” I opened the door and crossed into the house.


    My mom wasn’t in the path to my room, so I didn’t have to see her. I sighed as I closed my door, leaning my head against it.


    I squeezed my temples, trying to assure my self I wasn’t losing my mind. Am I really doing this? Leaving with Hugh to cross the country? I


    I had no idea how long I’d be gone, but I figured four days worth of stuff would be good enough. I tossed the strewn clothes from the floor into my half-emptied suitcase and zipped it shut. I’d probably never pack so fast for the rest of my life.


    As I made it toward the front door, I decided I should leave some kind of note. I set my suitcase down and went to the kitchen, tearing off a piece of paper from a notepad that was abandoned on the counter.


    Went out of town for a while, don’t worry about me. I have my phone. I should be back in a couple of days. - C


    I pinned the paper to the fridge, and went out the front door.


    Hugh was waiting, standing near the opened trunk of the car.


    “That was surprisingly fast,” he commented.


    I nodded, slinging the suitcase into the trunk. “Did your parents redecorate?” he pointed at the shutters. “I swear it wasn’t this nice before.”


    I blew at my hair, tossing it into the air. “Thanks. They must’ve done it while I was gone.”


    “Looks really nice. Like a new home almost. A lot better than what I remember.”


    I slammed the trunk shut and came around to the passenger side. I climbed back into the car, and Hugh swung out of the driveway.


    “Next stop, Reno.”


    ***


    When we reached the airport, Hugh turned in his rental while I started freaking out about the huge security lines.


    “When is our flight again?” I asked.


    “About thirty minutes.”


    “What?” I nearly let go of my suitcase handle. “We won’t make it! Look at the security checkpoint line!”


    “We don’t use that.” He waved my comment off, and gestured for me to follow him. Bewildered, I moved past the crowd with him, joining him in the employee checkpoint line. A TSA agent checked our IDs and let us go on through.


    There wasn’t a terminal line for us, and our flight wasn’t listed on any of the screens. Hugh led us out through one of the terminal doors, and I finally saw why we had it so easy.


    Because he had it so easy.


    A private jet sat on the runway, some personnel tending to it. My jaw dropped: a private jet?


    “You’ve got to be kidding me, is that for us?”


    “Definitely. The company jet, just for us. And it’ll take us right to Reno. No pit stops.” He took my suitcase and handed it to the bag check waiting at the stairs. “My home,” he added.


    We climbed the stairs, and the plane was almost as exquisite as his penthouse suite. Caramel leather with milky white accents dominated the interior, with only a handful of seats. Most of them weren’t in a ‘standard’ airplane layout, but facing in different directions. The pilot greeted us, and Hugh addressed him by first name.


    Definitely a luxury I wasn’t used to. While Hugh and the pilot talked, I walked about the cabin, taking it all in.


    It still smelled new, like new car. Maybe new jet? I hadn’t been on a lot of airplanes, but it was definitely high class. It was like comparing a hostel to a penthouse suite. You could tell they were used for the same reasons, but only barely.


    ***


    I buckled my seat belt as Hugh sat next to me, ignoring his own buckle.


    “Nervous?” he asked, putting his hand on my leg.


    “I’m more surprised than anything... I can’t believe I’m going to Reno in this thing.” I gestured to the cabin.


    He beamed. “Would you like a drink? That always helps me when I fly.”


    “Yeah, sure.”


    He leaned over and opened a compartment. Some bottles of whiskey and rum were shoved deep into the glimmering ice.


    He grasped a bottle by the neck and yanked it out. “Could you hand me those glasses?”


    As I grabbed the glasses, I felt the airplane begin to move. That lazy movement where you can barely feel the world scooting past the windows. There was a sense of tension to it, knowing that it would end with your pinned to your seat as the plane launched into the sky.


    I gulped and handed Hugh the glasses.


    “You made me think we were going to be late for nothing, didn’t you?” He poured about a shots worth of rum into each.


    He handed me my glass with a smile, “Here.”


    The drink swirled inside it, as the airplane backed from the gate to prepare for take off.


    “Shouldn’t we wait?”


    “Why wait?” He downed his drink, and cracked a smile. He set down the glass with a clink.


    I looked down into the liquid, watching it my reflection shimmer. “Should I really be coming with you?”


    He turned from looking out the window and leaned over. He twisted his wedding band mindlessly, like it was an old habit.


    “I want you to be here, Caitlin.” He touched my knee, and rubbed with his thumb, which almost tickled. He swallowed hard. “But it’s weird being here with you though. Weird but exciting.”


    The engines on the airplane howled as they spun up to speed. I finished my drink just in time. The airplane lurched forward, pinning me back against me seat. Hugh was across from me, so he shifted to the edge of his seat. He grabbed my leg, I don’t know if to steady himself or just to touch me. He retrieved the glass from my clenched hand and set it down for me.


    As the plane pulled into the sky, I settled down and tried to relax. I always felt tense on airplanes, and this was no exception. Hugh’s touch was comforting.


    I answered him. “I know what you mean. I’ve felt all wound up inside since I ran into you again.” I brushed my hair back. “I still kind of do.”


    “You seem different,” I added. “I don’t know what it is. I didn’t tell Aaron I was coming here.”


    “Really? How come? You two used to be really good friends.”


    “Because,” I looked away. It was hard admitting this to him. “He would have told me it was a bad idea. That ‘you shouldn’t get back together with exes, they were exes for a reason,’ or something like that.”


    He frowned, as if he were considering it.


    “I don’t think that’s always true,” he said. “Not every relationship is the same after all.”


    I smiled at him. “Everyone did say that we were going to burn each other out, we were too young, maybe if we had met later.”


    “I thought that too. There were days when I wish I had just been a little older,” he said. “Days where I wished I wasn’t so young when I first met you.”


    The plane leveled off a bit, and the roar of the engines quieted. The pilot came on the mini-intercom, greeting us.


    “Hello, you two. I just thought I should let you know, we have a good tailwind and should reach Reno by late afternoon. I’d estimate 4 hours.” He clicked off the intercom.


    Hugh looked back out the window, pursing his lips.


    He was different. There was something guarded about him, like he was carrying some kind of weight. Before college, he felt less heavy.


    But maybe I was carrying weight too. A lot had happened in the last couple of years. It realized I was encountering less and less nostalgic memories, and more and more of a new man.


    A man I barely recognized.


    I leaned back in my chair, and looked at my glass.


    “Would you like another?” Hugh asked.


    “Sure, we’ve got time to kill after all.”


    He smiled in agreement. He took my glass and poured another, before handing it back to me.


    “Aren’t you going to have another?”


    “Nah, I’m not a heavy drinker.” He looked out the window, seemingly oblivious to what it sounded like he just implied.


    I gripped my glass, suddenly feeling self-conscious.


    I downed it anyway.


    Hugh fetched a couple of snack packs that were hidden away in the alcohol drawer. He offered one to me, which I took.


    “How long are we going to be in Reno?”


    His eyes fixed on the horizon out the window. “However long you want. You pretty much have unlimited access to your own jet as long as you know me.”


    He was twisting and twisting his wedding band around his finger.


    If he wasn’t married, what could have happened? The question burned in me, but not as intensely as it did before. He said he’d tell me, and I trusted him.


    I sat back down in my seat, feeling a bit tipsy. What if my life could fall into place, and I could be really happy? I leaned back in the chair, surprised by how far back it went. Closing my eyes, I dreamed of a life where I didn’t have to stress about my parents, my money, or my happiness.


    Maybe I’d find that happiness with Hugh.


    ***


    A gentle shake woke me up, someone’s fingers pressed against my shoulder. I blinked and forgot I was on an airplane. No, a private jet. I squinted at Hugh.


    He must’ve seen the shock in my eyes, and he quickly comforted me. “Hey. I just wanted to wake you and let you know that we’re almost there.” I dropped my shoulders, looking around, still somewhat lethargic. He asked, “Are you hungry? Those little snacks weren’t very filling.”


    I stretched out with a yawn. “Yeah, I could definitely use some food.”


    Hugh stood up and went into the back of the plane for a moment. I brought my seat back upright and looked over at the fluffy clouds. They looked endless, like the ocean.


    He came back up, and handed me a plate of steaming food. Chicken and rice, with some vegetables toppled over the side of it.


    “I already ate, but I prepared yours just in case.”


    “Oh wow, this looks great!” He handed me a fork. I chuckled. “I was afraid you’d give me chopsticks.”


    “You’re not nearly ready enough to use chopsticks,” he teased. I grinned and dug into the food.


    I wasn’t a little hungry, I was ravenous. I forgot I hadn’t even eaten breakfast, so it was all built up from last night. He laughed, sitting down and buckling himself in.


    “How much longer do you think we have?”


    “The pilot said about 25 minutes, then we’ll get ready to descend.”


    I swallowed some chicken, feeling light headed from eating too fast. “Where will we stay?”


    “My place. A nice condo near downtown.”


    “Is it big?” I blurted out. I quickly bit my tongue. He didn’t seem offended. If anything, he was pleased.


    “It’s big enough.”


    ***


    The airplane lowered through the cloud cover, whiting out the windows for a few moments.


    I finished my food, and left the tray sitting next to me. I hated landings. The only way I had to cope with them was just squeezing onto the arm rests until it was over, but it was an exhausting ten minutes every time. I hated it.


    Hugh asked, “You okay? You look pale.”


    I shook my head weakly.


    Hugh unbuckled his seatbelt without a second thought. He moved next to me, replacing the tray and grabbing my hand.


    I smiled, feeling better already. “Thanks Hugh.”


    “James is an excellent pilot,” he said, touching my shoulder. I softened in his grip. “Just breathe and talk to me.”


    I tore my focus away from the window, the clouds passing made me dizzy.


    “Okay, umm... What do you do at your company?”


    “I work as a regional district manager. It’s a fancy title that amounts to me making sure all the power plants keep their output within guidelines.”


    “It sure sounds classy.” I squeezed his hand back. “I thought you wanted to be an musician?”


    He leaned his head back, closing his eyes. “I did, but that was high school you know? When I went to college, my dad told me I had to do business, so I did. And you know what? It wasn’t too bad, and I liked it.”


    “How’d you start working for...?”


    “Silver Energy,” he answered, finishing my sentence. “After a bit of college, I earned an internship with them. Next thing I knew, they were hiring me on and I was getting promotions left and right.”


    “How’d you manage that?” The airplane broke through the clouds. We were a lot closer to the ground than I thought were, which was a curse and a blessing. I always watched to see when the plane reached a survivable crash distance.


    “I put a lot of time in, 80-90 hour weeks, which... I wouldn’t recommend. It got me noticed though.”


    “Holy shit, did you even sleep? Was it worth it?”


    “I slept enough.” He opened his eyes. “It was easier than dealing with my life at the time.”


    The airplane coasted in, the vibration of its landing gear lowering shaking my seat. Hugh pulled my hand up and kissed it. It was sweet enough to make my cheeks burn.


    “You know airplanes have exploded on the runway from running over debris?” I said, my voice still shaky.


    “I didn’t, but don’t worry. I promise that won’t happen.”


    After hovering over the runway for what felt like ages, the wheels touched the ground. The flaps roared against the wind, slowing us down with the howl of the engines pulling against the weight of the craft.


    Slowing to taxiing speed, the airplane started making its way toward a gate.


    James popped on the intercom again, “Hugh, I’m happy to conclude another speedy flight. It’s 5pm local time, and I hope to see you again soon.” He clicked off the intercom.


    “Isn’t it weird having him address you directly?” I asked. “Especially since everything he says sounds like what any other pilot would say?”


    “It was weird at first.”


    The airplane stopped at a gate. I guess James was the only crew member on board, because he came out of the cockpit and opened the stairway latch.


    Before we got up, Hugh turned to me. “We have to go right to my work, I have a meeting I have to catch. I’ll get to show you off a little too.” When he saw the look on my face, he smiled. “I’m kidding.”


    When we exited the plane, our luggage was already waiting for us. Reno smelled a lot different than Maine. That salty and piney smell was absent, replaced with dry and somewhat muggy air.


    “It’s so hot!” I gasped, feeling choked as the wave of heat hit me.


    “I forgot you’re used to the east coast. This is way better.” I reached for my luggage, but Hugh insisted he take it. I followed him off the airstrip, through the thankfully air-conditioned airport, into the parking garage.


    No rental this time, his car was parked at the airport. A flashy black Porsche.


    As he came around the front to pop the trunk, I teased him a little. “You would have a Porsche wouldn’t you?”


    “A lot of things might have changed, but my dream car never did.” He loaded our luggage in the surprisingly spacious front-trunk.


    The smell of clean, warm leather greeted me when I climbed in. As we left, he didn’t even pay for parking. The mention of his name changed the parking attendants expression from boredom to excitement.


    Reno.


    It wasn’t Vegas, but it would do.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    We blasted down the highway, the scenery whizzing past us. No time to soak in the sights, I was too busy clenching the seat as we curved through the turns.


    Hugh driving was more conservative when he was in the rental car, but now that he was back in his car, he didn’t have a care in the world.


    The sports-like passenger seat kept me from sliding all over the place, but it couldn’t do much to stop me from fighting his turning power.


    A determined look glazed his eyes, and his rock-steady hands controlled the machine like he had always known it. Personally, privately. That kind of intimacy was alluring.


    We sped up the highway, heading into downtown Reno. I didn’t protest his driving, if anything, I relished it.


    It wasn’t the frantic and terrifying driving of a teenager, it was the controlled speed of a race car driver. I swallowed my spit and tried to rest my head against the seat, restraining myself from taking advantage of his focus.


    “I thought you were going to granny-drive it like in Maine.”


    He laughed, “Granny-drive? Never, I only did that because I was nervous you’d run away.”


    “You? Nervous? I don’t believe that.”


    “Really.” He slipped the car into fifth gear, and we coasted along at a breezy 70 miles per hour.


    “Are you going to get into trouble for bringing me to your office?”


    “No. And you don’t have to hang out in the conference room anyway. It’ll be about boring budget concerns and planning mostly.”


    He switched to the left lane, passing all the slower traffic. I got the distinct sensation that even if we passed a cop, Hugh wouldn’t get pulled over. Did rich people have immunity? Maybe they did.


    “There it is, Silver Energy.” He pointed out at one of the taller buildings in the Reno skyline. They were all impressive compared to Bangor, so I wasn’t shocked to see that our destination was one of the bigger ones.


    Metal and glass were the dominating materials of the building, with a large blue and silver logo emblazoned on the side of the skyscraper.


    “Why the name?”


    “Nevada is the silver state.”


    We pulled into a parking garage, one that was below ground. Hugh swiped his security badge, which let us in.


    He pulled into a parking stall and shut the car off. After climbing out, he came over to my side to let open my door.


    “Always a gentleman, huh?” I took his hand.


    “It would be a bit more romantic if we were going out to dinner. A business meeting doesn’t really cut it you know.”


    I nodded. “What about tomorrow?”


    He scratched his cheek and looked at his hand, maybe surprised that he hadn’t shaved. “That could work. Let me look into it. Follow me.”


    We went through a door and into the main lobby of the building. They must’ve leased the building out, because there was a directory of other companies and businesses at the entrance. He swiped his badge to call the elevator.


    The extra-wide steel doors opened, and we slipped into the mirrored elevator.


    “I looked it up,” he continued, “and I guess Nevada was the center of the silver rush in the 19 century. We pioneered that whole concept.”


    We. He already was attached to the state, not that I could blame him. It definitely had some charm.


    Silver Energy’s floor was impressive. We were greeted by a huge wall with the Silver Energy logo hung against it.


    On the other side of the wall was a row of cubicles, facing a wall of offices. Those were obviously the real deal. The conference room was in the back. A number of people were already milling around the large table at the room’s center.


    “They always start early. Have you ever heard of a company that has meetings early?” He sighed. “They might be annoyed that I’m late already, so maybe you should hang out outside for now. There are magazines and drinks in my office. It’s the one in the corner.” His office was easy to spot, it had his name etched on the glass door. “Here.” He handed me his key, and gave me a kiss on the cheek.


    I blushed, watching him disappear into the conference room. I held the key gingerly, as if it might break. I suddenly felt out of place without him next to me.


    Here I was, standing in a wealthy office, wearing yesterday’s wrinkled clothes. No make-up, nothing.


    A couple of other employees were still in their cubicles, either not invited to the meeting or not going. I made my way to Hugh’s office and quickly jammed the key into the lock.


    It was clean and minimalistic inside. I wondered if his house would have the same kind of sterility.


    His office kind of reminded me of his hotel room. That sparse, barely welcoming feeling.


    I sat down at his desk, and pretended like I was working for his company.


    “Yes, come sit down, I have to talk to you,” I mimed what I imagined an executive would say. I gestured to an invisible person to sit down across from me.


    I looked down at a stack of blank paper, and shuffled them. “Going by your reports, I’m gonna have to let you go,” I said, making my voice sound cold. “Now now, there is a severance package...”


    I grew bored of ruining imaginary lives. I riffled through his drawers: pens, some issues of Forbes, nothing super exciting in the top three.


    But the last drawer had something more for me. Underneath a stack of folders, I pulled out a downturned picture.


    A blonde woman was in it, smiling. The corner was dog eared, and it looked like it was a couple years old.


    I stared at it, not being able to put my finger on her. She looked familiar, somehow.


    His wife?


    Why was she in the bottom of his desk?


    I took the picture, and set it on his desk. She was pretty, powdered freckles on her cheeks and nose, with blue eyes. Eyes that could eat you alive. A cold shiver shocked me.


    His office had a large window facing into the building, which meant I could watch the conference from afar. Hugh was standing at the front of the long table and gesturing wildly, as if he were making some point. I could see his wedding band glint, and I felt sick.


    Why was the picture tucked away in his desk? Shouldn’t it be in a picture frame if it was his wife?


    ***


    About an hour passed, and things looked like they were finally wrapping up. People in the conference room were standing to shake each others’ hands. Some people laughed and Hugh smacked someone on the back. He left the conference room and snuck into his office.


    I leaned back in his chair and propped my feet up on his desk. I didn’t know if I wanted to bring up the picture immediately or not. Maybe I should let him bring it up. After all, if it has anything to do with his wedding band, he said he’d tell me.


    “Mmm, you look delicious,” he said, under his breath. His eyes danced over me. “Feet up on my desk and everything? Getting it all dirty.”


    “How’d it go?” I asked, a smile crossing my face.


    “Good, pretty quick if you could believe it. You weren’t too bored were you?


    I shook my head, my hair tickling me. “Maybe a little.”


    “You want to meet the guys and gals that run Silver Energy?”


    “Sure, let’s do a little meet and greet.” He turned on his heel and left his office. I took the picture and slid it in my pocket. I don’t know why, but I felt like I had to.


    ***


    To some relief, he introduced me as an old friend. Which wasn’t inaccurate. We hadn’t even really fooled around yet. It would have been weirder to tell everyone I was his high school sweetheart.


    Most of his coworkers were pretty bland and boring. Nothing too memorable about any of them, except for their strong handshakes. The only one that stuck out to me was Scott, Hugh’s boss.


    “Pleasure to meet you, Caitlin. So, how did you two meet?” His voice was deep. The kind of voice that could fill a room, and a body to suit it.


    “We actually dated in high school.”


    “Oh? So the truth comes out eh?” Scott smiled, giving a side glance to Hugh. “You didn’t go to college together?”


    College, I didn’t want to be reminded of that disaster just yet. While I clammed up, Hugh interjected.


    “No. We split up after high school. She went to the University of Maine, and I already had plans to go to the University of Chicago.”


    “Well you know what they say about high school love...” Scott trailed off. He cleared his throat and extended his hand to me again. “Well it was nice to meet you Ms...?”


    “Winters.”


    “Ms. Winters. Sounds like I’ll be seeing you around, if we keep this guy working for us!” He laughed.


    “We should get home, unpack our things. We just landed this morning,” Hugh said.


    “You don’t need to tell me, get out of here then!” Scott walked away, disappearing into his office.


    ***


    Downstairs, in the parking lot, I asked about Hugh’s boss.


    “Scott seems nice.”


    “Scott huh? He’s a funny guy,” Hugh said, “I would never had gotten this job if it wasn’t for his sense of humor. I mean you gotta have one to hire a fresh-faced kid out of an internship.”


    We climbed back into his Porsche. “I wish I had more time to prepare, I didn’t know I’d be meeting all your coworkers.”


    “I think you look great,” he said. “I love that no-makeup look.”


    “Ha-ha, nice try. Everyone says they don’t like girls with tons of makeup, until they see one without any.”


    “But I’m serious.” He caught my attention, and put his hand on my leg.


    I grinned, taking his hand off my leg. I didn’t want him to get too frisky in the car. “Where’s your condo?”


    He didn’t seem phased by my rejection. “Just across town, a bit more secluded than downtown. Some of the employees work and live in this building.”


    “Why don’t you do that?” I touched the dash. “I mean, besides not getting to use your toy?”


    He shook his head, “I’d never get any work done. The commute makes it real, you know.”


    “Makes going home real, makes going to work real. It sounds dumb, but I need it,” he finished.


    I could see that, needing that kind of routine. He pulled out of the garage, the attendant waving to him cheerfully.


    ***


    His condo was beautiful.


    “Wow...” my jaw dropped open as he closed the front door. I took my shoes off. Hugh walked past me, grinning, and disappeared into a room.


    I really expected it to be more bare like his office, but it was lavishly decorated. It was filled with paintings and flowers. Rugs covered the hardwood floors, real hardwood floors. I felt like sliding around in my socks it looks so shiny.


    A crystal chandelier adorned the dining room, and almost every wall in the house was painted some color. The kitchen had polished white countertops with red walls. The dining room had a deep purple hue, which made it feel kind of dreamy.


    I padded down the hallway, finding him in his bedroom. A comfortable looking queen bed dominated the room, four wooden posts jutting up from each corner. It seemed like hundreds of throw pillows were dumped all over it. He had put the bags on the bed, and was out on the balcony.


    I got a peek into the bathroom: flashes of gold with mirror finishes. I wondered if it had a claw foot tub.


    I walked up beside him on the balcony.


    “I’m really impressed. After seeing your office, that you have throw pillows.”


    “It’s the little things that matter, Cay,” he teased. He stared off over the city. This side was a lot quieter. His view was mostly desert and sagebrush, which had its own kind of beauty. Like a desert ocean. The sun almost seemed to glow against the landscape.


    I bit my lip. I could feel the picture of the blonde woman burning a hole in my pocket, and the question was aching to be let free.


    It wasn’t until then that I realized I was terrified of the answer.


    “Are you hungry?” he asked. “I could make us something.”


    Some relief from my mind. “You cook too? Do you have any other super powers?”


    “You might think I have super powers after I make you some mean burgers.”


    “A wealthy man who cooks burgers,” I said with a smile.


    He laughed, his eyes sparkling. “Come on, you can help me.”


    He walked into the kitchen and flipped the light on. While I had noticed the white counters, I didn’t see that the backsplash was made up of thousands of glittering seashells.


    “Seashells huh? I didn’t peg you as a sentimental type,” I said. He pulled out a slab of hamburger from the fridge and set it on the counter.


    “What makes you think that?” He washed his hands, and pulled an apron off a hook inside the pantry. “I can be very sentimental. If I want to be. Especially about my home-state.”


    I prodded his ribs, making him flinch. He stepped away from the sink, giving me room to wash my hands, but not quite enough. I giggled as I tried to squeeze past him, noticing his attention shift when our arms touched.


    “Hmm,” he murmured. He tied his apron. I had never seen a man in an apron before. There was something alluring about a man who could cook.


    He smacked the ball of beef, then started unwrapping it from its white paper. I stood near him, hovering and feeling in the way.


    “What do you need me to do?”


    “You could hand me a cutting board.” He pointed across the kitchen, toward the island. “Should be under there.”


    I leaned over, peering in the cavity under the island. The sound of him smacking the meat stopped, and I could tell he wasn’t paying attention to that anymore.


    The hairs on the back of my neck stood up.


    “You smell enchanting,” he whispered, almost as if I wasn’t supposed to hear it. I pretended to not hear him, and found the cutting board.


    I straightened myself out, but slower than I needed to. I was surprised how much of a kick I was getting out of this.


    “The things I want to do to you,” he growled.


    “Oh yeah? What kinds of things?” I handed him the cutting board, and he set it on the counter without turning around.


    “We have this nice kitchen counter here, and it just seems so empty without you bent over it, you know?


    Now he had my interest. We hadn’t done much but make out, and now he was dirty talking me.


    “Go on...” I gave him a devilish smile.


    He grabbed my hips, pulling me closer to him as he spoke. “Like, choke you and hold you down, while I fuck you from behind.”


    My mouth was parched. “What else?”


    “You’d beg for me,” he turned and put the hamburger on the cutting board. “Beg for me to keep going.”


    He took a piece of beef and smashed it down into a patty. I was bewildered, this was a completely different side of him coming out.


    Hugh flattened out the rest of the beef into patties. “Two enough for you?”


    “Two? That’s more than enough.” I didn’t want to waste too much time eating.


    “Of course we are.” He put the patties on a plate and carried it out to the balcony.


    He had a small grill hidden in the corner. He lifted the aluminum lid, revealing a spotless cage of wires. A pyramid of charcoals were already stacked up, ready to be lit.


    I crossed my arms, suspicious. “You want me to believe you had this already clean and ready to go?”


    “What’s not to believe?” he set the plate down, and went to work on lighting the charcoals. “I always clean my grill right after I use it. Why deal with cleaning it later?”


    “I guess so. Maybe I’m just lazy then.”


    “Maybe you are,” he said, a smirk on his face. He got the charcoals lit and we waited for them to ash over. After a few moments of gazing at the landscape together, he turned and gingerly placed each of the patties on the metal mesh.


    I sat down in one of his chairs on the balcony, giving up on helping. I was pretending to stare over the barren landscape, but he was much more interesting.


    How did I not notice before, how tight his ass was? My mouth was watering, ever since our talk in the kitchen, and I couldn’t stop thinking about him pinning me down and fucking the lights out of me. Just his smooth skin, touching mine. The warmth of him filling me up.


    When he was satisfied with the flame, he replaced the lid on the grill. He didn’t move to sit down next to me, but instead opted to lean over the railing and study the horizon.


    The sun was low in the sky. Orange and pink hues, like water colors, filled the horizon. I could just barely make out a star twinkling above us, or was it a planet? I never could remember.


    The orange glow didn’t have any trouble cascading over the sage and dry land, illuminating long and sickly shadows. They almost seemed to creep right up to our balcony.


    “I hate to say this about Nevada,” I said. “But it is beautiful.”


    “I seem to remember you saying you never thought of landscapes were beautiful.”


    I frowned at him. “I said that about cities, and I’m still not convinced with Reno.”


    “Fair enough,” he chuckled. He closed the lid on the grill when the heat was just right.


    The burgers started sizzling, the smell of smoke and coals rose into the air.


    I pointed at the grill. “Was that just plain hamburger you pulled out?”


    “No, I had already rubbed and mixed in my spice blend. I couldn’t say I made mean burgers if I just made plain-jane ones, could I?” He inhaled deeply, before stepping back and joining me in the balcony chairs. He reached over and grasped my hand.


    Hand holding felt so intimate. There was this sense of comfort to it, a sense of security.


    The burgers were delicious. I only had to take one bite to know that Hugh didn’t screw around when he made claims. The meat was perfectly juicy, a bit of spice accented each bite, with a good fulfilling flavor.


    After finishing my first, I picked up my second burger a little embarrassed at how much I craved it.


    “I knew you’d want two. No one can have just one of my burgers.”


    As I started into my second burger, it dawned on me. This house was the one Hugh had with his wife. Maybe that’s why the decorations were so much more lavish. Did she run away with another man?


    I checked Hugh out again, seeing if I could detect what could cause a woman to run away from him. I couldn’t.


    ***


    When we finished eating, I offered to take the plates in, since I knew he’d want to clean his grill.


    While I washed the plates and scrubbed the cutting board, I stared at the sea-shelled backsplash. What kind of person was she?


    Was the blonde woman in the picture his wife, or someone else? A mistress? I felt my back pocket, checking to see if the picture was still there. It was.


    I dreaded confronting him about it for some reason. Maybe I was scared of the answer.


    He came in as I finished washing up, and opened a cabinet.


    “Would you like a toddy, as a dessert?”


    I nodded. He casually moved to retrieve two glasses and pulling down a bottle of scotch.


    “How do you know I don’t want something softer, like wine?”


    “Because of the way you drank on the airplane. You aren’t into light drinks. You can handle the hard stuff.”


    Hugh handed me a half filled glass of coffee. I watched as he poured another for himself. It was a bit strange drinking with him. He was already drinking when I met him in high school, but I always stayed sober and dry. Now that we were drinking together, it felt weird.


    He held his glass up, and toasted; “To rekindling old passions.” We clinked our glasses together, and downed them simultaneously.


    I wrinkled my nose. I forgot I hadn’t had a chance to shower since yesterday, and it was starting to catch up with me.


    “Mind if I use your shower?”


    “By all means,” he said. “There should be a clean towel in there.”


    “Perfect.”


    I set the glass down on the counter, and wandered in his bedroom. My mind was still burning. Who was his wife?


    ***


    I closed the bathroom door, and immediately noticed that there wasn’t any lock on the handle. The shower wasn’t the whole square box affair I was used to: it was tucked behind a distorted glass wall, no door keeping anyone from walking in. The only thing that kept the water from running all over the bathroom was a small lip of marble.


    Needless to say, it was extravagant. Light filtered through the glass and jumped all over the stall, giving it an comforting atmosphere.


    I pulled the picture out of my back pocket, thankful to see that it wasn’t kinked or creased in any way. Maybe I was just jealous of the woman in the photo; after all, it wasn’t like Hugh had a picture of me hidden deep in his office drawer. I hid it back inside my jeans and carefully placed them in the corner of the bathroom. I slipped out of the rest of my clothes, and made my way behind the glass wall to the shower.


    There were two shower heads, each one on opposite walls. I guess you could get quite soaked if you really wanted to. Maybe for a partner? Did people actually do that?


    I turned the tap, and water sprang out of the shower head, a firm pressure to it. Steam quickly began rising in wispy tendrils.


    I was used to waiting for what felt like ages for a shower to get warm, so I was already in heaven. I climbed in and let the warmth soothe my racing mind.


    I looked for what I expected would be manly soap options, and wasn’t disappointed. A body fragrance that made you smell like pine and tobacco, and a shampoo of spearmint. It must’ve worked, because every time I got a whiff of his scent, I felt like I was reeling. Or was that the alcohol?


    I was rinsing out my hair when I heard the click of the bathroom door. I struggled to open my eyes, something I’ve always hated doing, and saw Hugh stripping down to join me. I could just barely make his shape out through the distorted glass, and I bit my lip in anticipation of him coming around. I knew he could see me, just my naked outline. Was he just as thrilled as me?


    He pushed his clothes aside with a foot, and came into the shower.


    He was smiling arrogantly, but I couldn’t help but blush at his confidence. I’d never showered with anyone else before. It had been so long since I saw him naked. He had certainly filled out since high school.


    Though he had never been unfit, he just looked older. He didn’t have what he had now: chiseled abs, with that deeply grooved valley near his hips. My skin grew warmer, and I pushed my wet hair out of my eyes. He stepped up to me, our toes just touching each other.


    He leaned close, but didn’t touch me with his hands yet. His hand reached behind me and grasped his loofa, while his other hand grabbed the body wash. The pine tree and tobacco one.


    It felt... dangerous. His lips were inches away from mine, and I glanced down and saw him engorged.


    He set the body wash back down, and touched my back with the loofa, the suds cascading over me.


    “I’ve never had a man clean me before,” I whispered. He didn’t answer. He brought the loofa from my back to my breasts, carefully lathering them. The smell from the body wash hit me like a wall, and I nearly choked inhaling it so deeply.


    He took my wrist, and held up my arm as he dragged the loofa across it. I don’t know if it was because of the toddy hitting me, or that dream-like look he had in his eyes, but I was completely his. I was at his command.


    He took my other arm and washed it as well, before running the sponge back to my stomach.


    I jumped a little, suddenly noticing his erection. He acted as if it wasn’t there, moving the sponge down and slathering both my legs in soap.


    “Turn,” he said, an unrevealing tone in his voice. He put a hand over my eyes and pushed me under the stream of water. The soap ran down in channels. He was closer to me now, and his cock pushed against my ass.


    “Caitlin.” He gently moved my shoulders, and I turned back around to face him. I could just taste a kiss on my lips.


    He leaned down to meet me, and pushed his lips against mine. I held him to me, our kiss lasting for what felt like centuries. Nothing else mattered at that moment.


    When I pulled away, he had a curious look.


    “Did you still want me to choke you?”


    I had forgotten about our conversation, and he must’ve seen it in my face. “If you want,” I said.


    I nodded, “I want you to choke me.”


    “If you feel like things are getting too intense, just say ‘red,’ okay?”


    “Okay.”


    He slid his hand across my shoulder, a light touch, which only surprised me more when he took a hold of my hair and yanked my head back.


    I winced, but more playfully than anything. He leaned in close, and kissed my neck. Then he put his hand on me, and squeezed, pushing me against the shower wall. It was slippery from excess soap, and I slid into the corner of the stall as he pushed.


    I gasped, both enraged and amazed at how turned on I was. I reached out and stroked his wet cock, admiring its hard ridge underneath my fingers. He grunted in pleasure, moving close to me, and loosening his grip on my neck.


    I gasped for air, a sense of satisfaction washing over me.


    “Let’s take this to the bedroom,” he muttered. He stepped out of the shower and grabbed a towel. He knotted it around his waist, his wet footprints leading out into his bedroom.


    I followed, a warmth growing between my legs. If I hadn’t just been soaking in water, I could have guaranteed I’d be soaking wet anyway.


    Back in the bedroom, the sun’s setting rays turned the room orange. The sounds of the night were beginning to echo outside the open balcony door. It was still refreshingly warm outside.


    He turned on the lamp, and patted the bed beside him. His towel was loose, and I could almost taste his cock in my mouth. That sultry power I would have over him, however fleeting, would be amazing.


    “Get over here and get on your knees.”


    I did as he commanded, moving closer and kneeling down. He opened his towel, his cock engorged and needy.


    I scooted closer to him, his knees parted for me. “Let’s get rid of this thing,” he said, tugging at my towel and making it fall in a heap.


    My skin was still moist from the shower, and my wet hair dampened my back. He held his hand against my cheek, “Look at me, Cay.”


    It was hard to focus on his eyes, I just wanted to hear him moan again.


    I wrapped my fingers around his cock, taking pleasure in his twitch and groan. He leaned back on his elbows, watching me work my magic.


    “Your mouth, Caitlin. I wanna see your mouth full of my dick, and you can’t use your hands.”


    I nodded, and let go. I leaned closer, and parted my lips, guiding his shaft into me with my tongue.


    He twitched again, moaning loud. Yes, that’s it, moan for me.


    I twisted my tongue around his shaft, wetting it more than it already was. A drop of pre-cum oozed out the tip, and I gulped it down along with my saliva.


    He shuddered, “Faster.”


    I reached back and gathered my hair up into a taut pony-tail, and held it away from my mouth. I pushed down onto him, taking him as deep as I could go before my eyes watered.


    His member twitched inside me, slamming against the roof of my mouth. I steadied it with my lips, holding him tight.


    Then I sucked, sucked like I was trying to drain him dry. If I sucked hard enough, I could coax out his seed, drain him and swallow it. Leave him begging for more.


    He didn’t give me a chance though, and after a moment of sucking him down, he pushed me away. “I’ll be the one to decide when this little game is over,” he said. He ordered me to climb up on the bed.


    I smiled, and he grabbed me by the hips, and picked me up. He threw me against the mattress, making me bounce slightly.


    Before I could regain my bearings, he was upon me. His left hand held me down against the sheets, while he cupped and fondled my breast.


    I squirmed under his touch, my skin electrified with energy. I breathed hard, his tongue piercing me. “More, more.”


    He pushed down from my breast.


    His hand moved between my legs, and he kissed me there. I closed my eyes, and let myself dissolve into him. I gasped, grabbing the sheets in two fistfuls. I pulled against them, threatening to undo the entire bed.


    He drank me up, greedily and with a sense of thirst. I wrapped my legs around his head and held him into me, and he choked for a moment, before I let go.


    After he caught his breath, he whispered to me. “You surprise me, Cay.”


    “It’s been longer than you think,” I said. I grasped his hair, tugging on his scalp, wishing I could control him. That I could feel like I was controlling something. He ignored me, moving down the line of my body. I let out a gasp when he grabbed my legs and spread them. That vulnerability was face-reddening.


    His breath felt hot on my lips, and I could barely anticipate him moving in closer. He let out a deep sigh, before he dipped down and ran his tongue against my clit again. I squirmed against his mouth, which seemed to only incense him more.


    He squeezed my thighs and held me down against the sheets, his tongue caressing me in ways I hadn’t experienced in years. I felt hot sparks as I moved against him, shutting my eyes to stop the room from spinning.


    “I want you, I want you to have me, Hugh,” I whispered. He kissed me again. I was letting him do whatever he wanted with me, but I felt this sense of urgency, this kind of hurried frenzy in him. I didn’t understand it, but I didn’t question it either.


    He put his arm around me, and picked me up, placing me on top of him. While it felt like I might be able to wrest some control from him, he was still in command.


    Catching his breath, he grabbed his chest. He stood up. “Now I’m gonna fuck you like the dirty girl you are.” He opened his dresser drawer and pulled out a condom. He split the package and rolled it over his cock, almost as if it were second nature.


    I closed my eyes, waiting.


    I opened my legs for him, beckoning him to come closer. He squeezed my hips, dragging me away from the bunched up sheets and hanging my ass off the edge of the bed.


    I felt his cock twitch against me, as he threaded it between my thighs.


    He placed his hand on my shoulder, pulling me close and lifting me into the air. I moaned, touching his hand with my cheek.


    He slid his cock into me, his shaft filling me up. I wished it could be skin on skin, but I was glad he didn’t go that far. He guided my body over him with his hand, squeezing my shoulder and pulling me toward him.


    I gasped aloud, and squeezed the sheets. They untucked themselves at my mercy. Hugh groaned as he slid himself deeper into me, our bodies meeting together for the first time in years.


    I couldn’t stop myself. As he stroked his cock inside me, he moaned. He clawed at my body, catching my breast and making me gasp in pleasure.


    I grabbed his hand and put it on my neck. He squeezed, and groped the air out of me. As he did, his speed picked up, his hips meeting mine every second.


    “Oh shit, Caitlin! You like it when I fuck you raw like this? Huh?” I gasped, a breath of air escaping my lips.


    A growing wall of heady warmth spread inside me, curling around my insides and expanding outward. My arms grew limp, and I couldn’t stop from lifting myself off the bed. I wrapped my legs around his waist, digging him as deep into me as he could go. “Hugh! I’m going to—” I felt everything grow dim, my vision losing itself. I didn’t know if it was from him choking me, or just the intensity of it all.


    He groaned, his body language changing. I could tell he was about reach his limit.


    “Fuck!” he cried out, thrusting one last time into me. My eyes grew wide, and I stared at him. After a couple, hard, climatic seconds, he let go of my neck. He pulled out of me.


    I gasped for air, wheezing. I soothed my neck, rubbing it.


    He climbed up next to me, his cock still encased in rubber, proof of his climax inside it.


    “Are you okay?” His voice was much softer now. I nodded, getting one last hack out.


    “Yeah, I’ll be okay.” I relaxed my body, throbbing waves still glowing inside me. “That was incredible. I’ve never been able to get someone to choke me again.”


    “Again?”


    I caught his eye. “Only one other man has ever dared to choke me, and he was terrifying.”


    He looked down over me, letting his hand travel across my skin. “You aren’t,” I added. I was still shaken from our first reunion after so long, but my mind immediately taunted me. Who was the woman in the picture?


    He stood up off the bed. “I’m going to take care of this,” he pointed at the condom. I nodded, my thoughts far away.


    Before he could disappear behind the bathroom door, my impatience finally got the better of me.


    “Who is the blonde woman in the picture I found at your office?”


    He stopped and looked at me, bewilderment in his eyes. I looked away. “The picture is in the back left pocket of my jeans.”


    After the bathroom door closed, I heard him rustling in my clothes.


    He came back into the room, stark naked, holding the picture. He sat down on the bed, and looked at me.


    “This is my wife.”

  


  
    Chapter 4


    “Your wife,” I repeated. “Not your mistress?”


    “No, not my mistress. That’s my wife,” he said. His voice was firm.


    “Then why was it hidden in your desk at work?” I tried to keep my voice civil, but I was kind of rushing through a bunch of emotions at once. It was hard to keep calm. “Why are you still wearing your wedding ring if you’re married? I need the truth, Hugh.” I pointed to his finger.


    “She’s dead.”


    I fell silent.


    He sighed, running his hand through his hair. It was only slightly damp. His posture slackened, and he collapsed on the bed. Our heads were adjacent but not facing at each other.


    “She died three years ago, in a car crash.”


    I was struck. My chest tightened and I inhaled sharply. “I’m— I’m sorry.”


    “Don’t be, it’s not your fault. It’s mine. I was driving at least. We were heading back from her parents house, and it was late in the night. We came across a deer in a mountain pass, and I swerved to dodge it, but like all deer accidents, it isn’t the one you miss.”


    I wanted to comfort him but I felt paralyzed. I couldn’t move.


    “The deer rolled up onto the windshield, crashing through it. I was fine, but only because all of its weight landed on her.”


    “God that’s horrible.” My hand went to my forehead. I turned over to face him, giving myself the courage to caress his chest. “What was her name?”


    “Her name is Marcia,” his voice cracked, but he maintained his composure. “The damnedest thing is, her parents offered for us to stay there for the night. We wanted to get home though, we were trying to have a family...”


    He went silent. “I had no idea, Hugh.” I wanted to say something more, something that might help. Something that would make him feel better.


    “You couldn’t have. That’s why I didn’t want to talk about it — it still takes a lot out of me.”


    He squeezed his left hand, curling his fingers around his gold band. I touched him, holding my hand against his back. What could I possibly do to ease him?


    I climbed up out of bed, and went into the kitchen. Maybe water would help, it usually helped me.


    I filled a glass with cold water from the tap, and went back into his room.


    He was curled up on the bed, having barely moved. I handed him the water.


    “Here, drink this.” I put the glass in his hand, and he took it. He lifted the glass and drank it all in one go. “Do you want to talk about her...? Will it help?” I wanted to help, but at the same time, I felt sick. I felt like I didn’t belong here with him, that I might just be some kind of replacement to him. Was I? Was that the only reason he picked me up in Maine?


    “I don’t know. I felt like I haven’t talked about her in ages.”


    I curled up on his chest and listened to his heartbeat. The rush of blood made it all so much more real.


    “We met in college,” he began, uneasiness in his voice. “We both had this filler history class together... Medieval history.” He smirked a little, which made me feel better. “I actually thought the class was really neat though.”


    I breathed, my own heart rate starting to match his.


    “I sat across the room from her and the first thing I noticed were her dimples. They showed every time she talked, smiled, or laughed. By this point, I’d had a couple of flings, but I could tell this was different.”


    He leaned down and breathed into my hair. He planted a kiss on my head. “It was like when I met you.”


    I was surprised to hear that, but I didn’t want to interrupt him. Besides, at this point, I was so confused by my feelings, I felt a mixture of anxiety and helplessness filling my chest. My fingers tightened into fists, shaking slightly.


    “I asked her out, and found out she was a year older than me. She never thought she’d be with a younger man.” I clenched my eyes shut. “...And the next thing I knew, we were engaged. It was junior year of college, and right after she graduated with her degree, we got married.”


    He sniffed, his voice returning back to normal, no longer threatening to break. “I was happy. I graduated soon after her, and started working for Silver Energy. They had hired me on from my previous summer internship. Then that Thanksgiving, we had the accident.”


    “Hugh...” I sat up, trying to catch his eyes. He only briefly looked at me. He was still rubbing his wedding band.


    “That’s why I still wear my wedding band, because I still think about her, I still think about it. I wish I didn’t have to, I wish I could stop — but I can’t.” He finally looked at me, and his pain was deep. He looked scorched.


    “I’d understand if you wanted to go home. You probably don’t feel right being with me anymore.”


    I nodded slightly. I caught a glimpse of that darkness that was in him and it frightened me. Maybe I thought that he would be a glimmer of hope in my life. But he was just as messed up as I was...


    “I don’t know Hugh, I don’t know if I should stay. It’s hard...”


    “I know. I know...” He leaned into me, his hair sweeping up against my chest. I twisted my fingers through his hair, while I stared at the far bedroom wall.


    After a moment, he spoke again, his voice vibrating through me. “I’ll get the plane ready for you tomorrow morning. I’m sorry I brought you here, Cay. I guess I don’t really know myself.”


    I looked away, toward the kitchen. “Now I feel like you’re making me go. I didn’t say I wanted to.”


    “I don’t know,” he muttered. “It feels like that’s what you want to do. Sleep on it if you want.”


    I perked up a little, lifting him off me for a moment. “Maybe we both could use some sleep. Do you want me to get you anything? Do you have any junk food?”


    “Junk food?” He sat up and gave me a funny look.


    “Maybe not with a body like that...” I murmured.


    “No, I was saying that sounds great. I have some rocky road in the freezer.”


    I was already halfway through the kitchen as the words left his mouth. I found the half-empty tub of ice cream and carved out two small bowls for us. When I came back to the bedroom, he was already passed out, his face smashed up against the pillow. I guess he was more drained than I thought.


    I slipped his legs under the covers and joined him, hoping the morning would bring us both some peace.


    ***


    I kept my eyes shut after I woke up. I could feel the heat and bright light from the sun, but I wanted to savor the last few moments of my rest. I still felt a little mixed up about the whole event, dead wives and grief.


    I finally opened my eyes and squinted at the sunlight. The light was scattered in bright lines, dust danced in the beams.


    My pillow was wet. Tears? I must’ve been crying.


    I could hear Hugh as he clamored around the kitchen, opening drawers and cupboards in a hurry. The fridge cracked open several times. He must’ve started cooking, because a sizzling smell wafted into the bedroom.


    I couldn’t remember if we decided I was leaving or not. I wanted to stay, as ridiculous as it sounded. The worst part was I knew better. I knew he couldn’t let me into his life if he was still grieving over his wife. Maybe I thought I could help him? Help bring him around?


    I felt heartless and heartbroken at the same time.


    Hugh pushed the bedroom door open and moved to my side of the bed. His hand was on my shoulder, his touch exceedingly gentle. “Cay, do you want some breakfast? I made us some grub.”


    That was all I needed to hear. I threw the sheets off myself and sat up a little too fast. I squinted against the bright sunlight pouring into the room. I leaned over to grab the ice cream bowls, but they were already gone.


    “Did you take the ice cream this morning?”


    He laughed. “I actually ate a bowl. Well, I should say drank.” He seemed to be in a lot better mood, which cheered me up too.


    “That’s good, I almost decided to eat them myself.” He grabbed my hand and helped me up. His touch was still reassuring and gentle.


    He had breakfast sitting out for us on the breakfast bar: steaming sausage patties and scrambled eggs. A little fork sat next to each plate, which were waiting for us on the island in the kitchen.


    He pulled a stool out and waited for me to sit. “It should be good, it’s always been my home remedy after drinking the night before, no matter how little. Sausages always help. I think it’s the spiciness.”


    “Mmm, sausages. The grease is what does it for me,” I said. I dug in, my fork scraping against the plate. I was completely shocked by how hungry I actually was. The sausages were spicy, a little searing flavor to them that made me have to keep dancing them around in my mouth.


    “Scrambled eggs are your favorite right? I couldn’t quite remember...” He sat down next to me and started eating.


    I answered him with my mouth full, “They are.”


    I looked around the kitchen again, the seashell backsplash, the red paint. The decorations and ornaments. All her, still in his life. The wedding band still on his finger. I swallowed hard.


    “Are all these decorations hers then?”


    “Oh no, I helped pick some of them out...” He grew a bit distant for a moment, and I regretted saying anything. He came back with a smile. “I’m surprise you’re being so calm about this whole thing.”


    I touched his hand and he lowered his fork. “I don’t know what else I can do. I feel torn inside, but I’m doing my best.” He looked at me softly.


    He paused. “I don’t even know what I need, Cay. But I haven’t felt this happy in a long time. I don’t want you to go.”


    “Then I won’t. I don’t want to go either.” I finished my meal, swallowing the last bit of sausage and eggs.


    He smiled. He finished his meal in four more bites. I carried our dishes to the sink to wash them, it was the least I could do since he had been feeding me. As I finished up, I heard him slip out of the kitchen and vanish into his bedroom.


    ***


    When I went into the bedroom it was empty. The shower was running. I knelt over my still-packed luggage and pulled out some fresh clothes to wear. Some jeans and a light shirt would do fine, considering how hot it looked outside.


    I went out onto the balcony, and checked the grill. He had cleaned it, I couldn’t believe it.


    Did he only grill for himself, or did he ever have friends over to cook for? I leaned over the railing, staring down from the top floor of his condo.


    The building was on the edge of a small hill, so it looked a lot higher up than ground level. Barreling down into sage and tumbleweeds. Purple and yellow specked the landscape, barely giving a hint that the desert was filled with life.


    Of course, if the balcony was on the far side of the building, I’d be able to see the manicured and freshly cut lawns surrounding the neighboring buildings. All the water wasted on keeping up appearances. Wasn’t Nevada just grand?


    I was so lost in thought, I didn’t notice when Hugh came up behind me.


    He slipped his hand around my waist and pulled me against him.


    “Caitlin...” he whispered in my ear, his minty breath tickling my skin. I slid my hand over his arms, feeling a bit tingly from his touch. “I’m glad you’re staying.”


    He hung his head over my shoulder, brushing his face against mine. His clean hair hung over his eyes. “I have to run into work this morning, Scott wanted to see me.”


    I nodded, and he stepped back into the house. He was already dressed in a sharp blue-grey suit. I followed him back inside, to the front door. He had a look in his eyes, a kind of determination. Or was it that I was finally peeking at the real Hugh? Not the super arrogant man who licked salt right off my glass when we met again?


    ***


    The drive back to the other side of Reno was quick and painless. I’m sure the black leather interior would have been baked in the heat, but Hugh wasn’t the kind of person to leave his car in the elements like that. He was pretty quiet during the ride, so I just kept myself occupied with the passing world. I still couldn’t decide if what I was seeing should be admired or rejected. Implanted tree after implanted tree. What was the point?


    We parked in his marked space in the garage tucked under the Silver Energy skyscraper. He said he had to stop real quick, should I wait in the car? After watching him walk about a hundred feet, I groaned. I climbed out of his car, and hurried. He acknowledged me with the beeping of his car locking.


    ***


    We exited the elevator on the Silver Energy floor, and I awkwardly let him go first. I followed him, watching him and wondering if it was my imagination that he was being cold. As we moved into the main cubicle office area, Hugh smiled at no one in particular.


    Scott saw us and grinned. Meeting him for the second time, my impression of him was pretty much solidified. He had the kind of air that made you want to impress him. Were he to give you his approval, you’d feel satisfied. I felt like I had a sense why Hugh liked him.


    “Hugh and Caitlin, it’s nice to see you two again.” He took both our hands and held them together. He turned to Hugh, “Would you like to join me in my office?” He added as he turned to me, “you can join us too if you’d like. No company trade secrets here.” He crossed his hand over his heart.


    I chuckled a little, forgetting my bad mood for a moment. “That’d be nice actually, see what the big boys talk about.


    “Great,” Scott said. He smacked Hugh on the shoulder and they walked to Scott’s office. I followed behind them. Hugh hadn’t even protested with a look, he seemed fine with me joining him.


    Scott’s door has his name etched into it too.


    Inside, his office had the signs of being well used. Lived in. A stark contrast to Hugh’s blank canvas of an office.


    Framed photos of his family were facing toward Scott. I managed to sneak a peek and saw a red haired woman and two brunette daughters. They made up the majority of the decoration.


    The years on his diplomas betrayed his age; he was in his fifties, but he looked a lot younger.


    An expansive desk separated him from Hugh and I. He had a blue folder sitting open, which had numbers and graphs on loose paper. Is this about Hugh’s job?


    After we had settled in, Scott began: “Hugh, I’ve been looking at your past performance and dedication to the job. You’ve been with us for a really short time, but I’ve never seen anyone do as much or climb as fast as you do. You secured new locations for nuclear power plants, hydro-dams, and, while I shouldn’t be giving you all the credit, converted 40% of Nevada’s energy users to us. When I started this program 5 years ago, I noticed a sickening gap in energy competition, a gap I wanted to fill. Thanks to you,” he looked up from the folder, and closed it with a flick of his wrist: "We've accomplished more than I ever hoped we would in twenty years. I’m promoting you to VP of Silver Energy.”


    “Vice President?” Hugh stammered, “What about Randal?”


    “Forget Randal. He’s old news, he didn’t have the spark I see in you. I kicked his ass to the curb. All I had to do what this old trick: open his folder, and open your folder next to it. The choice could not have been more clear cut.” He pushed himself away from the desk. Hugh stood to shake his hand. “Congratulations Hugh, I couldn’t be more proud.”


    “T-thank you, sir, I couldn’t have done any of it if you hadn’t let me intern here.”


    “I know it, no regrets.” He laughed, holding his stomach. “Your salary will raise immediately,” he glanced at me, as if he was hoping to gauge my reaction, “from two-hundred-and-fifty grand to five-hundred grand. Of course, after stock options... you’re looking more like two million.”


    Hugh sat back down in his chair, complete astonishment on his face. “...I don’t know what to say.” It wasn’t even for me, but my heart was pounding in my ears. My knuckles were white from clutching my knees.


    “Say thank you. And go on a vacation, you obviously deserve it. Why don’t you take Caitlin with you? She seems like a nice enough gal." Scott winked at me, and I blushed. I wonder what he would have said he knew I was leaving to go to Maine.


    “I might do that, I just might,” Hugh said. He stood up and straightened his jacket, almost as if he were a new man.


    “Yes, now get outta here.” Scott waved us away, a smile crossing his face.


    ***


    On our way back down to the garage, Hugh seemed to regain his composure. He still had a sense of excitability in his voice.


    “What do you think, about what Scott said?”


    I made eye contact with him. “About going on a vacation with you? I thought you were just saying that to appease him. I wouldn't want to be a burden."


    “You’re not a burden, Caitlin.” He rubbed his chin, lost in thought.


    “Did you know you were getting promoted?” I asked. “You were being kind of quiet on the drive over.”


    “I didn’t, I just knew Scott wanted to talk to me about my work. I thought I was getting fired honestly... he always fucks with me like that.”


    “Well, where would you want to go?” We made it back to his car. He leaned on the roof, crossing his arms and staring off in deep thought. I mimicked him absentmindedly. He smiled.


    “We can go to my dad’s summer home, in Massachusetts. I haven’t been there in years, not since high school. I’m sure he still has the place.”


    I remembered him talking about his summer vacations when we first started dating. The glimmering ocean that was more like a lake, and how the trees seemed to stay in bloom all summer long.


    ***


    We headed back to his house to gather our things. We couldn’t just hop on the plane without anything to wear. Well, I couldn’t at least.


    “I’ll be right back, I just gotta get my weekend bag together,” he said. He went into the bedroom, and I heard drawers slide open.


    While he was rummaging around in there, I decided a toast was in order. I dug through his alcohol cabinet and found a nice bottle of wine.


    I gathered two wine-glasses and filled them halfway up, just the right amount. A good toast for a good morning. I felt a little dry anyway.


    Hugh just got promoted to vice president of his company. His boss said after stock options, he’d be looking at almost two million a year. Two million?


    I couldn’t fathom it. More than a hundred grand a month.


    More than I had ever made at any job, even in a year. Of course, I couldn’t expect much from the jobs I've held. Retail hell generally.


    Taking the glasses in my hands, I pushed open the bedroom door with my hips. Hugh was just taking some things out of his closet when he saw me. I shot him a coy smile.


    “I think a toast is long overdue for you, Mr. Evans.” I pulled his hand and placed a glass in it. Hugh grinned, his eyes sparkling. “To your promotion.”


    “To us,” he corrected me. I couldn’t help but laugh.


    “to us, then.” I raised my glass and we clinked them together, before I downed mine in two big swallows. He made a face, clearly impressed. He took a long drink of his own glass and set it down.


    “I’m going to call James and make sure he can give us a flight out. If he can’t, we might have to wait a couple of hours.”


    “Okay.” I set my glass next to his and pushed them together, the crystal letting out a soft clink.


    I wandered into the bathroom, making sure I had a toothbrush. When I stepped back into the bedroom, Hugh was already getting off the phone.


    “James says he can take us in a couple of hours. He just got in from Seattle and needs to take a break.”


    “That’s fine. What do you want to do?”


    “We could run into town and grab a movie. We’re not really in a rush. James won’t be leaving without us.”


    “Oh man, a movie? I haven’t been out to see one for so long...” He kissed my cheek. Coupled with the wine, I was undoubtably rosy. He smiled at me, searching my eyes.


    “Let’s get going,” he said. He gave me a squeeze before we gathered our luggage and climbed into his car.


    ***


    After the movie, we headed down to the airport. Heat lines waved at us as we drove down the highway, wet mirages fading in and out of reach.


    “I remember you talked about this place, I hope it doesn’t disappoint,” I said, jabbing him with my arm. He feigned injury and laughed.


    “So no doubts about returning to Maine? Instead of a magical vacation to Massachusetts?”


    “Honestly, I couldn’t think of a place I’d rather be than with you.” I touched his arm and gave him a gentle squeeze.


    “You wouldn’t know it, but the town we’re going to can have quite a night life.”


    “Oh yeah?”


    “We’ll have to go out, get a nice dress for you, the whole thing.”


    “Oh god you can’t get me a dress. You’re already taking me all over the country.” I rubbed his arm, feeling that electricity between us. It sizzled and popped. I felt goose bumps all over.


    ***


    At the airport it felt like we were running through the gates. I didn’t remember him walking that fast since the last time we were together. I didn’t know where to go, so I was just dodging in and out of the throngs of people, trying to keep my eye on Hugh.


    Finally, we made it to our gate. Outside in the terminal, James was waiting, looking pleased.


    “Hello, Hugh, I’m glad you called when you did. I just got the plane refueled and we’re ready to go. Where to?”


    “Cape Cod, Massachusetts, James.”


    “Oh? Back to the east coast? What’s the occasion?” James asked.


    Hugh gave our bags to one of the airport attendants. He started up the stairway when he answered James’ question. “I just got a promotion, to VP.”


    “Oh really? I had a feeling something was up. Scott was talking about you last time I flew him around,” James said. He smiled.


    I followed Hugh up the plane’s steps, and James came right behind me.


    After we boarded, he secured the door and started preparing the plane for take off.


    Hugh and I took our same seats. It was ridiculous to think I had a usual seat on a private plane, but that was how my life was looking at the moment. If I could just hang on to this. But I had a feeling that was going to be really hard. I glanced at Hugh’s ringed finger and felt my stomach knot a little bit. I was going to have to get used to seeing his wedding band. Even if it made me feel weird.


    “We’re going to get in pretty late aren’t we? After the time change...” I said.


    “Oh?” Hugh perked up, as if I woke him from daydreaming. After a moment, he heard me. “Yeah, we probably won’t get in until after midnight. But don’t worry, flying in over the harbor should be pretty, with all the lights and the moon reflecting off the water.”


    “That sounds incredible.”


    After a few moments of taxiing, the plane took off smoothly. It was late in the day and as we cleared the white cloud cover, the sun was low on the horizon.


    “I don’t know how you do all this flying around.” I helped myself to the drink compartment.


    “It is,” he said. “Do you want to pour me a drink too?”


    “Sure.” I pulled out the whiskey and two glasses. “Cold glasses are really the only way to go.” I filled both glasses with caramel color.


    I gave him the drink.


    “To our trip,” he said. I clinked my glass with his and nodded.


    We swallowed our drinks and I felt my cheeks burn. He was right. I didn’t have a reason to doubt us working out. Maybe I was just surprised, things didn’t turn out like I expected. I’d have to stay more positive. Things would work out. They’d have to.

  


  
    Chapter 5


    Several hours and some naps later, we landed in Massachusetts. Hugh already had a car ready at the rental counter, so we began our drive around Cape Cod. It was enchanting.


    The night sky reflected off the harbor, giving it an eerie feel. Since the waves were protected, the sea wasn’t nearly as tumultuous as I was used to back home.


    I rolled down my window and let the cool breeze come in from the ocean.


    “It’s nice isn’t it?” he asked. “Wait until you see the house. It’s been on my dad’s side of the family for years, since I was a kid at least. His dad used to take him when he was little, so my dad took me. Some of my earliest memories are in that little house.”


    I smiled at the thought. I looked back out the car window, smelling the sweet breeze. It always managed to send shivers up my spine.


    I was feeling good, a lot better about us. I tried not to think about what the future might hold, about his wife, or anything like that.


    This week was going to be for us.


    ***


    It was a quarter to one in the morning when we pulled up to his summer home.


    A sandy beach was only fifteen feet away from its back yard. How the home hadn’t been overtaken by any kind of surge in the harbor was beyond me.


    The summer home was a small cottage. It was painted red, with some powder blue shutters adorning the windows. With a white coat of paint, it’d be hard to tell it apart from any other kind of north eastern architecture.


    To the side of the house, a small shower was set up guests to get sand off their feet from the beach before they came inside. He unlatched the door and pushed it open with a gentle shove. Wind and weather and age creaked, and the house shook itself free and came back to life.


    “I just need to make sure all the water is turned on and check the breaker box, I’ll be right back.” He wandered into the far side of the dark house.


    It felt different, it felt intimate. It wasn’t just his house I was visiting, it was his childhood.


    In high school he told me stories about when he’d visit the beach house. One afternoon I had asked him why all his stories where from when he was a kid.


    “Why doesn’t your family go anymore? Why don’t we just go, the two of us?”


    “I don’t really want to, you know. It was something we did together as a family. My mom is sick, and there really isn’t a reason to go anymore.”


    A couple months later, his had mom passed away. She had been sick the entire time I knew her, with every kind of ailment you could name. She only got worse and worse, until she was hospitalized. Hugh stopped coming to school for a while back then, and he wouldn’t return any of my phone calls.


    After she died, he started coming back, but he wasn’t the same anymore. Before I knew it, he was graduating and leaving me behind.


    I heard the rush of water as he kicked the valves over. Then he yelled out: “Try the light switch.”


    I flipped the one near the front door. All the lights in the house lit up, giving off a brilliant yellow glow.


    The house was quaint. Couches from the 70s and 80s littered the main living room, all situated around a tender looking fireplace. The walls were paneled and most of them had wallpaper covering them. The kitchen was gleaming with white tiles, a white fridge, and white floors. In there, the most conspicuous thing was the oven, which had obviously been replaced at some point.


    It was cozy. I threw my bag on the ground and collapsed into one of the love seats. Hugh appeared from one of the hallways, grinning.


    “Already making yourself at home I see.”


    I laughed a little, “What am I supposed to do? Stand at the door?”


    He joined me on the couch, reaching over and kissing me on the neck. “No, I much prefer you right here.”


    I felt a warmth building up between us. A kind of intense friction. I wanted to explore that, but I was exhausted from the flight out.


    That didn’t mean he couldn’t convince me. His cock was hard inside his pants, and I could feel its warmth against my legs.


    He pushed into me, kissing me. I parted my lips, letting him get a taste.


    He leaned in past my mouth, tickling my ear with his breath. “Tomorrow, I’m going to go get you a present,” he whispered. "A beautiful woman like you deserves so much.”


    I smiled, a deep sense of gratitude overwhelming me. He snuggled up next to me, his breath hot and body hotter. I ran my fingers through his dark hair. He moaned underneath my touch, and squeezed me. “Are you tired?”


    He nodded. “Yes. I always just want to sleep when I get here.”


    “Let’s crawl under the covers then, and doze off. It's been a long day.”


    He slid his arm under me, and lifted me up as he stood. I laughed, wrapping my arms around his neck to stay balanced. I don’t think anyone had ever carried me before, probably not since I was a baby.


    “How could I be so lucky to meet you again?” I asked.


    “That’s funny,” he said, a slight chuckle growing in his throat. He walked into the bedroom and set me on the bed. “I was going to ask you the same thing.”


    ***


    I woke up with the sun in my eyes. I never realized how bright it was with the ocean to throw it into the room. I held up my hand to block the light, and turned to see Hugh still snoring next to me. The blankets were wrapped around him, the top sheet tangled around his arm.


    Up until that point Hugh always surprised me by being the first to climb out of bed. It dawned on me that I hadn’t even been with him for more than a couple days. A whirlwind by any standard — especially compared to the rest of my life.


    Thinking back, it was always kind of like that with him. Even in high school, he just had this kind over power of me. I just wanted to be with him. We just had this magnetic attraction.


    I slipped out from under the covers, being careful not to disturb him. I made my way to the kitchen and started pulling out stuff to cook some breakfast. I never had a knack for it, but maybe today I would be able to manage something as simple as eggs?


    I opened the fridge and found it completely empty. Oh yeah. We just got here.


    I decided to crawl back into the sheets, and snuggle up on him.


    His chest felt hot to the touch, and I laid my head on it, feeling his heartbeat. I tried to match my breathing to his breathing, that feeling of oneness... euphoric.


    Hugh stirred, and I greeting him with a hushed voice, “Good morning.”


    He blinked his eyes at me, struggling to get a sense of what was happening. He sat up with a jerk, nearly pushing me over.


    “What’s wrong? What happened?” I asked him, more shocked than anything.


    He stared at me hard, as if he didn’t recognize me.


    He blinked, and he regained his composure, his breathing heavy.


    “What happened?”


    “I forgot...” he looked around again, maybe lost in thought, “I forgot we came here. I was really startled.”


    My skin stopped crawling, and I relaxed. I put my hand on his bare chest, threading my fingers through his chest hair.


    “Mmm it’s okay, it’s just us here.”


    He smiled, and kissed me. It felt different than before, there was some kind of loneliness attached to it.


    “I was going to make you breakfast,” I said. “But there isn’t any food.”


    He chuckled a little. “Oops. We got in so late, I guess we forgot to grab any.” He swung his legs from under the sheets, and stood.


    I watched his back, and I could see every taut muscle shiver under his skin. I amused myself with the thought that I wasn’t just looking at a man in his boxers, but a man who made two-million a year.


    “What are you smiling about?” he teased me. He thought for a moment, then continued, “I know a great place we can get something to eat,” he said, as he pulled some folded up clothes out of his suitcase. He set out a pair of khakis and a cottony button-up. “Afterwards we can go shopping, a little reward,” he winked at me.


    “You really know how to make me feel like I’m in high school again.”


    I hopped off the bed and unzipped my own suitcase. I wish everything I had wasn’t wrinkled.


    “Oh,” I thought for a moment. “What went wrong...? I don’t even remember. Like it was so long ago.”


    He slipped a leg into his khakis. “I think we argued a lot, about little things.”


    “Yeah,” I wrinkled my forehead. “That’s right.”


    “We’re different people now though, Caitlin.” He scooped his arm behind me, pulling me closer to him. He smelled amazing. How did a man who just woke up smell so good? “We’re older, wiser, and... richer.”


    “You’re richer,” I teased him, playing with his tie. I buttoned up his shirt.


    “Well, for now, it’s just me...” he trailed off.


    When he told me he loved me then?


    “Why don’t you wear this?” he leaned over and pulled out a yellow dress from my suitcase. I frowned.


    “Because it's wrinkled.”


    “Well, maybe a little." He smoothed it between his hands. “We are on vacation.” He said this in a way that made it sound like, who gives a shit?


    “That doesn’t mean I want to look like a hobo.”


    “Well, put it on anyway. We’ll pick you up something in town, after we eat. I hardly think anyone can judge us for looking a little sloppy during breakfast, you know.” He smoothed out his own shirt, and walked into the bathroom. He ran the sink and started brushing his teeth.


    I decided he was right. I slipped the yellow dress on, smoothing it over my legs.


    He had a mirror behind the door to the room, and I didn’t look too bad; little folds in the design made the wrinkles almost look like they were on purpose.


    He came back out of the bathroom, blowing his breath on me, “Smell good?”


    It did. “Minty.”


    “Excellent. Do you want to get going? I know I’m starving.”


    My stomach growled, right on cue. We looked at each other and laughed, before heading out the front door.


    ***


    While the beach house was a good trip from the airport, it wasn’t very far out of town. The sun had warmed up the harbor quite a bit and little sail boats and propeller boats littered the skyline.


    Hugh parked along the street. There weren’t any parking meters, which seemed unusual to me. Bangor wasn’t exactly the biggest city in the world, but even it had parking meters. More than anything though, it made me realize how little I ever got out of the house.


    “This place.” Hugh stood with his arms on his hips, striking a dramatic pose. The restaurant in front of us looked like any other mom and pop breakfast diner, but his smile told another story.


    “Okay,” I shrugged. I was so hungry, I would have settled for any kind of fast food.


    As the hostess seated us, I watched Hugh, his eyes seemed like they were glowing, but maybe it was the blue of the harbor catching them just right.


    The server gave us two glasses of water and I drank mine greedily after she left the table.


    “Wow,” Hugh commented, a slight chuckle rising in his voice. “You were thirsty.”


    “We had wine last night, that always makes me parched,” I said, as if I had wine all the time. He sipped his glass, lazily looking over the menu.


    It was a fairly basic list of breakfast items: sausage and eggs, a pancake explosion which said it was three to four plate sized pancakes.


    I looked up at him, he was clasping his water with both hands. He was smiling, but seemed a little lost in thought.


    “How long have you worked for Silver Energy, Hugh?”


    He stirred, like I caught him in a daze. “I think...” he scratched his chin, “Four years? Yeah. Six months after Marcia and I moved to Reno, Scott hired me as a full-time employee.”


    “And you’re already Vice President of the company? You sure you didn’t...” I mimed a blowjob.


    He laughed, a bit a of a nervous edge to it. “No, no, no. Scott is always that kind of... excitable. He’s been kind of like a second father to me.”


    I nodded, glancing around for another glass of water. Hugh pushed his towards me. “I can see that.”


    “Anyway, he saw potential in me from the start, but it was still a risk to hire me.” He squeezed his hands together, his knuckles whitening.


    “Why?”


    “Just a fresh kid. Six months after they hired me... I lost Marcia.”


    “Hugh...” I let my voice trail off. I should have known.


    “I threw myself into work. I don’t know why — it felt good I guess. I could go in and zone out for hours and hours. At the end of the week, I’d have a huge paycheck. That felt good too. So I kept doing it, going in for hours and hours. A couple of months later, they changed me to salary, so my extra hours didn’t matter. I did it anyway. I’d put in sixty hour weeks. I started calculating it out — I could stay at the office eighty hours a week if I wanted. I probably did that for a year.”


    I was silent. I didn’t know what to say. He was spilling his guts to me in this diner, and our table never felt wider. An arms length. I put my hand on his, and felt it tremble a little.


    “I think it was only later that I realized I didn’t want to be at home, I didn’t want to be around the life we made together. I made great strides at work too, it wasn’t wasted dawdling you know. The next thing I knew, I was getting promoted left and right. Scott could barely believe it either, since he was getting commendations for taking the plunge in hiring a sophomore year college student. By the time I graduated college, I had been promoted four times, and was making more money than I would have dreamed of before.”


    “That’s great though!” I tried to console him. “You worked really hard and are getting rewarded...” I lowered my voice, “Two million a year Hugh. That’s... a lot of money. More than I can conceive.”


    “I know it is, but...” His expression had softened. I felt a sharp pain, like it was my fault for ruining his mood.


    “It’s okay, you don’t have to talk about it. Let’s just have breakfast,” I said.


    The server came back and asked us if we were ready. I hadn’t even had a chance to look, but nodded anyway. She took our menus after we ordered.


    Hugh was going to have the eggs benedict, so I just copied him. I figured he knew what he was doing here better than I did.


    We were only together for a short time in high school, but he had been married to this woman. While I was with him now, eating breakfast out in Massachusetts, I couldn’t help but feel like my relationship with him was a joke compared to the reality that he had with Marcia. Our first relationship wasn’t a joke to me. I knew I was being ridiculous, but how could I compete with a ghost? She couldn’t have flaws, while I was real and breathing. I tripped and dropped things.


    The only time he might remember her dropping things is in a nostalgic way. A painful way. I dropped my fork on the ground right after taking my first bite. If he was remembering her being a bit clumsy, it might be in a cute way, but when I had to ask a waiter for another fork, I just felt embarrassed.


    I didn’t talk much for the rest of the meal, responding to his jokes and banter with half-hearted responses. I felt bad, but somehow justified too. I could tell he wasn’t letting it bother him, but maybe it was a kind of practiced dance. He had to have done it all the time after she died.


    ***


    After breakfast, we walked down the little main street. It was lovely and not much bigger than some of the smaller towns in Maine. Which made it feel familiar but new.


    The slight wind added a little chill to our walk, which was remedied when Hugh slipped his arm around me and pulled me close to him. It was a kind gesture and it made me feel a lot better.


    Hugh slowed his pace in front of a little boutique, and peered at the dresses in the window.


    “You want to stop in here? I can get you something,” he said. His grin told me he really wanted to.


    What little modesty I had told me to decline, but how could I? “That sounds great.”


    The shop wasn’t very big, but what it lacked in size it made up for with quality.


    Glimmering and shimmering dresses lined the different racks, carefully organized by style, color and size. I gravitated towards the back, where a backless dress was hung on the rack.


    “Mmm, backless? That’s very sexy,” he said, a slight growl in his voice. I blushed, glancing at him and back at the dress. I held it in my hands, the material feeling divine.


    I couldn’t help but smile just touching it, and dreaming of it being on my body.


    “This is way too nice for just tromping around town though,” I said.


    “You’re right. It is,” he said, matter-of-factly. “That’s why we’re going to go out tonight, on a date.”


    I looked at him, somewhat astonished. “A date? Isn’t it a little late to be dating?”


    “Because we’ve had sex?”


    I looked to see if anyone overheard us and lowered my voice. “Well...”


    “It’s never the wrong time to go on a date with someone I care about.”


    “I hope this isn’t a ploy to get me to put out,” I teased. “But seriously, it’s probably a ridiculous amount of money. I don’t want you to be my sugar daddy.”


    He cocked his head, “Why not? If I have the ability... why not let me use it?”


    Thankfully, a young woman stepped up to us. She greeted us: “Hello, thanks for coming in to Daisys’. My name is Sara, and I’m here to help.” She flashed us a smile. “I see you’ve got you eye on that dress...” she traced my hand up and caught my eyes. “Would you like to try it on? If anything is amiss, we can alter it before you leave today,” she said.


    I never had a single thing in my life altered. I barely knew what it meant, but it sure sounded fancy. Hugh nodded to Sara, who seemed to recognize him.


    “Hugh? Is that you?”


    “Don't tell me you're little Sara Medina? Wow, it’s been a long time,” Hugh said. He saw my expression and explained: “My family used to be friends with the Medina’s, they had a summer home right next to ours.” He planted his hands on his hips, “It’s been years though.”


    “Yeah, I decided to move here a couple years ago. Summer is nice... but year round is better,” she said.


    I felt removed from the conversation, but I never really knew how to deal with things like this. Do I just force myself on them?


    I watched Hugh, he was never really good at including me either.


    “I work at an energy company in Reno.”


    “Oh wow, that’s awesome." Her eyes moved down and back up. I wondered if she thought I was his wife.


    She turned to me. “So, would you like to try it on?” She seemed genuinely cheerful, not salesperson cheerful.


    “Sure, that sounds nice,” I finally said, my tongue working itself loose.


    “Just follow me to the changing rooms, and I’ll measure the fit while we’re getting you dressed. If you decide you like how it looks on you, we can alter it before you leave today.”


    Sara joined me in the changing room, which was unexpected. It made me vaguely uncomfortable.


    “It’s alright hun, we're friends here," she explained.


    I slipped off my clothes and stepped into the dress. I guided it up my body and pulled it onto my shoulders.


    I looked in the mirror. It was dazzling. The red color accented my hair in a way that was just so.


    “Well I’ll be damned,” Sara said. "We don’t even need to alter it. It’s already a perfect fit.”


    “Yeah it is,” my voice had vanished, and I was smoothing out the little wrinkles that had appeared around my hips. “I look like royalty.”


    Sara chuckled, “If you’re sticking with Hugh, you’ll feel like it too.”


    “Were you and Hugh ...close?”


    “We were just kids back then, dear, don’t worry yourself.” Then she lowered her voice. "Although he did grow up to be quite delicious.”


    “I know it,” I stared at myself in the mirror, “I know it.” I found the price tag hanging off the side, and I looked at it, cupping it in my hand like a secret.


    Two thousand dollars. I gasped and let the tag slip out of my fingers.


    “This is way too much,” I whispered. “I can’t let him get this for me.”


    “I only knew Hugh when he was little, but I can already tell you one thing hasn’t changed: you don’t let Hugh do anything. He just does it.”


    I nodded, and started getting undressed. My heart was racing from just looking at the price tag. It was more than I ever had in my savings account, let alone my checking account.


    Dumbstruck was the word.


    There was a gentle knock on the door.


    “Can I take a look?” Hugh asked.


    “Come on in,” Sara said, grabbing the handle and swinging it open.


    Hugh was breathless, “It’s gorgeous Caitlin. You look absolutely ravishing.” He shot a glance at Sara, and she nodded.


    “I have to walk the floor, I’ll be ready when you two are,” she said. She smiled and left us alone in the dressing room. Hugh waited for a moment, then stepped closer. He put his hand on the small of my back, touching my skin. It was a very low cut dress.


    He pulled me close to him, making me lose my footing.


    “You’re going to get it right?” he asked. “It’s perfect. It was made for you.”


    “I don’t think it was made for me,” I teased. “I do like it though... but it’s too much.” I showed him the price tag. He ignored it. “You can get more things too, you know,” Hugh said.


    I gawked at him. “More? This isn’t too much?”


    “Too much? You were then when I got the raise.” He paused. “I insist, let me splurge on you.”


    I finally agreed, raising my hands in surrender. “Okay, I'll let you get me the ridiculously expensive dress.”


    “That’s better.”


    I admired myself in the mirror, before realizing something. “You’re not going to get anything?” I asked.


    He shrugged. “I don’t need anything.”


    “No, that won’t do. You have to get something. I’ll feel terrible if you don’t.”


    He moved his hands to my hips and squeezed me, before leaning in and kissing me.


    I opened my mouth for him, my face still flushed with warmth and my heart racing from it all. Was this what my life was going to be like? How could I go back to living the way I had before?


    The kiss lasted, and evolved. I moaned under his touch for a moment, and he caressed my skin. His hands explored the dress, lightly touching my shoulders. He moved up and cupped my face, as if he didn’t want it to end.


    He whispered in my ear, making my skin sweat. “We’ll get you this dress, then I’ll take you out to a dinner tonight. Lobster, soaked in butter. Afterwards we’ll head home, and I’ll have you tied to the bed, begging me choke you, fuck you, and make you scream.” I gulped at the image of my hands and arms bound to the bed posts, the cool breeze sifting off the harbor. His body towering over mine, making me his.


    All his.


    “That... sounds like heaven.”


    “You don’t even know the half of it,” he kissed my neck. I shivered, feeling myself grow hotter and hotter.


    He pulled away and spoke in his normal voice again. “I’ll let you get dressed, then we’ll buy that dress. We can go get other clothes too while we’re in town, or just walk around.”


    He stepped out of the dressing room, leaving me a sweaty mess.


    I got dressed back into my ‘real’ clothes and carefully held the dress on its hanger. It felt like something precious I had to be careful with, otherwise it might shatter.


    I looked at the men’s section of the store. It was serviceable, but relatively empty compared to the women’s side. Then I saw exactly what he needed.


    I picked up a paisley yellow and blue tie.


    I joined Hugh at the counter, where he was waiting for me.


    “How about this?” I held it up to his neck. “It really makes your eyes pop.”


    “I never owned a paisley tie before...” He took and held it delicately, as if he were scrutinizing it. “Okay. I’ll get this. Will that make you happy?”


    “It’s a start.” I winked.


    Sara rushed over to meet us. She slipped the dress off the store’s hanger and carefully folded the tie.


    “Any big plans for you two tonight?” she asked.


    “Nothing special, just a little date.” Hugh’s gaze found me. I felt like melting.


    “That sounds nice.” She gestured for Hugh to finalize the transaction, and he swiped his card. She slipped the dress into a black bagged hanger into a black bag and handed it to me.


    As we left the store, Hugh grabbed my hand and gave me a gentle squeeze.

  


  
    Chapter 6


    Hugh admitted that while a lot had changed since he was younger, there were still a bunch of old staples around town. The Daisys’ clothing store was there before, but under a different name. He didn’t know that Sara worked there.


    “The town has really grown, which is kind of sad,” he said.


    “Sad? I think it’s great. When I was at college, the town was tiny. Everyone said it was always like that.”


    “Yeah, but I get the city lifestyle back in Reno, so it’s kind of nice to be able to get away from that.”


    I shrugged, “I love the city atmosphere. But I can see what you’re saying, a little countryside house is really lovely.”


    He chuckled and nodded, “Exactly. Some variety is okay.”


    ***


    We headed back home in the late afternoon to get ready for our date. He was quick to dress, throwing on a new button-up and suit jacket. He put the finishing touches on his ensemble with the paisley tie I picked out for him. Just when I was getting undressed, he moved back into the bedroom and watched me. He was practically salivating, his hands running all over my skin, which made me tingle inside.


    “Hey! No, you have to leave the room. It has to be a surprise.” His eagerness gave me goosebumps, but I had to put my foot down. It was going to take me all night to get ready with his constant distractions.


    “I already saw the dress,” he whined.


    “You didn’t see the whole package, now shoo.” I pushed him out of his own bedroom and locked the door.


    I pulled out my modest collection of jewelry and dumped it on the bed. I raked my fingers through it. Gold or silver? I held up each to the dress. Definitely gold. I popped the gold hoops in my ears. I had gotten them as a birthday gift years ago, but never wore them. I never had anything that looked good with them. Until now.


    I pulled out my shoes, and sighed in disgust. Why hadn’t I thought of getting new shoes?


    I had a pair of red ones that would work, but they weren’t perfect. All I needed now was a necklace. Gold to match my earrings.


    I dug in the pile and found a pendant I thought I had lost. It was from high school. Hugh had given it to me. I forgot I even owned it. It was a small bundle of grapes, gold vines circling amethyst jewels. It was beyond words.


    I put it on and latched it. Just my hair now.


    I moved into the bathroom and started fussing with it. It was thick and unwieldy most times, but I had to make it work for tonight.


    A handful of bobby pins and some creative braiding, and I was finally presentable.


    I unlocked his bedroom door, and cracked it open. “Hugh, you can come in now.” I stepped back and opened the door all the way.


    His mouth gaped open. “Caitlin... wow...”


    “I clean up well don’t I?” My hair was slung over my shoulder, but a small part of it was hanging on my exposed back, slightly tickling me.


    He stepped closer, and his eyes widened when he saw the pendant.


    “You... kept it?” He touched it, holding it between two fingers.


    “I actually forgot I still had it,” I bit my lip. “I’m glad I found it though, it’s perfect.”


    “I’ll say so. You look amazing.”


    Plenty of people had called me gorgeous, but not like he did. His tone, his eyes, and everything just made it mean so much more. I wasn’t used to feeling so torn from a compliment. I turned red, and wanted to look away. I moved into the kitchen, and pulled down two glasses.


    “Shall we have a little drink before we go? To start our evening off right?”


    He nodded. I poured us two small glasses of wine, splashing a bit of extra into mine.


    He knocked mine with his, and we drank. I was a bit faster than him.


    The past wouldn’t get in the way tonight.


    ***


    We arrived at the restaurant at seven. The sun was hanging in the sky, but not quite low enough to wash the sky in pastel.


    Hugh told me that the restaurant, simply dubbed Flame, was known for its exquisite view of the harbor. Their outdoor patios extended out across the water, and their lobster was second to none in the state.


    “This place is the best,” he said, his dimples moving as he spoke.


    “It sounds like everything is the best around this town.”


    Hugh stepped forward and held the solid glass door open. Insider the foyer, two hostesses held the double doors open, which was a little too much for me.


    “Don’t knock it,” he said. “I remember my father talking about it with my mother,” he said, “but that’s all.”


    The place wasn’t all talk. The building was more subdued than I expected, but once you reached the entrance, the mystique was unmistakeable. This was a restaurant that didn’t put the prices on the menus. Where if you had to ask, you couldn’t afford it.


    I felt entirely out of place. Hugh came up behind me and put his hand on my back, reassuring me. He whispered in my ear.


    “Are you nervous? Don’t be. You’re the only one who belongs here.” His breath tickled my neck.


    The hostess smiled, “Good evening, do you have a reservation?”


    “Yes, under ‘Evans,’” he said.


    “Right this way Mr. And Mrs. Evans.” I gulped as the words left the hostess’s mouth. She grabbed two steel menus and guided us to our table. We had a lone table out on the patio. “Here you go. I hope you two have a fantastic evening.”


    Hugh pulled my chair out and I sat, feeling awkward. We were the only ones out on the patio, and the outdoor heaters were turned on and pointing at us.


    Between the pillars on the outside of the deck, the sun was cupped by the ocean. Soon the sky would bleed color, and it felt like it was all for us.


    “Shocking, isn’t it?” Hugh said, cracking a smile.


    “How nice this town is?”


    “Yes, it doesn’t seem like much from the outside. Or when you look at it on a map for that matter. But once you get here, it sinks its teeth in. You can’t help but be caught up by it.”


    I nodded, picking up my menu. “What should I get?” I scanned the menu for prices, and I was right. There weren’t any.


    “The lobster. There isn’t any reason to get anything else. Unless you wanted grilled cheese...?”


    “Oh no, I want the lobster.” I set the menu down. He had wetted my appetite earlier, that was for sure. I didn’t even remember the last time I had lobster, was it when I turned sixteen?


    Hugh lowered his gaze over the table, making me smolder. He looked stunning himself, his tie really did make his eyes pop. His suit jacket was jet black, which nicely contrasted with his tie.


    “Caitlin,” Hugh said. “I’m glad you here with me. I don’t know if I’ve said it enough.” He reached out and took my hands, leaning down and kissing my palms, one at a time.


    “I know.” I closed my hands over his, giving him a gentle squeeze. “I’m glad to be here too, Hugh.”


    Everything was going great, just one thing bothered me: why was it all so private? A lump grew in my throat, and I realized I was scared. What was he really thinking...?


    Our server showed up and took our order: two lobster tails. As she turned to leave, Hugh called out to her. “Also can we get a bottle of wine? The best you have. It’s a special night.” The server nodded, and walked back inside.


    After she left, I lowered my voice. “Are you still going to take me home and tie me up?” I touched his leg with my foot, pushing his pants up and touching his skin. “How’d you know I wanted wine?”


    A sly smile crossed his face. “How did you know I just didn’t want it for myself?”


    “I didn’t,” I said. I touched my necklace, lightly running my fingers on the polished metal. The jewels were sharp. I looked back over the harbor, the sun low on the horizon. Orange and pink colors flooded the white clouds, overpowering the darkening blue sky.


    “It really is beautiful here, Hugh.”


    “I wouldn’t even be here if you didn’t come.”


    I smiled at the thought, “Really?”


    “Yeah, I would have turned down Scott’s offer, and just gone home probably. I felt like I needed a good reason to come here.”


    “That’s... surprising.”


    We watched the harbor while we waited, basking in the atmosphere. A low chatter could still be heard from the main section of the restaurant, but it wasn’t distracting.


    Dinner arrived, and it was astounding. The lobster meat wasn’t like anything I had ever tasted before. I’m convinced that whatever I ate before then had to have been imitation crab or something.


    The juiciness was like sucking on a oyster, and the butter just ran all over the ridged meat in channels. I wanted to inhale it as fast as I could, but I tried to stay modest.


    Hugh was quiet for a while, his eyes wandering across the horizon. I was resting after finishing my plate, two glasses of wine in my stomach, making me a bit buzzed and floaty.


    “Caitlin,” Hugh whispered. I looked at him, my hair brushing into my eyes for a second. “You’re absolutely incredible.”


    I blushed and covered my mouth. “You’re sweet Hugh. Thank you for the great dinner.”


    “The pleasure’s been all mine.”


    The sky was getting darker, and we started getting ready to head back home. To his summer home.


    I was excited.


    ***


    As we drove, I nestled into the passenger seat and watched him. After the seafood and wine, I didn’t want to wait until we got back home.


    I thought about doing something that might make him pipe up a little bit. Something a little dangerous. I slid my eyes across the windshield and eventually landed on Hugh.


    I placed my hand on his knee and squeezed his leg. He stirred, shaking his head and looking at me.


    “Are you drunk?” he asked. His voice was flat, but I still remember the slight creak in it.


    “Maybe just a little,” I slurred. “You know,” I giggled. “I thought you were going to propose to me in there.”


    He looked surprised. “What made you think that?”


    I shook my head, my hair flying up and grabbing onto my eyelashes in thin strands. I didn’t bother fixing it. “You know... the lobster, the view, the everything.” I moved my hand further up his leg.


    He grimaced a little, “We should wait until we get home.”


    “You think that, but what about him?” I felt his cock growing harder under my touch. I wiped my mouth.


    “Just,” he hesitated. I moved to unbuckle his belt, and I unzipped his pants. He glanced away from the road for a minute. “Don’t.”


    I pulled his dick out, holding it in my fingers. “This is what you really wanted me here for, Hugh.” I glared at him, and stroked my fingers over the head.


    He grunted, shifting in his seat and moving his grip on the steering wheel. “I’m driving,” he repeated, his breathing growing shallow.


    “I know, don’t worry about it.” I unbuckled my seatbelt and scooted closer to him, leaning down over his lap. He shifted further into the back of his seat, like he was trying to give me room from the steering wheel.


    I stroked his cock again and watched him. I wanted him to want me.


    Good thing I wasn’t more drunk, I wouldn’t have been able to go down on him without worrying about my nausea.


    I put my lips on his cock, and pushed my tongue against his shaft. The angle was different, and I wasn’t used to taking a man like this.


    He moaned and took one hand off the steering wheel. He placed it on the back of my head, not in a forceful way, but in a reassured way.


    I was noisy, and unabashed. I swallowed my saliva.


    I pulled up for a moment, and looked at him. I whipped my hair out of my face and stroked him again. “You like this? I know I do. I want to make you beg for me, Hugh. That’s all I’ve wanted all day.”


    “I shouldn’t encourage you when you’re like this.”


    “I want you to.”


    I went down on him again. I bumped the steering wheel with my head, making the car swerve out of lane slightly. My heart jumped.


    “We’re almost there, just stop alright?” He didn’t seem as irritated as he was earlier, but more frustrated. I wiped my mouth and pulled off him before tucking his cock back into his boxers.


    I reclined in the seat, exhausted and dizzy. I barely noticed him parking the car and climbing out.


    He opened my door and leaned over me. “You’re impossible, Caitlin.”


    “I’m not.”


    He scooped me up and carefully pulled me out of the car. I wrapped my arms around his neck, trying to support my weight. I barely could.


    I closed my eyes, and when I opened them again he was putting me under the sheets in the bed. He turned to leave the room.


    I reached out and grabbed him his pants, stopping him. “Where’re you going? We’re not done,” I said. He turned and hesitated. “I’m not done with you,” I added.


    “I think you should be, you’re not really...”


    “Hugh.” I managed to wrangle him closer, pulling him onto the bed. I slipped out from under the covers and stumbled on top of him, straddling his lap.


    “You’re too drunk, it wouldn’t be right.”


    “Do I have to beg you?” I whispered, kissing his chest. I pushed him down onto the bed, and licked his sweaty skin. “Do I have to make you? I thought you were gonna tie me up?”


    “I might have to,” his inflection changed. “Just to keep you from molesting me.”


    “You say it like you don’t want it, the way you were looking at me at dinner. That hunger and fire in your eyes.” I never was so bold before. I was always more bold when I was full of liquid courage.


    He ran his hand through my hair, threading his fingers. He scratched my scalp, making me moan. I was way hornier than I ought to have been. I felt all bottled up, all this energy just trying to burst out of me.


    My drunk body wasn’t doing me any favors either. It never cooperated.


    I kissed his chest again, then pushed my ear against him. His heart raced under me, pulsing and throbbing. He lifted me up and rolled me on my back. “You can’t fall asleep,” he ordered. My eyes fluttered.


    “I won’t, just fuck me already Hugh, fucking punish me.”


    He pulled his cock out, and lifted up my dress. I could tell I was already ready to go, my thighs had felt slick all evening. Hot and wet.


    He reached down to take my panties off, picking the band off my waist. “Don’t take ‘em off, just fuck me.”


    He slid his finger over my pussy, setting me aflame. A surge of energy woke me up, and I burned my eyes into him. “Where are the condoms?”


    He pointed at the night stand. I fished one out and started fucking with the packaging, splitting it open. I pulled it out and unrolled the condom on his cock, flicking my gaze up at him for his approval. He nodded.


    He fingered my clit for a moment, gasping at how wet I was. “You’ll slide right in, Hugh, that thick dick,” I said. “Just fuck me.”


    He nodded and pushed his cock into me, guiding me toward his hips with his hands. I gasped as he penetrated me, moving his shaft all the way into my body before I stopped against his throbbing stomach. The burning grew inside me, ebbing with my dizziness.


    I thrashed against the sheets, flinging the pillows off the bed. “Oh my god!” I cried. He pumped his cock into me, making me moan louder. My dress was hiked up over my stomach, and he had his thumb firmly pressed against my clit. It gyrated with every subtle movement of his body, and my drunken thrashing only made it travel more.


    Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his movements became quicker, more severe. “You like this?”


    I nodded. He leaned over and squeezed my neck, pushing the air out of me. I squeaked, keeping my eyes locked with his while the world started growing black.


    I whispered, or mouthed, “Red,” just as he let go. I don’t remember if he saw it or just thought it was okay. Just as he released me, I felt a white hot knife cut through me.


    I arched my weight against him, clinging my legs and locking my ankles behind his back. I lifted myself up a foot, letting his head reach as deep into me as possible. I cried out, suddenly realizing my eyes were wet. He moaned louder than ever, and I felt his cock throb inside me as he came.


    My legs were weak, and I let go just as the euphoria rushed into me. I was still gasping for air when he pulled out, and wandered into the bathroom. His face red, his veins bulging. Was he mad, or just exhausted?


    I stole a pillow of the floor and curled around it. The alcohol must have won, because I passed out, satisfied and full of warmth.

  


  
    Chapter 7


    “Caitlin,” a voice said. I squeezed my eyes tighter in response, as if that would drown it out. “Caitlin. Wake up.” I groaned. A hand shook me, and I didn’t open my eyes. I could already feel the light trying to get in.


    “What is it? What time is it?” I groaned, still holding my eyes shut.


    “Your phone keeps going off.”


    “Who is it?” I rolled over to face his voice.


    I reached out blindly and Hugh handed me my phone. I cracked my eyes open. “My dad? What does he want?” I read one of the texts aloud: “‘Why aren’t you answering your phone? Your mom is in the hospital, call me.’”


    My heart raced, and adrenaline surged through me. I bolted upright.


    “What the fuck? Why didn’t you wake me sooner?” I quickly redialed my dad, I had no idea what could be going on.


    “Oh my god,” Hugh said. “What do you need me to do?” I shushed him as my dad answered the phone.


    “Caitlin?” my dad answered. “Thank god you called me back. Where are you?”


    “I’m in Massachusetts,” I said.


    “Massachusetts? What are you doing there? Can you come home?” He sounded frantic and out of breath. He continued, “Your mom was hospitalized last night. I’m here with her. You should get home as soon as you can.”


    “I will, I’ll be there.” I gave Hugh a look, who must’ve overheard the conversation. He was already getting his phone out to get things ready.


    “Okay, we’re at the St. Peter Hospital. You can call me when you get here. Or you can tell the head nurse and she’ll tell you where to go. I have to go now, love you, bye.” The phone went silent, and I hung up.


    Hugh was already on his phone, talking to James: “Hey James, how soon can you be ready to pick us up and take us to Bangor?” A pause. “Really? Shit. Well, don’t worry about it then. I’ll take care of it.”


    He hung up. He looked agitated, his eyes darting all over the room.


    I was growing increasingly worried. “What is it?”


    “James isn’t available, he’s all the way out on the west coast. We’ll have to go get a flight back at the airport. Let’s get going.”


    I threw my suitcase together in a hurry, barely making sure the zipper wouldn’t eviscerate any of my new clothes. I felt a gnawing feeling of dread well up in my chest, but it wasn’t unfamiliar. I think I always knew this day would come, but never like this.


    I didn’t even know how bad it was.


    It didn’t help it was almost an hour drive to the nearest airport, a whole hour. I couldn’t bear that.


    My head pounded and my mouth was dry. Nothing seemed to make sense, and I just wanted to crawl into a hole and die.


    Hugh was silent on the way to the airport, only offering console when I looked near breakdown. “I’m not surprised,” I admitted, wringing my knuckles until they were white and red. He was speeding down the road, weaving in and out of traffic. “She’s always been a drunk, so was my dad too. Until I visited them last.”


    Hugh kept his eyes forward. “Your dad was a drunk too?”


    “Was. He said he’d been sober for two years when I moved back in...” I stared at the non-smoking sticker. I wanted to just peel it off. What about drinking?


    “I hate not being there. Why wasn’t I there?”


    “You didn’t know this was going to happen.”


    “I should’ve known!” I yelled. He didn’t even flinch. “I didn’t even say hello to her when I came back. I avoided her for god’s sake.”


    Hugh didn’t answer.


    ***


    At the ticket counter, he asked if there was any way we could get two tickets to Bangor.


    The man behind the ticket counter frowned, and looked it up, “It’ll be expensive...” he said.


    “That’s for me to worry about,” Hugh nearly spat on him. “I wasn’t aware you were a financial expert, seeing as you work at an airport service counter.”


    The man behind the counter held up his hands in surrender. He found two tickets, and Hugh bought them.


    Hugh checked our bags and paid the exorbitant fee for getting on a plane so close departure. I was waiting for the teller to ask for a bribe just to let us leave the counter with tickets by the end of it.


    We headed for our gate. Thankfully, the airport wasn’t too swamped, so we we were able to rush through security relatively quickly.


    The plane was leaving in forty-five minutes minutes. Another forty-five minutes longer from getting back to Maine. Hugh appeared to be doing well though, at least he wasn’t caving against my tension. I felt like I was falling apart, and he remained as strong as a rock the whole time.


    I don’t think I would have made it to the plane if he hadn’t kept his composure.


    At the gate, we had our tickets scanned and we took our seats. The plane would be my cage for the next four hours, while I panicked.


    ***


    After what felt like years and not hours, we made it to Maine. After landing and deplaning, we rushed through the terminal to pick up our bags.


    I was given luggage grabbing duty while Hugh wrangled a taxi to take us to the hospital.


    As we parked at the hospital, Hugh had to practically hold my wrist to keep me from lunging out of the car before it came to a stop. Inside, we found the nurse, who had a tired look in her eyes. I slammed my hands on the counter a littler harder than I meant to.


    “I’m... here to see Mrs. Winters,” I gasped. “I’m her daughter.”


    The nurse looked at her computer screen and told me she was in room 201. Hugh and I made our way there. My throat was tight, my mouth was dry.


    The door to her room was already open, and I caught a glimpse of her on the bed through the blinds.


    “Should I wait outside?” Hugh asked, pointing to a chair nearby. “I understand if you want me to.”


    “No, no, please. You’ve been so much help, come in.”


    She was propped up on her bed, and my dad was holding her hand. She looked worn and exhausted.


    My dad was sitting next to her, holding her hand. They were just talking.


    “Speak of the devil, there she is,” my mom whispered. Her voice was hoarse. “I thought I might not get to see you again.”


    “Don’t say that.” I fought back my tears, but I didn’t see the use. I fell to my knees and threw my arms around her, squeezing her so tight that I think her machine chastised me with a beep. “I’m sorry I couldn’t come sooner,” I wailed.


    My dad patted my shoulder, and when I looked at him I felt tears roll down my cheeks.


    “It’s okay sweetie, I’m glad that you’re here now,” my dad said.


    “What happened?” I asked, looking at my mom. My dad answered me.


    “I went in to tell your mom something last night, and I found her on the floor, unconscious. I tried to wake her, but it wasn’t any use. I called the ambulance and they rushed her here.”


    “Oh my god,” I said, covering my mouth.


    “Yeah.” My dad looked down at my mom, tears welling in his eyes. He looked ragged too, like he had been up all night. “She had alcohol poisoning. If I hadn’t come in to her room —”


    “I would’ve been a goner,” my mom cut in. “The doctors told me my liver is in bad shape too. If I don’t quit drinking, I’ll die.”


    I was silent. My mind was racing.


    “If that isn’t a wake up call... I don’t know what is,” she said, touching my face. “The doctor’s recommended a rehab clinic, since I could have another run in with death just getting sober.”


    She looked at my dad, “I’m sorry I put you through this. I’d cry, but I’m afraid I’m too exhausted to even muster that much.”


    I shook my head, “I’m sorry.”


    “Why?”


    “I never even said bye when I left for Reno.” I hid my face, not even able to look at her. “I ignored you. I’m a terrible daughter.”


    “Well, I’m a terrible mother to make you want to ignore me. Look at me.”


    I looked at her, watching her eyes glaze over with tears. “I’ll get the help I need, and things will be different, I promise.”


    I burst into tears, and cried loudly. All my emotions were strung out, I was hungover, and a little jet lagged. It was all so much for me to handle.


    My mom ran her hand through my hair and sang to me, “It’s okay, it’ll be okay.”


    My dad looked at Hugh. “I’m sorry you have to see all this...”


    “Don’t be sorry,” Hugh said. He extended his hand and my dad shook it. “I’ve seen it before, with my dad. He had kidney failure a couple years ago.” I stared at him.


    “I didn’t know that... Dad, this is Hugh. I don’t know if you remember him... we used to date in high school.”


    My dad nodded. “I thought you looked familiar, Hugh Evans, right?”


    Hugh smiled. “Guilty as charged.”


    I interrupted them. “Is Mom going to be all right then?”


    “I’m going to be just fine darling,” my mom said. “The doctors just want to watch me until tonight, then Danny is going to take me to the rehab clinic.” My dad nodded. “I’m exhausted though, and I’m glad you could make it. I’m going to take a little nap for a while.” She looked around the room, “So don’t wake me.” She smiled, and leaned her head back, closing her eyes.


    My dad lowered his voice, “Let’s wait outside, she’s had a long night.”


    We made our way out of the room, and my dad pulled the door shut. We moved over to some chairs and sat down.


    “So Hugh, what have you been up to since high school?”


    “I work at an energy company in Nevada. I’d say we compete with the one other power company there, but that’d be unfair to us.”


    My dad raised an eyebrow, “Energy? Like coal or something renewable?”


    Hugh leaned in close too, even though no one else was in the hallway. “All sorts of stuff. If you can name it, we probably work in it. But our main focus is coal.”


    My dad nodded, but I could tell he was only half-listening. He looked into my mom’s room thoughtfully. He turned to me and his voice grew serious. “Cate, your mom and I have been talking.”


    “Yeah?”


    “We’ve had our troubles and differences, but now that she’s going to get sober, I’m gonna help. I just wanted to let you know, since I know things looked dark and tough for a real long time there.”


    It was a relief to hear. I had been worried about them getting divorced for what felt like forever. My mom was still stirring in her bed, having apparently given up on sleeping. “Well, if she’s not sleeping...” my dad said. “I’m going to go back in and be with Tammy. I want to be next to her when she wakes up next time.” He gave me a hug, and a kiss on the cheek, before turning to Hugh. “It was good to meet you again, Hugh. I hope you’re taking care of my Caitlin.” He shook Hugh’s hand, and slipped back into my mom’s room.


    I didn’t move from my seat. I still felt numb, a little paralyzed. I felt Hugh’s eyes on me. “Thank you,” I told him, “for everything.”


    He looked apologetic, which was crushing to me.“I’m sorry. I wish there was more I could do.”


    I slipped my arm under his. “It’s okay. I don’t know if any of us really do.” I hesitated for a second, rummaging through my thoughts. “What scares me the most right now... is how much I want a drink.”


    He nodded, but remained silent.


    “Do you think I need to stop drinking? I don’t want to end up like my mom and my dad, just barely getting their lives together...”


    “I don’t know, I’ve never really had to deal with anything like this.” He hugged me and held me close, his heart racing against mine. “Do you want to stay here? In Bangor? Or we can head home to Reno.”


    I squeezed my hands together, feeling like confused about what I wanted. After a long pause, I finally looked at him.


    “It would be nice to stay the night in town, since we just flew in. See how things turn out.” I groped for words. He nodded slowly and a smile crossed his lips. I felt a bit better already. He took my hand and squeezed it.


    “Well, how about this? We stay for the rest of the week, so you can see how your parents are doing, then we can head back to Reno if you want. As far as my work is concerned, I’m not due back until next weekend.”


    “That sounds good to me.” He leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek, and I felt a little bit of his guard fall.


    “Let me just say goodbye to my mom and dad real quick, and I’ll be ready to go.” I kissed him for a moment, holding our lips together and bathing in that warm glow he gave me. I lingered, before letting go and heading into my mom’s room. She was laughing with my dad about something.


    I don’t think I had seen them laugh in years. My mom turned to me and wiped a small tear from her cheek. Her voice was still a bit weak, and a little hoarse.


    “Cate, I’m glad you came. Whose the man you’re with?”


    “That’s Hugh... do you remember him from a couple years ago?” I asked. Her face went blank, and she furrowed her brow. I continued, “We dated a little in high school, and we ran into each other when I first moved back.”


    Her face lit up, “Oh! Hugh! I remember him,” she smiled at my dad, before adding, “He was a pretty nice kid... a little bit of a trouble maker.”


    I laughed. “I suppose he was.”


    “Is he still a handful?”


    “He’s the vice president of a power company in Nevada.”


    “VP huh? I guess you don’t need to go back to college, eh?”


    I hadn’t even thought about that. I went blank, and stared out the room window. Hugh was on his phone, his free hand crossed against his chest and tucked under his elbow. I turned back to my mom and nervously chuckled. “I guess so.”


    “No pressure of course.” My mom winked at me. She fidgeted with her pillow, and winced a little from accidentally pulling on one of her IVs. “Are you staying in town?”


    “I think we’ll stay here for a while. We just came from a vacation in Massachusetts, so Hugh isn’t expected back at work for the rest of the week at least.”


    “You don’t have to, Cat. God knows...” Her voice started to waver a little. “I haven’t... really been around.” Tears welled up in her eyes, and started to spill over. My chest tightened.


    “Mom...” I reached out to try and touch her. My dad hadn’t moved, but I could sense a change in him.


    She waved me away. “It’s okay! My doctor says that I’m just going through a lot of stress right now, and it’ll get harder before its easier. I’ve been sobbing on and off all night.”


    “Will you be okay?”


    “I will, I just have to,” she gulped down her rising throat. “Stay with it. Having your father here is probably one of the best gifts I could have.”


    She looked at him, and squeezed his hand. “I don’t know how he didn’t leave me before.”


    “You know how Tammy,” he said. He squatted down next to her bed and kissed her hand. “I love you and I’ve always loved you.”


    My mom cried harder, but through the wet mess, she smiled.


    “I’ll leave you guys alone again.” I said. I was ready to leave. If I didn’t, I was liable to start crying too, and I really didn’t want to do that. I already felt so raw inside.


    “No, you come here first,” my mom said. She reached her hand out. I moved next to her on the opposite side of my dad, and she squeezed us both. I hugged her, and my emotional dam broke loose.


    Tears streamed down my face, hard sobbing shaking them loose from my chin, I buried my face into her and tried to quiet my wails. She stifled her own tears, and stroked my hair, assuring me everything was going to be okay.


    “I missed you Mom,” I choked out. “I missed you so much.”


    “I know, I know Cat. I missed you too.”


    After a few minutes, I pulled away from my mom and found her fast asleep. Her chest moved quietly, contrasting the beep of the machines connected to her. My dad nodded to me.


    “She’s exhausted,” he said. “I can’t believe she stayed awake even this long. I’m glad you got here after she became lucid, she was a mess earlier.”


    I didn’t take my eyes off her. “It couldn’t have been worse than what I’ve seen before. What I’ve been avoiding seeing for the last couple of years.”


    “Things will be different. I’ve been working the program for a while now. I can show her the ropes.”


    I sighed, trying to control my emotions again. My dad looked at me.


    “You don’t have to stay if you don’t want to. She’ll still be around when you come back to Maine... to visit.”


    I shook my head. “No. I want to stay. I have to.” I bit my lip, and searched the room. I looked outside, the glow of the city horizon peeking through the venetian blinds. My dad cupped his forehead in his hands, his elbows planted on the bed.


    Nodding, I started gathering my things to leave. “You look exhausted, Dad. You should get some rest too.”


    “Never mind me. I’ll be okay. I can do this much for your mom.” I paused and he went silent.


    “When could I visit again?”


    “Just give me a call and I’ll let you know how things are going okay? We might have to wait a couple of days, we don’t know. They’ll wait to see if she’s stabilized tomorrow morning before they discharge her.” He cracked a smile. “Then we’ll start looking into rehab clinics. It’s a good thing your mom wants it.” He sighed heavily. “Finally.”


    “Okay.” I gave him a hug, and he squeezed me. My dad probably hadn’t hugged me like that since I was little, before he was a raging drunk. It felt nice to have one parent back, and soon, two.


    I left the room and met Hugh in the hall again. He glanced at his watch.


    “While you were saying good bye, I was able to grab the penthouse suite at the Ritz again.” He took my hand and we made our way out of the hospital. Hugh had a taxi waiting for us.


    ***


    Once we reached the hotel, my emotions ripped themselves out of me again. I felt a mixture of rage and emptiness.


    I dropped my bag at the door and threw myself on the bed. I turned to watch Hugh move about the room. I wondered how many times he had stayed at this hotel. It was already really strange for me, a kind of nauseating sense of déjà vu.


    “Come to bed,” I whined. He was pacing the room, his socks scraping against the carpet. I looked at the clock. “It’s nearly 4 am, why are you restless?”


    He stared through me. “I’m just thinking about things...” then he focused on me, “I’m sorry.”


    “It’s okay, I’m going to sleep though.” I started taking my clothes off, and moving the sheets to climb under. He helped take my shoes off before propping a pillow at the head of the bed.


    “You should rest.”


    “Gladly.” I sighed. “Anything to make today end already.”


    ***


    The night went by quickly and dreamlessly. I was glad I often forgot my dreams, because I’m sure they would have been nightmares. The sun trickled into the penthouse and twinkled between the blinds. I groaned, rolling over to face away from the light.


    I slowly opened my eyes and saw my phone sitting on the nightstand. I picked it up and called my dad. The phone rang for only a couple of seconds before he answered.


    “Hi... Dad.”


    “What’s going on?” he asked. I swallowed hard.


    “When can I see you guys? You told me to call.” I sighed.


    “The doctors are still finishing up some tests. I’ll let you know soon. You and Hugh should do something besides worry anyway. Get some fresh air maybe?” It sounded like he was wrestling with some papers.


    “Okay. I’ll try to distract myself.” I hung up, letting the phone rest in my hand for a minute before putting it away. I rolled back into the pillows, a slight groan in my voice. I looked at Hugh. “What should we do?”


    “Why don’t we get out of the hotel and go visit my dad? Seeing your family made me think of how little I see my own.”


    I pulled my head out of the pile of pillows and sheets. “Okay.”


    He stood up and walked into the bathroom, his feet slapping the tiled floor. I heard the shower turn on.


    Hugh’s dad. It’d been a long time since I saw him.


    I looked through the open bathroom door and watched the steam coil out of the shower, the scent of shampoo mixing in the air.


    I should be joining him, so why don’t I have a little bit of fun?


    I cracked the seal on the mini-fridge and peeked inside. I really shouldn’t be thinking about alcohol right now. I considered it for a moment, then decided to take a shot of rum. Loosen my inhibitions a little bit, get my mind off last night. After feeling the weight of the smooth liquid coat my mouth, I shivered. I went into the bathroom and thought about what I was going to do to him. The mirror was fogged and the steam made me feel hotter than I already was.


    Just as I was gathering the courage to step into the shower, he shut the tap off and climbed out. The water was still running in channels off his chiseled abs. He looked a little surprised to see me, but his expression quickly turned coy. I moved closer to him and ran my hand over his slick body, the scent of his minty shampoo washing over me.


    Wordlessly, he cupped my face with his hand.


    I teased him. I brushed his hips, dragging my finger down that canyon in his skin. I didn’t touch his cock though, which I think only excited him more, judging by the twitch he gave me.


    I knelt down in front of him, spreading out. The steam rising off his body wetted my face.


    I squeezed his cock, feeling it throb beneath my fingers. It grew hard almost immediately, and there was only one thing I really wanted to do with it.


    “Would you be offended if I sucked your cock?”


    “Not at all,” he whispered. He brushed my hair away from my cheek.


    I pulled his cock into my mouth, tasting the hard shower water as I replaced it with my spit. He groaned, moving to maintain his balance. I felt the alcohol slam into me, slightly inebriating me.


    I slurped up my spit, and pushed my head down over his cock, reaching his balls. He shuddered when I pushed my tongue against his head, rubbing it on the roof of my mouth.


    “Jesus, Caitlin,” he mumbled. His hand moved from my shoulder and gripped the back of my head. He started thrusting into me, and I braced myself to match him, his salty skin tasting glorious.


    “Come in my mouth Hugh, that’s all I want,” I said. I gripped the base of his rod and sank it back into my mouth, dabbling the back of my throat. He shuddered again, and I felt a twitch.


    Then he came, his cock throbbing in bursts inside my mouth, each one punctuated by the salty and chemical aftertaste of his pleasure. I drank it, swallowing it.


    “Oh god,” he cried out, seizing my hair in a fistful. I winced as he released me.


    His clean body was tainted with sweat now, which I relished. I grinned at him as I stood up, and he brought me in for a kiss.


    I fell into him, his tongue dancing inside my mouth. As he pulled away, he caught my lip and sucked.


    “Mhmm, that was a good way to start the morning.”


    I gave him a devious smile, before turning to leave the bathroom.


    ***


    Hugh’s parents’ house hadn’t changed much from when I last saw it. It was a quaint little home, with horizontal siding and a black roof. The yard was a bit overgrown, but it gave it a charming feeling.


    As we climbed the front steps, I spotted a set of soft chairs nestled next to each other on the porch. A humming bird feeder was dangling half-full from the eave.


    Hugh gave the door two hard knocks, and stepped back to wait. An older man answered the door. He was a dead ringer for Hugh, just about thirty years older. He had an impressive moustache. “Hugh?” the man answered, “What’re you up to comin’ around here?” He opened the door and pushed the screen door out. Hugh grabbed it and we stepped in.


    Hugh joked, “I’m just visiting my old man, is that a crime?”


    “If you spend so much time away from me, it might start being a crime,” he answered. When he talked, his mustache seemed to twitch a little on its own.


    “Dad, this is Caitlin,” Hugh said. He gestured to me as if I was being presented. “Caitlin, this is my dad, Sam.”


    Sam’s face wrinkled as he studied me. His face was slightly sunburnt.


    “Nice to meet you, Sam.” I shook his hand.


    “Pleasure’s all mine,” Sam said. He pulled my hand in and planted a kiss on it. I was surprised. People still did that? His upper lip tickled me.


    “I don’t remember you being such a lady-killer, Mr. Evans.” I said, taking my hand back.


    “Remember...? Is this the same Caitlin from high school, Hugh?”


    “I am,” I answered for Hugh. “I remember coming over a bunch of times.”


    “We mostly stayed out and about, Dad. It’s okay if you don’t really remember... you are getting old.”


    “I’m not that old, not yet,” Sam said. He grinned. “I never forget a pretty face, and I remember you talking about her before you left for college.”


    I studied Hugh’s face, “Oh really?”


    Hugh seemed uncomfortable, and he fidgeted, which made Sam laugh.


    “Why don’t you come in and sit down? We’ll have some coffee or something fancy like that.” Sam vanished into the house, as Hugh and I walked in. While I didn’t remember every detail of the house, it did come back to me as I moved through the hallways.


    The front entry expanded quickly into a living room, with a small TV planted in a corner. A set of love seats faced each other, and the hardwood floor was covered in thick rugs. It felt warm and inviting.


    Hugh and I made ourselves comfortable on a small love seat, and I admired the paintings. They were all signed with a flourished “E,” and were mostly of small sailboats along the coast.


    I pointed at a painting. “Did your dad make these?”


    “No, those are my mom’s paintings. Before she died,” Hugh said. “She has hundreds, and my dad trades them out every couple of months. I love coming to visit because I swear there are always paintings I’ve never seen. It’s like she’s still here.”


    Sam called out from the kitchen, “You two want any coffee?”


    “I’d love some,” I said. I wasn’t a big coffee drinker, but it seemed right to accept the offer.


    Hugh agreed, and Sam shuffled back with two cups of coffee. After handing us our cups, he sat down, facing us.


    “So what brings you here?” Sam asked. I drank a little of my coffee. It was hard and black, just the way I liked it.


    “We just thought we’d get outside for a little bit.” Hugh covered for me. I was glad, I didn’t want to talk to Sam about my mom, not yet.


    “When did you two get back together?” he asked, there was a curious undertone in his voice.


    Hugh blushed and shook his head. “About a week ago, I’d say.”


    I got a word in edgewise, “A really quick week.”


    “That’s so wonderful,” Sam said. He held his hand to his chest, and looked up. “You two are welcome to stay as long as you want. God knows I got nothing going on anymore.” He grinned, pushing up from his chair. “More coffee?”


    ***


    A couple of hours later, we decided to get going. We said goodbye to Sam, who said he’d have to meet my parents sometime. I agreed.


    Back in another taxi, I called my dad, who picked up pretty quickly.


    “Are you and Mom free?”


    “Yeah! I was just thinking about calling you,” he said. He sounded like he was in a much better mood. “Everything checked out and they’re releasing her. We’ll be at home for a couple of hours before we look into the local clinics.”


    “Okay. We’ll head over right now,” I nodded to Hugh. He leaned over into the front seat and told the cab driver the address for my parents’ house. I mouthed the words, ‘Thank you.’


    “Sounds great. See you soon.” My dad ended the call. I reclined back in my seat as the cab pulled out off the side of the road and merged into traffic.


    Hugh leaned over to me, our shoulders pressing together. He kissed my neck, right under my ear, sending shivers up my spine. I closed my eyes and held him there, feeling that love wash over me.


    Love? Could I already be feeling that? Was it easier if I had already been in love with him before?


    I lowered my gaze as I thought about my feelings, while Hugh continued giving me light kisses on the neck. I had to stifle my giggles, feeling like I was in high school again.


    ***


    After getting dropped off at my parents’ house, Hugh and I ran into my dad pulling the trash cans to the curb. He wiped his brow and smiled.


    “Your mom’s inside, she’ll be happy to see you.”


    Hugh and my dad followed me inside, where I found my mom laying on the couch. When she heard the front door open, she darted up and looked to see who it was.


    I sat down next to her and gave her a tight hug, wrinkling the back of her shirt with my fingers. “Hi Mom, how are you feeling?”


    “Pretty good, a little nervous.” Hugh sat down next to me and held my hand.


    “Nervous?” I asked. My mom gave Hugh a quick look before continuing.


    “What if it doesn’t work...? What if I get out and I relapse?”


    It pained me to see her so anxious, but she seemed to be in a pretty good mood otherwise. I thought about what to say, what might help.


    “Then you’ll get back up again,” Hugh said. My mom and I looked at him in surprise, I didn’t think he’d say anything. “Sorry.”


    My mom brightened, “Don’t be sorry. That’s what I was thinking anyway.”


    “Just stay positive, and I think it’ll all work out.” I added.


    My mom squeezed my hand and nodded, her eyes wetting. “Your dad and I think we have a place picked out. The hospital recommended it to us, a little private clinic outside of town. I get to stay there for thirty days.”


    “A month?” My eyes widened. “That’s a long time.”


    “It’ll be good though. They told me the first week is the hardest.”


    My dad walked into the living room and sat down next to her. He put his arm around her shoulder and pulled her towards him. “You’ll do great,” he said.


    “I’m going to ask a favor of you,” my mom said.


    “What’s that?”


    “Don’t visit me for the first week. I know you’ve seen me in pretty horrid conditions, but I want the next time you see me to be a new look.”


    “Mom...” I felt my throat tighten. I hugged her again, trying to not let my emotions get the best of me. Hugh touched my back, which gave me some reassurance.


    Things were going to be okay.


    ***


    We stayed at the hotel for the next couple days. Going out to grab a bite to eat here and there, staying inside and watching bad television.


    It was nice to be with him again, to have that comfort and warmth at my side when I slept. To wake up with misty eyes from bad dreams, and have him there to comfort me.


    I groped more at my feelings as they were blossoming. My stolen glances lasted longer and longer. Every time I’d swallow another thought of what our future might hold, I’d have to choke back the reminder that he still had things to work through.


    If only we had met a little later in life, we could be all set up to get back together and have everything be peachy. I could have my degree, and not have the baggage from my family. I wouldn’t have to feel that tug of wanting to drink when things got tough. Or at least, I’d have it under control?


    Maybe he would have moved past his grief. The future would be bright and we could look at that instead of the dark moments where we’d cradle each other on the bed. Nights where we drank a little too much together, and our feelings burst forth into rambling, slurred sentences.


    The nights where we’d try to grope at what was happening inside ourselves. His memories of Marcia still fresh, my anxiety over my family deepening. But we’d have each other to hold, to kiss, to love.


    ***


    The last morning of Hugh’s vacation, I woke up and threw my arms over him, laying my head on his chest. He grunted a little in surprise as I slammed into him, then he chuckled. After a few moments, he broke our morning silence.


    “I love you, Caitlin.” Hugh said. I could feel his heart racing against my cheek when he said the words. I lifted my head and turned to look at him.


    “Hugh...” I whispered. He drew his lips into a line and looked away. I touched his cheek. “I love you too.”


    He looked startled when he caught my gaze again. He leaned over and kissed me, my hand wrapping around the back of his neck as the moment lengthened.


    His kiss made the hairs on my neck rise. He pushed them back down with his hand as he turned me over to take me in that moment. Ecstasy washed over me and I couldn’t help but laugh a little. My emotions were high.


    “Do you want to come back to Reno with me today? You could stay here and see your mom... you could see her Monday.”


    I shook my head vigorously, my hair bouncing a little. “No. I want to go back with you. I feel like I have to.” I touched my chest. He kissed my head and moved to get out of bed.


    “Let’s get going then.”

  


  
    Chapter 8


    Soon, we were back on his jet and soaring through the air over the midwest. Hugh was in bright spirits that morning and so was I. I felt off though, like maybe things were happening too fast.


    “Is this too fast?” I asked him, leaning closer. He was sitting opposite of me, his legs crossed. His gaze was wandering out the window.


    He looked at me. “Us? I don’t think so...”


    I swallowed spit. I shook my head, but I didn’t really know why.


    “Okay. It’s just, everything is so intense you know?”


    He nodded. “Is that bad?”


    “Maybe it isn’t... just different,” I said. I sat up in my seat a little, a sense of relief washing over me.


    “Different is good. I need different.”


    The hum of the airplane droned on. So much flying. I thought having a week off from it would be relaxing, but even still, it was a little much. I decided to try and doze off for the rest of the flight. As I was closing my eyes, I saw him study me, his eyes flicking up and down my body. I smirked a little.


    ***


    The rumble of the wheels hitting the tarmac woke me up with a start, and I sat up quickly. I wiped drool off my face, and looked around to see if Hugh had seen me in such an embarrassing way.


    He looked startled too, so he must’ve just woken up.


    I laughed. “Did it wake you up too?”


    “Y-yeah, I usually can’t sleep on planes...” He ran his hand through his hair in an attempt to fix it.


    Hugh followed me as I exited the plane, and he poked me in my ribs, making me to laugh.


    ***


    We picked up his car and drove home. I don’t know if I should have called it home, but it felt right. I even had to admit that the interior design was really charming, which I don’t think I could have managed when I first found out. Not honestly at least.


    She had good taste, I had to give her that much.


    It felt nice to not have such a strong animosity towards her. Talking to Hugh helped me see that he wasn’t trying to antagonize or trick me with his ring, just that he might have been as confused as I was.


    I sighed as I dropped my bags unceremoniously in the entryway. I didn’t care to unload them that moment — I was too hungry. He moved past me to take his luggage into the bedroom.


    “Aren’t you starving?” I called after him.


    His voice came from the hallway, “Definitely. Want me to whip something up?” I heard his luggage crash on the ground in the bedroom. I sighed and picked my suitcase up, figuring I might as well take it into the bedroom too. “How about some chicken clubs?”


    “That sounds good,” I said. We ran into each other in the hall, and I added, “I’m going to take a quick shower then.”


    “Great, I’ll get started.” He clapped his hands together with a smile. He seemed happy to be home too.


    I was going to be happy just getting showered and fed. After the last week, I felt like I could take on anything.


    ***


    In the bathroom, I turned on the hot water. I let the spray hit the shower wall before I climbed in.


    As I started soaking my hair, I thought about waking up next to Hugh that morning. His strong arms, his smooth chest, his confessing his love to me.


    “God, why didn’t we fuck?”


    I daydreamed about him scooping me up in his arms and throwing me onto his bed. My fingers wandered down my body, tracing the water until I reached between my legs.


    Better yet, he could take me right on the balcony, my hands tied to the railing and his hips slapping against my ass. His hot dick coating my insides. I’d have to spread my legs out pretty far for him to have room. The desert breeze would kick up and tickle my dewy body. I’d squeeze the rails as he pushed into me, and I’d moan, reaching behind me and groping his ass.


    “Oh god, that sounds really hot,” I muttered to myself. I brushed my hand back against my clit, giving myself a tantalizing tease.


    I’d have to save it though, maybe later I could convince Hugh to have his way with me again.


    After rinsing, I shut the water off. As I dried my hair as best I could, I got an idea. I wrapped my towel around my body and went out into the kitchen to meet him.


    He looked surprised to see me, a dirty look in his eyes. “That’s lovely,” he breathed.


    I dropped my towel to the floor before stepping out of it. He was still fully clothed in his suit, but I was completely naked. His eyes widened, and I felt that sense of heat flow from him.


    “Do you want me? Right here in the kitchen?”


    “Mhmm,” he grunted, stepping closer to me. He set down the cutting board he was holding and cupped my breast. I quivered under his touch, goosebumps coating my skin.


    He leaned down and kissed my breast, before taking my nipple in his mouth with his lips. He tongued it, and sucked on it like a piece of hard candy.


    I moaned, feeling my knees grow weak to his touch. I leaned onto his arm that was wrapped around me, giving him a better angle to suck on my tits.


    “You like that?” he gasped for air. I nodded slowly, my damp hair slicking off my upper back.


    He grabbed my hands and put them on the edge of the counter. “Don’t let go of this counter. Whatever you do.”


    I nodded, feeling my cheeks turn red. I loved the tone he adopted when he told me what to do.


    “Yes, whatever you say.” I eyed him.


    “Don’t be coy, just grab the counter,” he said. I shuddered as I did. My knuckles turned white, and I leaned over the granite. He moved behind me, his hand staying on top of my back.


    He put his hands between my thighs and coaxed me to spread my legs out. I did, still holding the counter, almost balancing some of my weight on it.


    He knelt down and I felt his tongue taste my skin. It moved between my thighs. He slid his tongue against my pussy, tickling each fold and drinking me up.


    My arms grew weaker, my legs dropping some slack as I collapsed against the counter. My elbows shot out from under me, and my tits pressed against the cold granite. He slurped and drank me up.


    “Don’t let go of the counter, Cay.”


    His tongue was moving further south, more than I thought it should. I gasped as his tongue hit my asshole. I moaned in a mixture of surprise and shock, as he licked me over and over again, swirling his tongue around my rim.


    He growled, “You like that? You’re a dirty girl aren't you?” I nodded hard, my hair falling onto my face.


    He stood up and started unbuckling his pants. I shivered in lurid anticipation, my breathing shallow and fast. My heart raced in my palms, my ears burning. I pushed myself up off the counter, some of my strength coming back.


    I felt the smooth tip of his cock glide against my pussy, moving between my lips and coaxing my clit. I seized again, falling back against the counter with a light slap of skin.


    Before he penetrated me, I felt his fingers slowly wrap around my neck. He slid them underneath my hair, and his smooth hands tickled me.


    As he plunged his cock into me, he squeezed and made me gasp for air. My vision blurred with tears for a moment. A second later, he released his grip on my neck, his cock fully inside me. It was a blur, but I couldn’t believe how hot it got me.


    “Don’t go slow,” I begged him.


    He eased out of me with an agonizing pace. “I don’t think you’re the one to give orders right now,” he said. A chuckle escaped his lips. He pushed his cock back into me, and I tried to thrust my hips back into him, to make him go faster.


    He paced me, squeezing my ass. He laughed. “Nice try,” he said. “But I’m in control.”


    I looked at him over my shoulder, and saw the difficulty in his eyes. He wasn’t having an easy time restraining himself either.


    I swear I could feel every textured inch of that shaft run through me. I gasped and moaned loudly, my voice echoing through the kitchen.


    “That’s fucking hot,” he finally relented. He started fucking me harder, his balls slapping against my skin with every powerful thrust. I felt like I was getting rocked, my skin rubbing hard against the granite with every tempestuous stroke.


    “Shit, Hugh,” I cried out. “Right there, keep going.”


    “I would, but...” he grunted, slowing his pace for a moment, “I don’t have a condom on.”


    “I don’t care, I’ll take care of it,” I said. I looked at him again, and he nodded. His groans grew closer and shallower, and I started to realize what was happening. I gasped, and a hot wave of energy rippling through me, blinding me. I convulsed, my pussy feeling white hot with him inside me. He thrust a couple more times, then pulled out.


    I hopped off the counter and knelt down in front of him, pulling his cock in my mouth. He grunted for a moment, and I felt his load spill onto my tongue. I drank him down, every suck making him shudder with impossible pleasure. He twitched and sighed heavily, before pulling his cock out of my mouth. I kissed him, giving him a sly look.


    “Shit, you’re dangerous. I nearly came inside you.”


    “Oh man, that would’ve been bad,” I teased him. “But so hot.”


    He nodded, his forehead glistening with sweat.


    He pulled his pants back on and buckled them. I felt my stomach and realized how hungry I really was now that I was worn out. “Now I’m starving.”


    ***


    We sat to eat at the table and I didn’t bother getting dressed. Just being naked in his house felt so freeing. “This sandwich is amazing,” I said, smacking my lips.


    He laughed a little, “You’re absolutely glowing you know.”


    “Shouldn’t I be?” I shot him a coy smile.


    He glanced at his watch. “Would it be okay if I dashed into town? Scott wanted to see me.”


    “When did that happen?” I licked my fingers.


    “He called me when you were in the bathroom. I guess James must’ve told him I was back in town.”


    I nodded. “Yeah. I should be fine.”


    “Okay good. I’ll pick something up for you,” he said with a wink. He stood up and gathered our plates and put them in the dishwasher. I watched him move around the kitchen, just studying him.


    “I’ll only be gone a little bit...” He looked around, and his expression softened. “Make yourself at home.” He kissed me, which started as a simple peck on the lips, but grew into something more passionate. I held on to him as long as possible, his lips moving against mine, light gasps of air between us.


    “Okay, okay.” I pushed him away with a smile, “You should get going.”


    He beamed and went out the front door.


    I let the air settle, while the idea that I was completely alone in his huge condo dawned on me. I moved to the couch, turning on the television and using a pillow as a makeshift blanket. I refused to get dressed.


    ***


    The late afternoon sun peeked through the blinds into the living room. It was cool inside, but it looked miserable out there. I grew bored of watching TV and decided to do a little snooping around. Maybe he did have some pictures of me?


    I looked around at all the decorations, until I came across a small table with a bunch of picture frames on it. I stood up from the couch, my curiosity piqued.


    I picked one frame up. Looked like Marcia and Hugh, enjoying some sunny day. I felt a twinge of sadness and happiness. He looked happy.


    Tucked underneath the table was a photo album. Now I really shouldn’t dig, but a peek couldn’t hurt. I pulled the album out and sat on the floor in front of it. It isn’t a competition, I reminded myself, as I opened the first page.


    Wedding pictures of Marcia and Hugh. Each picture had a caption, including who took it. A polaroid on the first page was signed by both of them, with a fancy plus-symbol between their names. They had their arms around each other, and were both laughing.


    It was a nice picture, but I felt... confused. A little irrational.


    But now I was transfixed. I kept going through the pictures, finding ones of Hugh’s dad and Marcia, toasting. Hugh and his best man. Hugh and Marcia eating their cake. Each page kept building this anxiety in me, and I felt my chest tighten each time.


    The last page was just her, a candid. It stood out from the rest because she wasn’t in her wedding gown. It was dated before the wedding anyway. The flash had caught her, but it was surprisingly flattering.


    It wasn’t secured against the page like the rest, so I pulled it off. On the back was a little letter, signed by her.


    “Hugh - you took this the first day we met. Had I known what would happen between us, I would look even happier in this picture. I feel so lucky to be with you, and I can’t wait to grow old in your arms. -Yours forever, Marci”


    As I finished reading it, I noticed my hand was shaking. It didn’t matter how many times I told myself I wasn’t competing with her, I just couldn’t believe it. That if I was a better match for him, he wouldn’t have such a hard time getting over her, right? I fought back my tears, and put the picture back the way I found it. I felt like it was written to upset me. I wanted to tear it up, but I stopped myself. I put the album back. My face felt hot.


    What is Hugh doing with me anyway? Why would he want to be with me? Was it to try and re-live some kind of high school dream?


    I wanted to grab his hand, and tear that ring off. I wanted to take it and throw it into the trash. Tears would be pouring down my face, but not out of sadness, but desperate anger.


    “Am I not good enough?” I would scream at him.


    He’d be silent, and that would be all the answer I needed. I’d walk out the door, and go back to my shitty town, with my shitty parents and my shitty friends. What was the point anyway?


    ***


    An hour or two of bad TV shows later, Hugh came home. He was smiling when I meant him at the door, but his expression faded when he saw me.


    “Anything wrong?” He asked as he shut the door behind him.


    “What’d Scott want to see you about?”


    “Oh, nothing much. He just wanted to bullshit a little, see if I was happy with you.”


    “What’d you tell him?” I still felt a little weird.


    “I said I hadn’t been as happy in years.” He gave me a kiss. “Do you want to go get dinner tonight?”


    It was getting pretty late in the day. I looked at the couch and coffee table, it was littered with snack food wrappers and trash. He added, “Oh, maybe you’re not hungry enough.”


    “No I’m actually really hungry. I think that sounds really nice. What did you have in mind?”


    “I know a good place downtown. I can get us reservations,” he snapped his fingers, “like that. You should wear your dress.”


    I laughed, “I have to use it for something I suppose. I’ll get ready.”


    ***


    Dinner was just a little bit across town. The building was silhouetted against the setting sun. Inside, the atmosphere was dark but warm, a kind of nostalgic sensation pricked the back of my neck when I stepped into the air conditioned entry. My hair was brought up into a bun, keeping it off my sticky neck.


    The host didn’t look pleased to see us. There were already some people waiting near the front door, albeit in comfortable seating. After Hugh told the host who we were, the host’s expression brightened immediately.


    “Right this way Mr. Evans.” The host grabbed two menus and led us to our table, another secluded spot near the back of the restaurant. It was a little warm to be sitting outside.


    I stared at my menu, feeling overwhelmed with the choices. “What should I get?”


    “Don’t worry about picking, I’ll make sure it's good.” He winked at me. I sighed with relief and gave him my menu. I just wanted to turn off for the night and enjoy. After the waiter came back, Hugh ordered us both the bison filet.


    “That’s an excellent choice, how would you like those steaks done?”


    Hugh glanced at me and nodded. “I’ll have mine medium and she’ll have her’s medium-rare.” As the waiter scribbled down the order and collected our menus, I grinned at Hugh. “We’ll also have a bottle of your finest cabernet sauvignon.” Our waiter nodded silently and left us alone.


    I leaned forward. “You remembered that I like my steak to be able to kick off the plate?”


    “Of course,” he said. He cleared his throat. “I try to remember everything.”


    I mused. “That’s quite a responsibility.”


    “It doesn’t feel like it.”


    ***


    The steaks came and were delicious. Melt-in-my-mouth delicious. I savored each bite, giving Hugh a performance with my exaggerated moans.


    “Ha-ha,” he joked. “Is it actually good?”


    I nodded hard and swallowed. “It’s way too good honestly. You’re spoiling me.”


    “Impossible.” He clenched his hand into a fist. I noticed his breathing seemed a little shallow.


    “What’s wrong?”


    He shook his head hard, and pushed away from the table. He moved closer to me, and knelt down on one knee. My heart started racing, blood pounding in my ears. My hands grew clammy and weak. I squeezed my knees together with my hands.


    He pulled a small box out of his pocket, and presented it to me. He clicked it open.


    “Caitlin Winters, I know this seems rushed and crazy, but I didn’t think I’d find happiness again.” I gulped down another swallow of wine. My hands were shaking, so I squeezed my thighs through my dress. “Will you marry me?”


    His hand was still wearing his wedding ring, from before, from Marcia Evans. I thought about the photo album I found.


    “Hugh... stand up.” My voice betrayed my nervousness. I wanted to sound powerful, but I couldn’t. I felt weak, and on the verge of tears. Wasn’t this what I wanted? What I was dreaming of?


    He stood up, slowly. His expression changed, and he frowned heavily.


    “I don’t think I can Hugh,” I whispered. I pointed at his hand, mine shaking from the tide of emotions I was trying to hold back. “You’re still wearing your wedding band... I’ve been terrified to bring it up, but now I feel forced to.” He put the box with the ring in it, still open, on the table. “I can’t marry you if you’re still in love with Marcia.”


    Tears welled up in my eyes, exactly what I was afraid would happen. I fought to try and keep them down, clenching my eyes shut. It only made them worse. The knotted ball in my chest rose, and I choked it down. “I want to say yes, god knows I want to say yes. Until I met you I thought I would be doomed to float from man to man, never satisfied with what I found in each one. No one in college could fill the hole you left me with, Hugh.” I pounded my fist on my leg, trying to stem back the flow. “No one.”


    He looked at his lap, and was probably touching his wedding ring. “I thought I’d never be happy after Marcia.” He took off his wedding band. The first time I had ever seen him do that.


    He put it on the table. “Until I met you again.”


    “You can’t do that. Put it back on.”


    He shook his head.


    “Hugh. If you really were ready to marry me, to propose to me of all things, you wouldn’t have forgotten to take that off first. It only betrays you. I’m sorry, I can’t marry you, and feel like I’m...” My voice cracked, “just replacing someone who isn’t here anymore.”


    He nodded slowly, and grabbed the box. “That’s not true... you know,” he mumbled. He dragged the box back across the table, leaving ripples in the tablecloth.


    After it fell back into his lap, he put it in his pocket.


    My makeup was ruined, black mascara smeared on my napkin. I poured another glass of wine, and sat in silence.


    I managed to finish the bottle of wine, almost entirely by myself. I ordered another bottle and started drinking that too. Hugh protested, but I brushed him off. I wanted it. I needed it.


    The rest of the dinner was a wash, Hugh didn’t speak much. I almost felt bad, like I might have cut into him too deep. But I couldn’t forgive him at that moment.


    What was he thinking anyway? What was I thinking?


    ***


    Hugh unlocked the door to his condo and I stumbled in, my arm wrapped around his neck. He wasn’t as amused as I was. Or as drunk.


    “Caitlin?” He seemed worried.


    I smiled at him, oblivious. “Hey stud.”


    He seemed to be looking through me. “Are you okay?”


    I pawed at him, grabbing his shirt. “What would make it right? What if I pretend I’m Marcia? Should I dye my hair? Would that make you happy?”


    “You’re being ridiculous. You aren’t here to replace her.”


    “Aren’t I though?” I started unbuttoning his shirt. “How did she talk?” I adopted a bad british accent, “How would you like it Mr. Evans?”


    “Stop,” Hugh said, but he didn’t move. I finished unbuttoning his shirt, and I started pulling it off his shoulders. I left it gathered at his wrists.


    “’Stop, you’re drunk, you’re not replacing her,’ I mimicked him. “I thought you were the rich and powerful Hugh Evans? The man who left me for college, who is the vice president of a company?”


    “Not tonight, I’m not.” He wasn’t looking at me anymore. I kissed his neck, biting him a little. He pushed into me, and I felt him growing again. His member pushed against my thighs.


    I had to hold onto his arms to keep my balance on top of him, otherwise I’d fall over.


    He stared at me, his lips parted.


    “Don’t you like me, Hugh?” I said, “Why aren’t you taking those clothes off?”


    He was growing irritated. “Why do you think I proposed to you?”


    I looked at him, confused.


    “You’ve had too much.”


    I went into the kitchen, bumping against the counter. I pulled down a bottle of rum, managing to slip the cap off and take a swallow before Hugh seized it from me.


    I glared at him. “W-What are you doing?” I still had my hand out, as if he’d give it back to me.


    He slipped his arms under me again, jostling me. The room was spinning, and the motion sent me reeling even more. Suddenly I felt faint and all wrong inside.


    “Bathroom. I need the bathroom.” I motioned for the bedroom. He carried me into the bathroom, and set me down in front of the toilet. “I think if I puke I’ll feel better.”


    “I think I need to take you to the hospital.”


    “God damn I won’t. Alright?” I gripped the edges of the toilet basin. “Just get me some aspirin or something,” I pointed at the cabinet, before losing my balance and swinging my face down into the toilet. He moved away from me to retrieve some medicine. Everything was numb and dark. I only knew he moved because the heat that he was giving off vanished.


    He came back after what felt like hours. I was getting worse. Any sense of jubilation was fading quickly. My heart was racing, and I felt like my entire body needed to curl up and die.


    “I need to take you.” He tried to slip an arm under me and lift me.


    “Now now, I’ve been worse off before.” I tried to wave him away. I groaned, leaning deeper into the basin.


    “No!” His voice startled me. He looked frantic, confused, upset. “You’re blue Caitlin. I’m taking you.”


    I vomited, feeling almost nothing move. The water was tinged red.


    “Oh my god,” I shook, adrenaline coursing through me. “Is that blood?”


    Hugh was already on the phone, calling an ambulance to pick me up. I tried to focus on him, but I was too dizzy. I collapsed on the the floor.

  


  
    Chapter 9


    The beeping of the EKG monitor roused me. I slowly opened my eyes, and tried to turn my head to look around. I felt heavy, like I had been tranquilized or paralyzed.


    There was a throbbing ache in my neck, so I stopped moving. My eyes scanned the room. A sterile hospital room, which was preferable to a disgusting one. Hugh was cradling his forehead in his palms, his elbows planted on the bed.


    “Wh-what happened?” I said. My voice was hoarse.


    “Caitlin!” Hugh said, his voice crackly. He scooted closer to the head of the bed, and took my hand. “I thought... I don’t know what I thought. Do you remember what happened?”


    “I think so... we went to dinner... and came home. I puked... blood?”


    “Good. The doctor said you might not remember. You had a case of alcohol poisoning. You didn’t puke blood though, it was just the wine, thank god.”


    I barely believed it. I sighed. “I guess this was going to happen someday.”


    “I’m so glad... you’re still alive.”


    “Alive? Was I not going to be?”


    “You almost died. The ER doctor said if I wasn’t there, you would have... been gone. Your alcohol level was getting worse by the minute after they picked you up.” He stared out the window into the hallway. “I basically caught you just as you went unconscious. Your breathing was extremely slow, and if there wasn’t anyone to perform CPR...”


    “Oh...” I said. I looked at my arms that were laying on top of the sheets. They were all wired up and filled with needles. It made me a little queasy. “Are you okay?”


    “I think. I think I will be,” he said. He was silent for a moment. I remembered the proposal. How could I have forgotten. My chest felt tight. How could I put him through this?


    “It’s really hard for me. I felt like I almost lost you earlier. I don’t know what I would have done if I did.”


    “You didn’t though.” I sensed something coming from him. He was never like this before. Maybe only when he told me about Marcia that one night. “It just feels... like it’s my fault.”


    “It wasn’t, Hugh.” I touched his hand, but he shrunk away from me. My stomach twisted. “You can’t control this,” I said.


    “I should be able to. What’s the point in having wealth if I can’t help people? If I can’t prevent the people I care about from getting sick or — nearly dying?”


    I was silent. I didn’t know what to say. I could barely remember what happened, how could I expect to really answer any of his questions. I still felt groggy too, my mouth was dry.


    “Hugh, just... don’t worry about it today okay?” He looked at me, tears coating his face. The sight nearly made me break down. I choked up, trying to hold back my own emotions. “Just, be with me okay?”


    “I’ll try.” He swallowed hard. “I’ll try.”


    He stared into the bed sheets. “They said if I hadn’t found you, you might’ve died.”


    I squeezed my chest, the thought of it twisting me. Tears pooled, and I started to sob.


    “I don’t feel right. I don’t know what’s right,” I said. I sniffed hard, trying to not soak my shirt or the sheets. “I just saw my mom in a hospital, what’s wrong with me?”


    A man in a white coat approached the door and peered inside. He let himself in.


    “Hi, I’m Doctor Stephenson. I’ve been taking care of you since you came in Ms. Winters.”


    I tried to smile, my damp face embarrassing me.


    “Hello Doctor.”


    Hugh turned and watched him as he sat down next to us. He swiveled toward me, and double checked my monitors. “You look like you’re doing okay. Did Mr. Evans explain to you what happened?”


    “Yes, I had alcohol poisoning.”


    He frowned, “Severely. Like I told him when the ambulance got here, you would have died if you didn’t have your stomach pumped immediately. That alcohol would’ve kept festering, eventually being absorbed by your intensities. You would’ve passed out, and either stopped breathing, or choked to death. Maybe both.”


    I held my hand to my throat. “What do I do now?”


    He leaned closer to me, turning more serious. “Ms. Winters, would you describe yourself as having a drinking problem?”


    I looked away from him, still wrestling with my turmoil. I barely wanted to admit I actually had some kind of problem. I never drank that much, and I didn’t think that I would fall into that same trap.


    When I didn’t answer, he continued. “How many drinks do you have a day?”


    I clenched my jaw. “Two or three...?”


    “Are you sure? Is that only during the weekend?”


    “Weekdays...” I broke eye contact with him. “I’ve had entire bottles of rum during the weekends. Usually when I’m stressed.”


    “I see,” he scribbled something on his clipboard. “How often do you binge?”


    “Binge? Like, black out?”


    “You don’t have to black out. How about this, do you ever wake up in the morning and crave a drink? How often do you abstain from drinking simply because you don’t want people to think you’re an alcoholic? Do you ever hide your drinking?”


    It hit home. I shuddered as I put my hands under the sheets, squeezing my thigh to steady myself. I looked at Hugh, his own face betraying his realization of what I really was.


    “I do. That’s me.”


    He nodded thoughtfully. “Do you want to keep that up?”


    I stared through him. “Do I even have a choice? I mean, I’m here aren’t I?”


    “It’s always your choice, Ms. Winters. I can’t make you do anything. I’ve treated you, and you’ll be free to go later this afternoon. I only ask you these things out of medical necessity.” He crossed his legs, and clasped his hands together. “If you are willing to seek treatment, I can point you in the right direction and give referrals.”


    I looked at Hugh again, who was shaking his head. I don’t know if it was because of what the doctor said, or something I said.


    “I need to think about it.”


    “Think about if you have a problem?” Hugh burst into the conversation. He was completely silent before then, not even mumbling. I stared at him. “The question was simple, Cay! Do you have a problem with alcohol?”


    I squeezed my eyes shut, “Don’t — don’t yell at me. I don’t even know why you’re so mad.”


    He sighed heavily, and stood up from beside the bed. He moved towards the window and put his hand on the wall.


    “I think this might be evidence enough that you do, Ms. Winters,” the doctor said.


    I nodded slowly, letting myself try to say the words I had been avoiding.


    “I have a problem with...” I glanced at Hugh, who was still staring out the window. “With alcohol.”


    “Good. That’s good. Well,” the doctor paused. “It’s not good but it’s a start. I have a number of clinics I can refer you to, if you’d like. There is always your own personal choice too. I have all the brochures right here.” He lifted his clipboard, and revealed a stack of brochures. I nodded, and he set them on the table beside my bed. “I’ll leave these for you then. I’ll check up on you soon, and then we’ll be able to discharge you.”


    “Thanks, Doctor,” I said.


    After he left, I breathed deeply. It felt nice, good to admit something I had been trying so hard to lie to myself about for so long. Something I had been struggling with. It already felt like a enormous weight had been lifted off my chest.


    Hugh’s eyes were still fixed out the window, and I studied him.


    “What’s wrong?”


    He shook his head, and when he spoke, his voice threatened to crack. “A lot of things. I just have to spend some time thinking is all.”


    “Me too, it sounds like.”


    I laid back into my pillows, and realized how tired I was. There was a small clock on the opposite wall from my bed, and I watched the second hand move around, imagining the ticking in my head.


    As it circled, my eyes grew heavy, and I fell asleep.


    ***


    I was discharged from the hospital later the next day, after they decided I was stable enough to leave. My parting gift was a stack of brochures for rehabilitation clinics tucked under my arm. Hugh was silent as we climbed into a cab and made it back to his house.


    He left me in his bedroom so I could look at the brochures while he clanged around the kitchen. Unscrewing caps and knocking glasses together as he poured drink after drink down the drain. He was doing too much for me. I felt like a burden.


    The first place I looked at seemed nice enough, it touted a safe atmosphere with love and support. It sounded sweet, but the pictures looked fake. Everyone’s teeth were too white and their hair all done just right.


    These people didn’t need help. I glanced at the mirror next to Hugh’s bedroom door, and studied myself. That’s the face of someone who needs help. Bags under my eyes and lines creasing my face, my hair in disarray. I looked haggard.


    Hugh appeared in the doorway, surprising me from my trance.


    “Are you hungry at all?” he asked, but without the same level of enthusiasm he had yesterday. Could I expect any different?


    “A little. Just a snack or something would be good.”


    He vanished without a word. I heard him moving again, with a silent ferocity built inside him.


    I would have to try and talk to him, but it felt impossible. How could I? What right did I have?


    He came back. “I don’t have anything snacky here, so I’m going to go run up to the store real quick, what would you like?”


    I stared past him, “I don’t know, anything.” I swallowed my spit. “I’m sorry Hugh. Thanks for... being there for me.”


    “It’s nothing.” He disappeared through the door. I heard the front door open and close.


    Alone again. How could he not even invite me? I fumed and crossed my arms, squeezing myself too tightly. I tried to regain my composure. We both went through a lot... I wanted a drink, and that made me even more angry. I felt like I was already a failure at this. I threw the stack of brochures on the floor, scattering them across the room.


    I walked into the living room and looked around. I caught a glimpse of the picture of Marcia and Hugh again, and I remembered a bit more about last night.


    I knelt down and slid the blue binder free, and spread it open. Wedding pictures. I was digging through... this photo album.


    I flipped to the end, mostly by gut feeling, and read the back of the picture again, feeling very familiar with it all. My stomach knotted. It felt like I was less present than her, with her decorations and pictures all over the place. I was the ghost, not her.


    I slumped down onto the floor, my throat rising. I burst into tears and sobbed, holding the picture against my chest. I didn’t want to feel this way. I didn’t want to feel angry and resentful, pissed and mean. I didn’t want to feel any of it.


    It was like I was trapped, spiraling without control over anything.


    I let the tears flow, big gasps of air making me as noisy as possible. The tears rolled off my chin and started spotting my thighs.


    Another thing to add to my shitty day. All I wanted was to live a normal life, a life I dreamed of. To be in love, that freeing feeling.


    I thought about Hugh and I. This wasn’t normal, was it? The baggage, the anxiety. It felt like a rehash of our last relationship, which is maybe why I felt so raw when I saw him again. This couldn’t be right. How could it ever be normal? If I got sober? If he moved on?


    Did I rely on him too much to fix me? Hope too much I could fix him?


    My mind flashed. I had some rum stashed away in my luggage.


    How could I forget?


    My palms started to sweat as I thought about it, how I could just sneak a little bit. That couldn’t hurt could it? I mean, I was only at the hospital because I got out of control. If I had a shot or two, that should be fine, right? Just to wean myself off it, just to wind down.


    I tore open the bag and retrieved the half empty bottle. I squeezed it in my hands, holding it tight, staring into the caramel colored liquid.


    Then a key scraped the lock and I froze up, the bottle still in my hands. I couldn’t let him see me like this.


    “I’m back,” Hugh announced as he walked in. He sounded more cheerful. I heard him moving through the entryway and set a bunch of groceries down on the counter.


    I felt like I was stuck, I was still kneeling over my bag, the rum sloshing in the bottle. Then it was too late. Hugh walked in and saw me.


    “Caitlin?” Hugh’s voice hardened. “What the hell are you doing?” I spun on my feet and faced him. He was holding the picture of Marcia in his hand.


    I scrambled to try and do damage control. “Hugh, what...?”


    “Are you drinking?” He rushed up to me and yanked the bottle from my hands. I tried to fight to keep it from him. He stared at it in disbelief. “What are you doing? Why?”


    “No! I was just... thinking about it.”


    “I don’t believe you.” He looked away from me, staring at the bottle as if he’d never seen it before. Like he blamed it.


    “No! You have to believe me! I hadn’t taken a single sip! You can smell me!”


    “I shouldn’t have to. It’s bad enough you had to hide it from me, you had to lie to me.” His voice was rising and his face was turning red. Not so much in anger, but confusion and frustration.


    I stood up and faced him. “I’m not lying.”


    “I’ve been trying my best to give you space, to help you. I’m sorry if I’ve been off. I’ve been thinking.” He held up the picture, “Why was this on the floor?”


    “Why was it in this house?”


    “You’re being ridiculous. This can be in my house, she was my wife for fuck’s sake!”


    “She ‘was’? She still is! Look at your hand. That’s all the proof you or I need. You’re still wearing that damn ring.” He hid his hand in his pocket and frowned. He lowered the picture.


    “I just don’t get it,” I confessed. I fell onto the bed, feeling utterly defeated. “It feels like you don’t love me.”


    “I do love you Caitlin.” He joined me, sitting next to me. “But I can’t stand here with you while you’re drinking. You’re killing yourself. Wasn’t the hospital last night proof enough?”


    I stared at him.


    He continued, “But, I can’t watch another person die. I can’t have that on my hands. I thought you were going to try and get better. I never wanted to say anything before but — maybe you do have a problem. Maybe I have a problem, too.”


    I slumped my shoulders and stared in the mirror. There wasn’t anything I could say. He was still looking at me, his face soft, his eyes watery.


    He continued, his voice growing cold. “I can’t do this with you anymore. I want to be with you, but I can’t watch you kill yourself. I can’t watch you die.”


    He stood up and faced me, waiting for a response.


    “So... what now?” I said. “You going to take me back home?”


    “Yes. I can get you a plane back tonight.”


    “Fine, you might as well, since you want to get rid of me so badly.” My eyes burned and my hands were shaking. I looked around the room, feeling frantic and lost.


    “Caitlin. I want to love you. I want to take care of you, but I can’t fix you. I want to experience life with you, but I can’t do that if you’re never sober. ” He shrugged and threw his hands down. “If you’re not present.” He touched his ring, “and maybe if I’m not either.”


    I shook my head, almost refusing to believe I wasn’t dreaming.


    “When you’re ready to go, I’ll call you a cab. You won’t have to see me again.”


    I groaned, and broke down again. I tried to choke back my tears, but it was no use. I felt like my whole world was collapsing, the sky was shattering, and nothing mattered.


    As he left the room, he squeezed his ring, before slipping the picture of Marcia in his pocket. He walked away quietly.


    Hugh was leaving me.


    I felt like throwing up.


    We didn’t speak again until I left. All he said was “Good luck.”


    I was going to need it.

  


  
    Chapter 10


    After landing in Bangor, I dried my face and got ready to deplane.


    I met James before I went into the terminal, and he looked consolatory.


    “I’m sorry to see you go, Caitlin.” I was surprised that he was wasting the time to talk to me personally.


    I shrugged with a pitiful smile. “It happens. Thanks for flying me back home James, you really didn’t have to.”


    “Good luck,” he said. He saluted me and I deplaned, feeling a little better that he sympathized with me.


    The airport wasn’t very crowded, just a bunch of small groups of people clustered around some of the middle gates. Those were the more popular outbound flights, heading to New York or going up into Canada.


    I felt sick, that stale air becoming a little too familiar. I sighed and pulled out my phone, psyching myself up to confess to my dad. Every time I talked to him, my gut reaction was to think of him as a drunk, so it was always refreshing being reminded that he wasn’t anymore. It was almost a little surprising when I was reminded of reality.


    “Hello, Dad?”


    His voice was loud and clear, “Hey, kiddo, how’s it going?”


    “Not great. I need a ride from the airport.”


    “You’re in town?” His tone changed, and he sounded consolatory. “Not great huh? I can come get you in about ten minutes. Just sit tight, I’m visiting your mom so I’m kind of close.”


    “Okay, I’ll see you soon.” I hung up. I was standing at one of the terminal windows, overlooking the numerous planes. Carts full of luggage zipped across the tarmac. A handful of aviation flaggers were having a coffee break.


    ***


    Fifteen minutes later, I headed out into the baggage claim and found my dad. It was always easy to tell if someone was looking for something, that searching and distant look in their eyes. He was especially obvious, always putting his hand on his forehead like he was shielding his eyes from the sun, even if it was dark outside.


    I surprised him by sneaking up behind him, and saying “Hello,” a bit louder than I needed to.


    He jumped and turned, a smile spreading across his face.


    “Hey!” he yelled, “I’m not thirty anymore! You’re going to give me a heart attack.”


    I was grinning, but it faded all to quickly when my feelings boiled back up to the surface. I felt like crying, and I’m sure he could tell.


    “Let’s get you home, alright? We can talk about it in the car if you want.”


    I nodded, and followed him out into the steaming and hazy parking lot.


    ***


    On the drive home, I decided to spill my guts on the whole situation. To try and make it clean.


    “Hugh thinks I have a drinking problem.”


    “Is that why he isn’t here?” My dad put on his turn signal, the gentle ticking barely audible over the oldies radio station. He turned the volume down a bit to listen to me.


    “I — I think so.” I swallowed hard, trying to keep my voice from cracking. “Well, I know it is. I don’t know why I’m avoiding it. He told me he couldn’t be with me if I was going to keep drinking.”


    My dad hissed like he just cut his leg. “That’s... harsh. But it’s hard...” he seemed to be choosing his words very carefully. “What brought that up?”


    I realized I hadn’t told him about my hospital stay yet. For a moment, I thought about withholding it, but what good would that really do me? If I came back here and just kept up my lies and kept myself an arms length from my parents and my friends, could I really change?


    “I ended up in the hospital a couple nights ago.”


    “What?” My dad looked away from the road and stared at me. I wished the seat would swallow me whole.


    “I had alcohol poisoning.”


    He was silent, and he turned to watch the road. I couldn’t tell if he was mad or not. I tried to explain, “It hasn’t happened before, but I was under a lot of stress,” I groped for the words, “Hugh still wears his wedding ring from his wife. He’s a widower. How am I supposed to deal with that? He proposed to me, Dad. He’s weird and distant, and I hate that I feel like I can’t be with him.” I broke down, and lost it. “Like I’m not important.” My dad turned into our neighborhood.


    My dad’s jaw moved, as if he were silently formulating a sentence. “I think,” he began, “that’s hard. I know it’s hard, Caitlin.” After he pulled into our driveway, he lurched the car to a stop and put it in park.


    He turned in his seat to face me, resting his arm over the steering wheel, and his knee bumping against the console. “Caitlin. I’m an alcoholic. It was really hard for me to come to terms with that, but I did. Even though I’ve been sober, I can’t drink. For the first year, I couldn’t even be near people who were drinking — every single day was a test of my will power with your mom.”


    “But didn’t you stay at home?”


    “I didn’t. I mostly stayed at friends houses and motels in town for the first six months. I literally couldn’t be around your mom because of her drinking. I don’t know if that made her worse, but I had to do it for myself.”


    I was silent. He wasn’t with my mom for that long? I hadn’t even known.


    He continued, “He won’t let go of his wife, but he proposed to you? Do you think he made a mistake?”


    I squeezed the seat and stared out the window. “I don’t know. It doesn’t make any sense to me to wear your wedding ring and propose to other people. I think I was just confused.”


    “Everyone deals with grief in their own way.”


    “So he just proposed to me as part of his grief? He didn’t actually care?”


    “He didn’t have to say anything to me when he saw me. He could’ve just walked away. He approached me. It isn’t my fault.” I felt like I was burning holes into the windshield.


    “Forget him, Caitlin. He’s not here, and that’s over. You can’t fix him and he can’t fix you.”


    “I didn’t ask him to fix me, I just wanted...” I cringed, “something good in my life.”


    “You can have something good in your life. But you have to start with cutting out the bad, getting rid of the rotten parts. If we’re not going to put him aside right now, let’s look at it this way.”


    I perked up a little bit, feeling like I was finally being listened to a little.


    He said, “If what you say is true, then you guys weren’t doing well together. It sounds toxic.” My dad looked at the house. “It is toxic. It was with your mother and I, but we stuck through it.”


    I cringed, shuffling my feet. “I tried. I tried to help him.”


    “I knew even though your mom wasn’t sober, all she needed from me was to try and be there for her. She told me at the hospital before you showed up. If I wasn’t around and clean, she wouldn’t be alive anymore.”


    “So you fixed her?”


    “No, Caitlin. I didn’t. When I got clean, I realized I couldn’t fix her, I could just support her.”


    “So I could support Hugh, couldn’t I?”


    “I couldn’t support her when I was a drunk. All I could do was enable her, or push her away. Neither of those things are what she needed.” He sighed, his eyes looked tired. “I should have pushed her harder to get sober sooner, but she wasn’t in the right mind, she wouldn’t have listened.” He rubbed his temples. “I wasn’t either.” He smiled at me, and added, “I’m glad you’re home again, Caitlin.”


    We sat in silence for a little bit, and he finally shut his car off. I didn’t want to move, trying to let it all sink in. I’m not healthy, and I can’t help Hugh if I’m like this.


    My dad climbed out of the car and grabbed my bags out of the trunk. He disappeared in the house.


    I sat in the increasingly hot car and thought about what my dad said about Hugh and I being toxic. “Damaging, dangerous, lethal, fatal...”


    Definitely not the things love and cure-alls were made of.


    After some time, I finally went into the house. I found my dad making food in the kitchen, and almost forgot that my mom wasn’t home.


    “Can we visit Mom later?” I said. He turned away from counter with a bowl of salad he was mixing together. He dried his hands and answered me, “Yeah. We can visit her tomorrow. She’s getting better every day. Tomorrow should be really good for you to see her, you’re going to be amazed.” He turned and topped off the salads with tomatoes, before mixing them in.


    ***


    The next day, we got up early in the morning to go see my mom at the clinic.


    We sat in the makeshift lobby while the nurses made sure my mom was ready to have guests.


    The clinic wasn’t stylized like a traditional clinic. The building obviously used to be an old house that was renovated to meet the needs of the business, but while retaining some old charm. Decorations and paintings lined the wallpaper, and fireplaces seemed to be spread out into every single room. It was cozy, and not nearly as sterile and whitewashed as I expected it would be.


    A nurse peeked her head out of the entryway and looked around. “Daniel Winters?”


    My dad elbowed me and stood up. The nurse nodded and asked us to follow her.


    At the end of one of the wings of the house, the nurse leaned over to open a door to a small bedroom. My mom was sitting on the bed, looking bright and a lot less miserable than when I last saw her.


    “Oh my god, I didn’t expect to see both of you!” She cheered, looking excited and bright. She smiled, standing to meet us. I hugged her, holding her tight enough to squeeze the air out of her in a gasp. She laughed, and gestured to two chairs that were facing the foot of the bed. “What pleasure do I have for a visit today?”


    My dad chuckled a little. “I was just here yesterday, Tammy.”


    “Yes, but she wasn’t.” She pointed at me. “You’re back from Reno already? Where’s Hugh at?”


    “He’s in Reno,” I answered. I gnawed my tongue a little, “Things went south.” My mom raised her eyebrows.


    “What happened?” I was surprised to see so much energy in her. The only other time I remembered her being so vibrant was when I was in elementary school, when she’d take me to soccer practice. I gathered my thoughts.


    “A lot of things...” I didn’t want to go over it again. “Is it stressful here?”


    “Oh no, I’m fine. If anything, I’m a little bored. I’ll admit, it’s weird not having a drink first thing in the morning.” She smiled a little. “But when I woke up this morning, it was like I just discovered life again.”


    “Wow — that’s fantastic!” I leaned forward. “You look good too, not nearly as...”


    “Run down? Old?” My mom laughed, a kind of chortling laugh that couldn’t decide if it was a belly laugh or not. “It’s okay, I was run down, ragged, and spent. I thought that was just what life was for me.”


    “But it isn’t,” my dad said. “It’s crazy how when you start drinking, you think it’s your ticket to really enjoying life — you get all fun and uninhibited, and it softens the edge on the harder things. Then you realize you aren’t enjoying life at all anymore.”


    It felt more like he was talking to me than her. My mom nodded heavily, and reached across the table and took my hands.


    “It’s good to see you again Caitlin. You’re just here to visit me then?”


    “Yeah, I really wanted to see you. It’s been a hard couple of days.” I glanced at my dad, and he nodded as if to say, ‘tell her.’


    “What’s wrong?” my mom asked.


    “Hugh and I broke up.” My mom’s expression faded, so I quickly added, “But the reason why is the big deal. I had alcohol poisoning the other night, and Hugh broke up with me because he said he couldn’t watch me die.” I lifted my hand, miming a drinking motion. “Drink myself to death.”


    My mom studied me, her expression growing more serious. “Why?” she asked.


    “Is that a trick question?”


    “No, but I’m curious. Until I ended up here, I know I thought about it; ‘Real drunks are homeless aren’t they?’ I told myself. I just agreed to come to the clinic, hoping that maybe if I just went along, things might get better.” She laughed, covering her mouth for a moment. “I even thought that they might tell me I didn’t belong here! Isn’t that ridiculous.”


    “I thought that too,” my dad confirmed.


    I steeled my nerves. “I think about drinking more than I like. Sometimes I’ll just want one right after I wake up. I tell myself it’s just to get going.”


    “Sounds about right,” my mom said. She looked at my dad, who nodded in turn. “You can’t beat yourself up though, Cat. Going to an AA meeting probably wouldn’t hurt... they’re having the weekly one tonight actually.” She let go of one of my hands and gripped my dad’s hand.


    “That... I don’t know, it sounds hard.” I suddenly didn’t want to be there anymore. I felt like I was being pressured, pressured to do something I didn’t want to. What if I didn’t have a problem? What if I was normal and everyone else was just messed up?


    My dad chimed in, “Do you ever feel like there’s a weight constantly pushing against your chest?” He held his hand against his heart. “Wearing you down, killing you slowly.” He held his hand there, and I watched it. “I still wake up somedays and I want to drink, Caitlin. But I have a new life now, I have all these reasons to not drink. That being sober keeps me sane is one of the big ones. Being a rock when needed for you mom was another.”


    “Okay...” I clenched the table, as if I was fighting myself to say the words. “I’ll try.” It was probably one of the hardest things I had to say, because of what it meant. “Anything has to be better than what I’m doing now. Nothing makes sense, and I feel... sick inside.”


    “No one is making you,” my dad said. “We just want to see you succeed, to be happy.”


    I slumped in my seat.


    I grabbed a nurse from the hall and asked if I could attend the AA meeting that night.


    She nodded, glancing at her clipboard. “Yes, we usually encourage it actually. Let’s the family see how everything works in here. We just need you to sign up because we only have so many seats.”


    “Okay, where can I do that?”


    She smiled. “I actually have the form here.” She handed me her clipboard and I wrote my name in. The time for the meeting was scribbled in the top left corner: 7 o’clock. I gave her back the clipboard.


    My mom met my dad and I at the door and gave us each a hug. “You two shouldn’t stay here all day though, that’d be a waste.”


    “We’ll go catch a movie, how’s that sound?” My dad slapped me on my shoulder. I nodded, liking the idea of getting my mind off things until tonight.


    “We’ll be back later, Tammy,” my dad said. My mom kissed me on the forehead, which made me almost start crying. She hadn’t be so sweet or kind in years.


    ***


    After seeing a movie and getting a chance to spend some time with my dad, I drove over to the clinic to sit in the AA meeting. A sign at the entrance pointed me in the right direction, where I found an almost empty room. Chairs were circled around an empty space in the center, and two banquet tables lined the far wall and were covered in snack food for guests and patients. As I looked around the room, feeling anxious and out of place, a young woman with brown hair and a splash of freckles on her face caught my gaze and approached me.


    “Hello,” she said. I jumped a little and looked up at her. She couldn’t have been younger than thirty, but I couldn’t pin her age. “I’m Vicky.” She extended her hand and walked to me. I shook it.


    “I’m Caitlin...”


    “Are you new here?” She was hard to read, but friendly.


    “I think? I’m just here for the meeting.” I thought about if it was rude to ask her if she was new. “How long have you been here?”


    “Not long, two days.” She had a fixed gaze, like like she was looking through me. I felt a bit odd. I tried to figure out if she was trying to scare me.


    I looked past her into the room. More people were showing up, I figured the meeting would start soon. “How is it?”


    “The first two days? Depends on how bad off you are. For me? Absolutely punishing, but you have nurses to take care of you. They check up on you, make sure you don’t die.”


    “Die?” I felt sweat on my back. “You can die?”


    “If you’re bad enough off, you can.” She leaned against a table with some food on it, taking weight off her feet.


    I lowered my voice, “Have people died?”


    “Well the saying goes around here, if you don’t get sober, you’ll die anyway, just slower... more painful.”


    I gulped.


    She looked horrified for a moment, her hard expression melting away. “I’m sorry! I shouldn’t be scaring you.” She chuckled and stood back up.


    I laughed nervously, wishing she would leave.


    “I’m really sorry,” she repeated. “Someone gave me the same spiel the first day, it only seemed right I pass it on.” She came closer to me and hugged me, which was surprising. I patted her back lightly in return.


    A couple of minutes later, I saw my mom walk in. We found two seats next to each other. As the other seats filled with people, everyone quieted down. To my surprise, Vicky was the first to speak. She cleared her throat to get everyone’s attention in the circle.


    “My name is Vicky Riveras, and I’m an alcoholic,” she said. Everyone greeted her, and she started in on her story. She came from a wealthy home, but spiraled out of control into depression and ultimately alcoholism after her first divorce in her mid twenties. She had been sober for three days.


    I felt my throat tighten, I really didn’t want to go up in front of everyone. I mean, I couldn’t have been as bad as everyone else.


    “Just a little bit ago I met a young lady named Caitlin and I’d like to welcome her to her first session,” she said. Vicky gestured to me. Everyone briefly turned their attention and I wanted to die. Relief washed over me when my mom broke the awkward silence and greeted me, encouraging other people to join in. They sounded cheerful at least.


    I leaned in close to whisper in her ear. “I didn’t know you had to do this.”


    “You don’t have to talk in front of everyone, but it’s amazing what it does for you,” she whispered back. “No one forces you,” my mom assured me.


    I nodded to Vicky when she glanced at me. Her talking about her divorce made me think of Hugh, what he might be doing right now. Was he with another woman? Was that all he did before he ran into me, and I was just another girl in his line of conquests?


    I held my breath, trying my best to stay calm.


    Another couple of people presented, and they all had different stories. Some came from wealthy jobs and families before their alcoholism crippled them into debt. Others were functionally rich, and maintained the illusion of control until they woke up one morning and saw the garbage bags full of beer filling their garage. They all admitted their names, their strife, and that they were so much happier.


    I wanted to be happy too, because I certainly hadn’t been except for some fleeting moments with Hugh in the last couple of weeks. Without him, I felt like I was nothing, and I at least knew that wasn’t right at all.


    I swallowed my spit and raised my hand to volunteer. Everyone quieted down and turned a little in their chairs to face me. I started my story as everyone else had: “Hello, my name is Caitlin Winters, and...” I looked at Vicky, I don’t know why, maybe assurance. “I have a drinking problem, and I want to get better.” It was cathartic, and it already felt like this weight was lifted off my shoulders. This grand structure I had created that held me down, where if it wasn’t my fault, I couldn’t change it.


    By saying it was, I could. That night, I decided to check in. Four weeks wouldn’t kill me. It might make me stronger.


    It just might make me stronger.


    ***


    The first day and night sober were fine, but the second night was brutal. I woke up every hour on the hour with a shaking fever, trying to break itself. Hot flashes would make me feel like I was on fire, and cold sweat soaked my sheets. Nurses were in an out, making sure I had enough water and wasn’t passed out and dead.


    After waking up on the second day, I realized it was the longest I had gone without a drink in two and half years. I couldn’t believe what it felt like.


    A dark fog had finally lifted, and I felt rejuvenated. I didn’t have any more anxiety, and my mouth wasn’t dry. I had this sense of life blooming, this glow and aura I had missed for so long.


    It was great being able to catch up with my mom, almost privately. There were some activities that the clinic held for the patients, which included a movie night once a week, and board games were free to pass around.


    On the fifth day, my mom and I were eating lunch. For most of the meal, we’d been making small talk.


    “When are you going to talk to Hugh again?” she asked me. I almost dropped my fork.


    “Talk to him again? Why would I?” I picked at my food, feeling a little agitated.


    “I thought that was one of the things he told you when you two broke up. He just couldn’t be with you if you were drunk.”


    “That’s not all though,” I said. I lazily gestured with my fork while I talked. “He has his own problems too. I really should have been the one to leave in the first place. When I saw his wedding ring, I should have walked away.”


    “You couldn’t have known,” she said. “How bad it was.”


    “I should have though, I should have.” I finished my plate, scraping the remains with my bread. I looked at her as I swallowed my last bite. “Hindsight, I know.”


    ***


    That night, I sat in my bed with my legs crossed, and held my phone with Hugh’s number on the screen.


    I held my breath and pushed the call button, letting it ring. Every second between rings felt like eternity, but finally, it clicked over to his voicemail. I breathed a small sigh of relief, and waited for the beep.


    “Hugh, It’s Caitlin. I wanted to call you and say I’m sorry for everything. I’m sorry if you feel like it was your fault I got drunk that night. I’m better now, I’m getting help, and I’ve been sober for almost a week. I just wanted to call, and say I’m sorry for stressing you out. I hope you’re having a good life.” I couldn’t think of what else to say. The first words that sprang to my lips were “I love you,” but I couldn’t make myself say them. I was shocked that they appeared so easily.


    I ended the call, probably awkwardly adding twenty seconds to the end of the voicemail. I fell back into my bed and cried. I felt mixture of relief and regret. I let myself cry, letting it all go. Finally letting it all go.

  


  
    Chapter 11


    The weeks passed quickly as the summer heat set in, giving the air a thick and humid smell. But most of all, I started to really relish my newfound life. Everything felt different. It was like I had been sitting in this daze for the last couple of years, my mind addled and my motivation sapped.


    After my mom and I returned home, my dad gathered us in the living room. It was the first time we had all been together and sober. Tears welled up in his eyes as he talked to us.


    “I’m so glad,” he said, “that we feel like a family again.” He smiled at my mom, and touched her cheek. “That I can sleep at night and feel peace.”


    They moved back into the master bedroom together. It made me happy to see them so enthusiastic about their life together.


    I continued going to AA meetings, where I’d meet up with Vicky and chat with her. I started seeing a therapist, who eventually got me started with some anti-depressants, with the promise that I would be shocked at the turn around. Aaron was amazingly supportive, which made me feel foolish for thinking he wouldn’t be.


    “I knew someone who got into AA in freshmen year,” Aaron told me, “and I’ve never looked down at someone for improving themselves.”


    He brought me flowers, and we started doing a lot more together that summer. We attended writing workshops and he dragged me to go kayaking one weekend.


    Kayaking was an absolute blast, skimming through the water with such agility and ease was exhilarating. As soon as I picked up another job for the summer, working as a delivery driver for a local florist, I snatched a second-hand kayak and started hitting the water whenever I could.


    What really brought me peace and perspective was being outdoors with the sun on my face and cool breeze on my back. I started seeing what Aaron saw, why he majored in environmental science. That breathless beauty that I’d get to watch fly past me as I shot down river after river. I thought about that last environmental science class I took, mostly a whim to get my science credit out of the way.


    So, I decided that fall I would enroll in the local community college to get my grades back up. From there, I’d move forward and reapply to University of Maine and declare my major as Environmental Science.


    I just felt more alive, more involved in my own life.


    But my heart still tugged me towards Hugh. I often found myself lost in thought, thinking about what he might be doing, how his company was doing, and if he was happy. I just hoped he was happy.


    But I couldn’t make him grow and move on from his past, just like he couldn’t force me to do the same.


    Sometimes, I’d dream of him. In y dreams we were naked together, sprawled out on his bed in the penthouse suite he always stayed in. He traced circles around my breasts with the tip of his finger, his eyes watching me intently. I felt warm and safe, like everything was just so. I nuzzled him, and he swept me up and took me into the bathroom, soaking me in hot water in the tub. I laid there, while he massaged my head, my arms, my legs. While he soaped me up, I watched his muscles dance and flex. He whispered in my ear, that he loved me and that I would always be with him.


    ***


    It was a sunny Tuesday when Aaron and I decided to meet up and get some coffee and a snack. It was warm outside, but a cutting wind made it impossible to sit on the patio. We cozied up at our usual table in the corner of the shop.


    “Tell me, how’s it going?” Aaron said, eyeing the whipped cream in his mug.


    “Just doing the same things, delivering flowers, you know.”


    “Have you thought about going back to school?” He took a sip. I didn’t quite feel like finishing my coffee, it tasted a bit burnt.


    “I think I’m going to enroll in community college,” I muttered.


    “Community? Why?”


    I blinked at him. “I got kicked out of my last school.”


    “You did? I thought you just lost your scholarship.” He took another loud sip of his coffee. The whipped cream bowed under his upper lip. “Just reapply for that. I’m sure you could write a hell of a letter now after all those workshops we’ve been taking. Just appeal the loss.”


    My heart raced. “It’s that easy?” I couldn’t help but smile, the idea would cut an entire year off my plans. “That’d be fucking perfect.”


    Aaron grinned, clearly pleased with himself. He thought for a moment, taking a loud slurp and staring at the wall behind me. “Have you heard from Hugh?”


    “Hugh?” I pretended like I didn’t recognize the name. He gave me a look. I sighed. “No, I haven’t. Why? Should I have?”


    “I just read an article the other day about him taking over some electric company. I wondered if he told you or something.”


    “No,” I tried not to start shaking, “I haven’t. I’m glad he’s doing well though. I haven’t talked to him in forever.”


    He was silent for a moment. He looked out the window. I pushed my biscotti around on the plate, my appetite suddenly gone.


    “Well...”


    I raised my eyebrow at him. “Well, what?”


    “Don’t be snappy with me, I’m just trying to start a conversation here.” He frowned. “He mentioned you in the interview. At least, I think he did.”


    “He what?”


    “Look.” He pulled out his phone and found the article, some local newspaper in Nevada had printed it. It was titled “New CEO of Electric Company Takes Drastic Action.”


    “What’s it about?”


    “The meat of the article talks about the newly appointed CEO of Silver Energy moving the company towards solar based power. He managed to convince the board of directors to move forward with the attempt.”


    “All right... go on.” I scanned the lines as he scrolled past them all too quickly. I wanted to drink up the whole thing, but I waited for permission to snatch the phone.


    “He was flushing a large portion of his own income into the project, and if it was successful, they’d drop their entire line of power plants and move their workers to the solar fields. It’s interesting in an environmental science way, but that wasn’t what I wanted to show you.” He scrolled down to the interview portion of the article. “This part, read this.”


    The interviewer asked Hugh what made him decide to try such a radical idea, when the future of solar was so skeptical.


    Hugh answered, “It’s hard to pin point really, but I’ve done a lot of thinking on the subject. Forgive me for being less technical and more emotional, but these are the reasons I can think of for doing this. The reality is I had this light in my life, this kind of wild energy. She pushed me to really reflect on myself, to challenge myself. I let her slip through my fingers.


    “She reminded me that I had to look forward to the future, to keep my eyes set straight ahead, to think about what other people might want. I think that people really want to be happy, to look forward to the future and where we will all be in a hundred years. I know I might not be here, but my friends and their families might still be. As a CEO, I take responsibility for creating a world that can sustain them, to keep them happy. To stop focusing on the past and look at the future.”


    The interviewer was astonished, and didn’t have much of a followup. He thanked Hugh for his time and concluded the article with the lingering thought that Hugh had given him: ‘Maybe it was time to start looking forward and not at the past. To learn and move on.’


    “What do you think?” Aaron said. He wasn’t looking at his phone, but staring at me. I noticed my jaw was open, and my heart was racing.


    “You really think that was me he was talking about?”


    “Who else could it be?”


    “Someone else... his wife?” I reclined back, feeling overwhelmed with everything.


    “I don’t know, Caitlin. From what you’ve said since you got back, it sounds like he’s talking about you.” He slipped the phone back into his pocket and crossed his arms. “Why don’t you try calling him?”


    “Why should I? I already did when I was in rehab. He never called back.”


    “Maybe he’s scared you won’t want him to.” He shrugged and finished his coffee. “I know I’d rather get it over with and stop wondering what-if.”


    “I did...” I stared off out the window. “I did have a dream about him last night.”


    “Sounds like a sign to me, and you know how I feel about that.” He smiled at me. “Call him. You have to.”


    I nodded slowly, not really knowing if I agreed or just wanted it dropped. What if Hugh still loved me?


    “Thanks, Aaron.” I said. He smiled and pulled my plate towards himself.


    “You’re not going to eat this are you?”


    I shook my head, and watched him devour it. I needed to to call Hugh, I knew it.


    ***


    I had tunnel vision when I picked up my phone later that day. I was sitting in my car, the windows rolled up and the engine turned off. I breathed deeply, trying to regain control of myself. I didn’t want to sound crazy if I did get a hold of him.


    “Should I do it? Should I even try?”


    I squeezed my eyes shut as I pushed the dial key, holding my breath until it started to ring. It felt like ages.


    “Hello?” Hugh answered. I felt my face burn, and I immediately wanted to hang up. “Hello?” he repeated.


    “Hi Hugh,” I said, my voice weaker than I wished it was. “It’s Caitlin.”


    His tone changed instantly, “Cay? Wow, it’s been a long time.” I loved hearing that nick name again. It sounded like he was busy, some clanging and noises on his end.


    “Is this a bad time? I can call back,” I said. It was a good out at least.


    “No, not a bad time at all, I’m just cooking some lunch.” I felt a heavy sense of dread in the air. “What’s going on? Any formal occasion for calling?”


    “I just wanted to see how you were doing... I heard about your promotion. I guess I called to wish you congratulations.”


    “Oh. That’s nice of you,” he said. His tone revealed nothing to me. I was too swamped up inside myself to gauge him at all, especially over the phone.


    “Really though, I can let you finish making lunch, I’m sure you’re entertaining guests or something.”


    “No, you’re fine. No one is here, just me,” he answered. I breathed a little, but tried to keep myself guarded. He exhaled. “Tell me about your last couple months. I hope they’ve been good.”


    “It has been, really good. I’ve been sober for the last two months.”


    “Wow, that’s fantastic!” I started to shiver in my car, grabbing the steering wheel to try and steady myself. “I’m glad you’re taking care of yourself,” he added.


    “I’m going back to college too. I’m drafting up an appeal letter to the committee for my scholarship.”


    “Going to finish your Theatre degree?”


    “No, that wasn’t for me. Not anymore at least. I’m going to push for an Environmental Science degree.”


    “Science huh? I never was too great at that... Just the principals I guess.” He stirred on his end, moving what sounded like pots around. Something clanged loudly.


    “Shit, I dropped my pasta.” He sighed into the phone. “What a mess...”


    “Do you need to call me back? Take care of it?”


    “No. I don’t care about the pasta, Cay.” I was silent. “I don’t care about that at all. I’m kicking myself — why didn’t I make myself call you back?”


    “So you did hear my voicemail. Why didn’t you call me back?” I felt my voice giving way, so I cleared my throat to try and keep it going.


    “I didn’t know what to say. You were right. I needed help too, calling you back wouldn’t have made that any easier.” He sighed, “I never confronted Marcia’s death, I never approached it, I just kept it locked up, guarded.” He repositioned the phone. “I’m glad you called me. I’ve been wanting to clear the air with you for a while. We left on a really bad note.”


    “That’s putting it lightly.”


    “But it’s true. It was terrible how I left you like that. I felt terrible for a long time. I still love you, Caitlin.”


    I gasped, and my palms started sweating in the nearly unbearable heat. Sweat dripped off my face into my lap. “I love you too, Hugh...”


    “But maybe we can’t be together anymore,” he continued. My heart sank like a rock, and I felt ill. “I mean... maybe ‘we’ have to move on too. We dated in high school and a little this year, but will it help us if we keep going on like this?”


    “I dream about you,” I said, “I dream about you every week.” He went silent, but I could still hear his breathing. I steeled myself and pushed forward. “I dream of us, being together and keeping ourselves sane.”


    “I don’t know, Cay. We couldn’t help each other before, what makes you think we could now?”


    “I don’t know, but if we don’t try —“


    “No,” he cut me off. “We weren’t in a good place, we won’t be if we get together again. I can’t put you through that. And for myself, I can’t either. Look,” he breathed. “I’m really glad you called me. I’m glad I could get that off my chest, but I think we both have to move on now. We’re just holding each other down.”


    “How am I holding you down?” I snapped at him, “You seem so fine with just tossing me aside. You probably forgot about me until I just called you.”


    “This. We can’t fight like this.”


    I was frustrated. What was I to him anyway, just a good time for a while? I looked at my watch. “It doesn’t matter I guess. I have to finish up this letter.” I pulled the phone down and hung up immediately. I didn’t want him to get another word in, I was too hurt and too pissed at him.


    How could I ache for a man who was so good at frustrating me? I reached out to him and he pushed me away.


    I stepped out of the sweltering car and went inside, feeling anxious. I had to get this letter finished; the sooner I got it done, the sooner I could apply.


    After spending a couple more hours on it, I had drafted a letter of appeal using my recovery as a springboard to approach why I lost my scholarship in the first place. I asked my dad to give it a look over.


    “Looks great,” my dad said, taking his reading glasses off. “I think you make a hell of a case.”


    “Thanks Dad,” I said. “I’m not sure if they’ll accept it.”


    “Getting your alcoholism under control sounds like extenuating circumstances to me. I’m sure they’ll let you have it back, probably on a trial basis.” He handed the letter back to me, and I sighed heavily, feeling the weight of reapplying push on my chest.


    “Okay, I’ll send this off then. We’ll see what happens.” I went back to my room to finalize some last minute edits. I printed it up and popped it in the mail. It would be on its way tomorrow, and hopefully, their answer would come soon after.


    ***


    I couldn’t sleep that night.


    I turned and faced my dresser. I couldn’t see anything in the darkness, but I knew my phone was sitting right there, doing nothing.


    “I should have been more forward with him. I should have asked if I meant anything to him. God knows he meant something to me,” I whispered to myself. I sighed and turned back in my bed, facing the wall. I shut my eyes, trying to force myself back to sleep.


    After a couple of minutes of nothing, I got up. It was no use. I wasn’t going back to sleep for the rest of the night. I looked at my clock: 3AM. Too early to really stay up, too late to take sleep medicine. Maybe a snack would help me fall back asleep.


    I snuck down into the kitchen and pulled out some bread and cheese. It would have to do, since it was probably the quietest thing I could make. After finishing my meal, I moved back up to my room. I felt a bit more calm now, and maybe my nerves would stop freaking me out.


    I got under the covers and double checked the time again, clicking my phone on for a second. I had a missed call from Hugh.


    “What the hell.” I redialed him, my mind burning with questions.


    “Hey, what’s up?” I said as soon as he picked up. My voice had an edge to it that I liked. Like I might bite.


    He started with an apology, “Sorry if I woke you.”


    “No, I was already up. I couldn’t sleep.” I kept my distance, not letting myself get sentimental.


    “I can’t either.” When I didn’t answer, he continued, “I’ve been thinking about you.” His voice moved away, and came back, “I had another dream about you.”


    “Another? For all I knew, you never thought about me at all.”


    “Is that what you thought? God, I’m an idiot sometimes...”


    I softened a little. I was probably too easy to win over. “No, no you’re not.”


    “I probably shouldn’t have even called you, but I felt like I should. I didn’t tell you that I dream about you too, Caitlin. I lie awake some nights and just think about how much I screwed up.”


    I dared to be bold for a change, “Were you talking about me in that interview? The woman who told you about holding onto the past?”


    “Yes,” he admitted, “that was about you. After you left, I really had to think about where my life was going. I was getting wealthier, but what was the point if I was stuck in emotional purgatory? I panicked when I saw you at the hospital, lying in that bed. It was too much for me, and I thought that I couldn’t live with you dying on me.”


    I sat up in my bed, the sheets falling off me. I listened hard, trying to ignore the pounding of my heart in my ears.


    “I realized that I while I might not be able to live with watching you die, I don’t think I can live without watching you live either.”


    “What are you saying?”


    “I miss you Cay... I want you — I want to be with you.”


    I cooed over the phone, and I felt a weight lift off me. “I want you too, Hugh, that’s all I was trying to tell you on the phone earlier. I want to make this work.”


    “I’ll see what I can do. Maybe I can come see you soon.”


    “You really don’t have to,” I said, mostly out of obligation than actual honesty. “You can stay if your company needs you.”


    “They don’t. My project is already moving along nicely, and I deserve a vacation anyway. You should go back to sleep. I’ll talk to you soon.”


    I sighed peacefully, “Okay. And Hugh?”


    “Mhmm?”


    “Thank you. For everything.”


    “Don’t thank me yet. Sleep tight.” He hung up.


    I fell back against my pillows, knocking my head against the wall. I laughed, giddiness overtaking the pain.


    Months of wishing he’d call me, and all I had to do was call him first.


    I’d like to say miracles do happen, but really, it was just because I dared to try something for myself for once.


    ***


    Three weeks later, near the middle of June, the answer to my appeal came. As I brought the letter into the house, I tried hard to keep my expectations as low as possible. I was sure they denied me. I sat down in my room, I wanted to be alone when I read it. I slid my finger under the sealed end and tore it open.


    I scanned over it quickly trying to find the words that would say I got rejected.


    ”After reviewing your appeal, we are happy to inform you of the reinstatement of your Bell Scholarship for the University of Maine.”


    I cheered, throwing the letter and envelope into the air. I couldn’t believe how excited I was, even more than when I first got accepted. Maybe it was because I actually wanted to go this time, not because I felt like I had to just to get away from home.


    A second letter was inside the envelope, detailing the pre approval of my acceptance to the University of Maine. I didn’t even have to reapply, which was a load off my shoulders. I couldn’t believe any of it. It almost felt like prank.


    I found my dad out in the garage, carving away at a table he was making. He had picked up wood working when my mom came back home, and ever since then our house had been filling with increasingly intricate wood sculptures and art. It was beautiful.


    “I’m going back to school!” I jumped up and down. He turned and took off his safety glasses, looking a bit confused at first. I hugged him, and he chuckled as he understood what I just screamed about.


    He held me in front of him, looking proud. “Look at you. I told things could change. Look at where you were six months ago.”


    “I know, I can hardly believe any of it. Like, the letter feels fake! I gotta call Hugh, let me know when mom gets home!”


    Hugh and I had been staying in touch for the last couple of weeks after our phone call. I dashed back inside, leaving my dad to his work.


    Hugh answered his phone quickly, “What’s going on?”


    “My appeal was accepted!”


    “That’s great! When does the semester start?” He seemed excited, but a bit distracted.


    “The middle of September.”


    “That’s perfect. The project should be at full tilt by then, so I should be able to come visit you.”


    “Oh my god really? It’s that close to starting?”


    “Yeah, we’re mostly just putting some finishing touches together...” he paused, “if it works out, we can open one up on the east coast too.”


    My eyes lit up. “That means...”


    “I could relocate permanently.”


    “That would be... incredible,” I breathed. I swear I could hear him smile over the phone.


    “I have to go right now though, something is coming up. Congratulations, Cay.”


    He hung up. I was overwhelmed. Hugh was really talking about moving to the east coast? What would that mean for us?

  


  
    Chapter 12


    The next day, I saw a strange car parked in the driveway as I pulled in from a kayaking trip. As I hauled my kayak into the garage, I forced myself to not think that it could be Hugh. That’d only make me disappointed. He was super busy after all.


    But when I walked in the living room and saw him with my parents, I felt like fainting.


    “...Speak of the devil, there she is,” my dad said. “We were just chatting about you. He showed up earlier this afternoon.”


    I sat down in a recliner facing the couch, feeling out of breath. “Why didn’t you call?” I shook my head. “You always manage to surprise me.” I couldn’t help but smile, he looked so sharp. He looked more formal than I remembered, maybe he bought some new suits. His hair was cut short and styled a little, and he pulled me in with his blue eyes.


    My mom chuckled a little, waking me from my daze. “Let’s give them a little privacy, Dan,” my mom said. “I’m sure they have a lot to talk about.”


    “That won’t be necessary Mrs. Winters,” Hugh said. “We can go back to my place and talk.”


    “Please,” my mom said, standing up. “We can just go to another room. It’s nice to meet you again Hugh, and congratulations.” My mom and dad left the room, disappearing down the hall.


    I was sitting in a chair opposite of Hugh, but I felt that void between us, that heated space where our skin just begged to be touched.


    “It’s nice to see you again,” he finally said. I broke my stare, and laughed with a sense of giddiness. I stood up and moved closer to him, and he grabbed my waist and pulled me in between his legs.


    “God I’ve missed you,” he said, standing up. Before I got a chance to say the same, he ran his hand up my cheek and brought me in for a kiss. A long, deep, passionate kiss. I moaned in his arms, feeling my legs give out underneath me.


    He held me up, and bit my lip, taking it into his mouth. He sucked on it gingerly, and I let out a small moan.


    It was unreal to be held by him again, his masculine scent striking me in the heart. I clasped his elbows. I could feel his heart beat against my breasts.


    “Hugh, why did it take so long for us...”


    “Shh,” he cooed, caressing my face, “we’re together now aren’t we? I’m not going anywhere.”


    I took his hand off my face and looked at it. His wedding band was gone.


    “Your wedding ring...?” I asked. He smiled at me. “You’re not wearing it?”


    “I did a lot of thinking, Cay,” he said. I got goosebumps across my neck. “I realized that Marcia would have wanted me to be happy... thinking about it, she would have been downright mad if she knew that I made myself miserable for so many years over her.”


    “Hugh...”


    “That wasn’t the life she would have wanted me to have. She wanted me to be happy, and Caitlin, I have to admit, I am happy. I’ve never felt happier, letting go of that pain.” He kissed my cheek. “I’ll never forget her, and she’ll always be someone precious and dear to me. I should cherish my memories of her, not shrink from them.”


    I beamed, “Hugh, that’s beautiful.”


    “Caitlin, you’re beautiful. I can’t believe how great you look. You have this glow, a glow I remember from before. It was this spark of life that first brought me to you, this irresistible urge.”


    “Was it gone?”


    “It was diminished.” He squeezed my hands. I felt dizzy from his touch. “But that glow is stronger than ever. It’s maddening really.”


    I glowed? Probably one of the most powerful people in the country at the moment was telling me how full of life I was.


    “So I wanted to see if you were free tonight...?”


    I grinned, remembering that from when he first recaptured me at lunch. “I am, Mr. Evans.”


    “Let’s make a date of it then. I’ll go back to the hotel and freshen up a little, and come pick you up around... eight?”


    I reached out and grabbed his arm. “How about I come with you and help you freshen up?” I took his hand and put it between my legs, where he immediately took the helm. He pressed his fingers against my clit. My knees shook and I moaned a little louder than I wanted to.


    He gave me a look that made me turn to butter. He twitched his fingers a bit more, and I gasped and pushed him away.


    With a grin, he answered me: “That could work.”


    ***


    At the hotel, Hugh started working on me in the elevator. He pushed me against the mirrored wall and slipped his hand up my shirt, giving my breast a squeeze.


    I moaned, dragging my lip against his ear, tugging with my teeth. He grunted, and worked at undoing my bra.


    “Oh my god what if someone gets on?” I gasped.


    He turned and pressed the STOP button. “They won’t.”


    “Hugh, you’re a bad man,” I whispered, pulling him back to me. He lavished my neck with his lips, dragging them down my chest. He finished unstrapping my bra, pulling it free of my body.


    Hugh threw it on the ground. I loved that feeling of exposure. We couldn’t just fuck in the elevator could we?


    I dragged my fingers through his hair, scratching his scalp. He moaned my name when I squeezed his cock through his pants, his girth threatening to tear his pants open.


    He knelt down and unbuttoned my pants, pulled them down to my knees. I leaned back against the railing in the elevator, my thighs and pussy suddenly chilled with the stagnant air.


    He kissed my hips and thighs, only stopping to inhale me deeply. “You smell fantastic,” he mumbled. His voice traveled through my body, sending shivers up my spine.


    I grabbed his shoulder, urging him closer to me. I could feel his breath on my wet lips now, that unspeakable anticipation flowing over me. My legs were bound at the knees because of how he had pulled my pants down, but I managed to separate my thighs a little with his help.


    He slid his tongue against me, making me squirm. I marveled at the look in the mirror, this handsome man in a business suit eating me out in an elevator. I couldn’t believe it.


    His tongue danced against my lips, and he sucked on me, pulling my clit into his mouth just a little. The only thing keeping me in the air was Hugh’s strength, and my ass hanging off the railing. My sweaty back pressed against the cold mirror.


    I pushed him deeper into me, biting my lip in the process. I could have screamed into that empty elevator, but god forbid someone was actually expecting it to arrive on whatever floors we were jammed between.


    He yanked my pants down to my ankles and slid one leg out, kissing it in the process. Now I could spread out for him as much as he wanted. And he wanted a lot.


    He pushed my knees apart almost completely, exposing me to him.


    “Mmmm, this is delicious. Do you like being taken advantage of in this elevator, Ms. Winters?” he said, with a smooth growl on his tongue. I only nodded weakly, still swept up in his aggressiveness. If there was something I did learn from him when we were together before, it was to be more aggressive.


    He wetted a finger and tickled it against my folds, enticing another groan out of me. “Push it into me, Hugh,” I whispered. He slipped the tip of his finger into my pussy, and put his tongue back on my clit. He wasn’t playing nice, and I didn’t want him to.


    He kept my legs from squeezing his head with his free hand, while he slowly curled his finger inside me. I threw my back against the wall, thudding against it with each successive heat wave that burst from me. I felt so wet, so naughty.


    He slurped me up, drinking me in. Making me so wet. All that ran through my mind was him inside me, his cock filling me up. He held onto my thigh for balance. I couldn’t believe what he was doing with his tongue and finger, this inexhaustible man thrusting into me with everything he had.


    I could feel his sweat against me, yet his rhythm was unfaltering. I braced myself against the railing, gripping it until my knuckles turned white as an orgasm exploded through me. There was no way I didn’t gush all over him, my pussy completely enraptured and taken by him. For anyone else, it might have been enough, but I needed his cock now, I needed to taste it.


    I started laughing uncontrollably, my euphoria making me feel high. He caught my chuckle as he stood up. He grinned at me before he wiped his mouth, probably ruining his shirt.


    “Oh my fucking god, Hugh,” I finally said. I was catching my breath when he pushed the start button on the elevator again, and it ascended towards his penthouse.


    Thankfully, no one needed it, so we were undisturbed for the rest of the ride up. As the doors opened into his room, I took my chance. I pushed him out of the door with both my hands clasped on his collar, his surprise knocking him off balance.


    There in the entry way, I took advantage of him. The elevator closed and left us as I ripped his pants open, pulling them down to his knees.


    He was braced against a small table that was in the entry way, probably used for keeping mail or keys on. I didn’t really care, I just wanted a chance at his cock.


    When I pulled it from his boxers, it was already glistening with precum. I licked my lips and glanced up at him, meeting his dazed eyes.


    I slid his cock into my mouth, tasting the proof of his pleasure immediately. I moaned as I took it in, gauging his twitches and groans as signs to not stop.


    He put his hand on the back of my head, but I brushed it off; I wanted to be in control. I took him all the way in, tapping my tongue on the underside of his cock as he slid in, meeting the back of my throat. He grunted, his cock twitching inside my mouth.


    I sucked on it, trying to suck on him the same way he managed to do me. When I rolled his balls in my hand, he fell against the unsteady table, nearly making it collapse on itself. I pulled his cock out of my mouth and jerked it a little, making sure he grimaced with pleasure each time, and winced in delayed satisfaction.


    “Cay, I wanna fuck you,” he mumbled. I answered him by squeezing the base of his dick as hard as possible, before slipping it back against my tongue. “Please,” he begged.


    I popped him out of me again, “Not yet,” I said. I ran my tongue from his balls up to the tip, swirling it around it as I took it in again. He took a handful of my hair and jammed his hips into my face, and I didn’t blame him. I was doing a number on him, after all. He started thrusting into me, and I matched his pace.


    “Don’t cum yet, we’re not done.”


    I ran my hand up his stomach and chest, admiring his chiseled body. It felt like my thighs were slick with excitement, and I was beginning to lose control of myself too.


    His tongue rippled against mine, he caught me by surprise by picking me up with one quick motion.


    I gasped as he took me into his bedroom, his pants dragging behind him. He threw me onto the bed and started unbuttoning his shirt.


    Soon I was completely naked, ready for him to fuck me until I was raw.


    I watched as he finished stripping down, and he climbed onto the bed. He lavished me, immediately falling to my chest and kissing me there, cupping my breast. I moaned as he sucked on my nipples, making sure to treat them both equally.


    I burned for him, my insides feeling hot to his touch. I wanted him, I needed him. “Hugh, come here,” I said. I motioned for him, grabbing his ass and bringing him to me.


    I laid down on my back, and our eyes were locked as he scooted closer to me. The tip of his cock brushed my wet lips, and I held his ass as he pushed into me, one inch at a time.


    It didn’t take much, we were both soaked and ready. His face contorted and he moaned as his cock dipped into me. “Just hold it here for a moment,” I whispered, “Please.” I held him in with my gentle touch. He pulled out a condom he had retrieved from his suit pocket.


    “Good idea,” I admitted. He slipped out and slipped it on, and then pushed back into me. I felt a fire grow in my eyes. He looked divine, and he could no longer control himself. He started thrusting into me, and my body coiled around him, my legs and arms clasped against his dewy skin.


    His scent of manliness reached me, and I moaned louder. I threw myself off of him and against the pillows, trying to focus on and capture that point, that point where I could just stay all night, locked in pleasure and ecstasy. I wanted that.


    “Hugh, don’t stop,” I cried out.


    “Caitlin! Oh my god!” he screamed. He started bucking wildly, and there was no way he’d last long now.


    “Hugh, fuck me, oh shit!” He pounded me, and I caught that point, and focused on it. I brought myself to it, feeling a warm wave of heat growing in me, filling my pussy. His cock throbbed in me, and he let out a guttural roar.


    “Caitlin, I — marry me,” he breathed, slamming his hips into me. I grew wide-eyed. It was exactly what I needed to push over the edge. I screamed as my orgasm overtook me, throwing me into a world I barely recognized. I thrashed and my sticky skin kept the sheets stuck to me. My pussy felt like it was seizing up.


    He leaned onto me and held me tight, letting me fight my way through it. “Holy shit,” was all I could muster. My voice trailed off and I started panting, completely blown away.


    The sounds of our breathing filled the room, that hot sweaty smell of sex lingering in the air. I held him against my chest, holding my hand against his sweat-dampened hair. Just letting him lie there, letting me stay with him.


    “Yes! Hugh, Yes!” I whispered to him. He squeezed me tighter than he ever had, and thanked god he had met me.


    I felt like I should be the one giving thanks.


    ***


    We laid there for a while, just catching our breath. Finally, he started to sit up, and I caught him.


    “Did you propose to me? Like, was that real?”


    He blushed, “It was to me. Was your answer real?”


    I nodded, suddenly feeling embarrassed. “Yes, yes, yes it was.” My ears burned, I couldn’t believe it. “I just — I’m really surprised...”


    “Sorry it wasn’t more... formal.”


    “I don’t like it being formal anyway... it doesn’t feel as organic, as right.”


    “I knew as soon as I saw you again, I had to marry you, Caitlin.” He stood up and looked at me, seemingly pleased with himself. “You had to be my wife.”


    “It doesn’t sound like I get a lot of choice in the matter,” I teased him.


    He shook his head, “It’s always been your choice. You’ve completely changed my life in the last couple months. A complete turn around.” He leaned down and picked up his suit jacket. He started rummaging in the pockets.


    I thought about it, and realized he had really been the main focus of mine too, the main instigator that shoved me forward. I ultimately took control, but he helped get me started.


    He was turned away from me when he dropped his jacket back to the floor. “I was going to ask you at dinner tonight, but since things don’t always work out, well... you have to be flexible.”


    He turned around and went down on one knee. He was still naked, but he held a small box in his hand me.


    “I want to keep that energy and life going, I don’t want to spend another year away from you. Every year I want to grow, to change, with you, Caitlin Winters.” He popped the box open, revealing a triple-studded diamond ring. It was embarrassing, but I couldn’t stop myself from gasping at how it glowed in the light. I was sprawled on the bed, my legs out from under me.


    He smiled. “Will you marry me?”


    I nodded, tears filling my eyes without my permission. “Yes, Hugh, yes I will!” He turned the box and took the ring out. I presented him with my hand, and he slipped the ring on. It was a perfect fit.


    My tears broke and ran down my face, there was no stopping it. I looked at him and laughed with happiness. He sat down next to me, clearly relieved at my answer.


    “You’ll make me the luckiest man in the world, Caitlin.” I teared up, too overcome.


    “If there was anything you could have right now, what would it be?” he asked me.


    I didn’t even need to think, I already knew the answer. “Room service would really tie this all together, not to mention staying here tonight, with you.” He reached down to grab his clothes, and I grabbed his wrist. “Naked.”


    He grinned, and kissed me, pushing me back against the sheets. My ring caught on the fabric, something I was going to have to get used to.


    The day couldn’t have been more perfect.

  


  
    Chapter 13


    I woke up the next morning feeling satisfied and full of excitement. For a brief moment, I forgot that I was at the hotel, and seeing the empty food service cart reminded me of one more thing.


    My ring.


    I had slept with it, as it only seemed fitting to wear it through the night. It wasn’t too extravagant, but just the right size that I always thought I might have. The light filtering through the blinds made the three diamonds shine. Hugh was still asleep next to me, but I couldn’t contain my excitement.


    I grabbed my phone and called Aaron. As the phone rang, I realized how early it was. Good thing it was the excited-early in the morning, not the I’m-in-jail-early in the morning.


    He picked up, his voice sounding strained and edgy. “Hello?”


    “Hey Aaron, It’s Cat.” I bit my lip, in an attempt to keep my mouth shut for that much longer.


    “What’s going on? You know how early it is?”


    “It’s only seven AM, Aaron, let’s not be ridiculous. I called with good news.”


    I felt Hugh stir next to me. I guess I could have been a bit more quiet. I’m sure he wouldn’t protest to me being excitable about last night. His hand moved and grazed me, trying to touch me. His eyes were still shut.


    “I got engaged last night.”


    “Shut the fuck up,” Aaron started. His voice immediately lifted, and I heard him sit up. “To who?”


    “Who else? Hugh.”


    “He’s in town? You didn’t even tell me!”


    “I didn’t want to spoil it.” I smiled a little, and looked at him. Hugh’s eyes were open now, and he looked pleased with himself. I leaned over him and kissed his head.


    “You knew he was going to propose to you?” Aaron's voice was a bit excitable now, which made me feel relieved. “No, of course not.” I touched Hugh’s hair.


    “Wow, I’m just — amazed.”


    “You should be, you’re the first to know.”


    “Caitlin...” Aaron's voice trailed off, “that — means a lot.” He paused. “Not even your parents?”


    “Not yet. I think we’ll see them later today.”


    “Thanks for waking me up. I don’t know how I’m supposed to go to back to sleep now,” he chided me. “Do you know when the date will be?”


    “No idea,” I looked at Hugh, who heard his question. He shrugged.


    “So no shotgunning it huh?”


    “Well,” I ruffled his hair, and he chuckled a little. “I can’t make any promises.” I was just full of smiles, and running on giddiness.


    Aaron laughed, “I guess I’ll find out. Congratulations, and tell Hugh I’m happy he finally caught you.”


    “I think I caught him really. Have a good day Aaron, I’ll talk to you later.”


    “Cool, bye-bye.” Aaron hung up. I turned to Hugh, and let the phone slip out of my hand to the sheets.


    He growled, reaching around me and pulling me close to him. I mock-gasped at him, and we kissed. We were still naked, and I thought about one way we could spend the morning.


    “It’s still pretty early to be going to your parents’ house,” he said. “I just think maybe we should let them sleep in a little.”


    “You’re right,” I agreed. “But that doesn’t mean we have to sleep, do we?”


    I traced my finger around his chest, circling his pectorals. He growled at me, pawing at my legs and making me more excited.


    “We might as well get clean while we’re at it,” I said. He nodded, and started to climb out of bed. I followed him into the bathroom, where the tile was familiar to me, and the steam wouldn’t be the only thing getting hot that morning.


    “We can pick up my dad so he can finally meet your parents.”


    “Sounds good,” I nodded excitedly. “But not for a few hours...”


    He shot me a mischievous glance. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


    ***


    About a half hour later, we pulled into my parents’ house with Sam in tow. Hugh’s dad was almost jumping off the walls of the car he was so excited.


    “Come on, let’s get going!” He pushed open the car door and hopped out. Hugh and I raced to keep up with him as he reached the front door.


    He gave it two hard knocks. Hugh and I looked at each other and tried to keep straight faces.


    My mom answered the door, smiling as soon as she recognized us.


    “Hello! Caitlin? Don’t you have a key?”


    I blushed, “I forgot it in the excitement.”


    “The excitement?” She invited us in, and led us to the living room.


    Hugh introduced his dad to my parents, who seemed very pleased to finally meet him. When we were all settled on the couch, I held up my left hand.


    “Hugh and I are engaged!”


    My dad laughed loudly, and he ended up coughing and wheezing to catch his breath. “I had a feeling something was up. That’s amazing! When did this happen?”


    “Last night. It was completely spontaneous.”


    “I’m speechless, Cat!” my mom said. She was already crying with joy, and I really wasn’t ready to break down again. My mom and dad hugged me, holding me tight.


    “When is the wedding going to be?”


    “We haven’t decided yet.”


    Hugh finally lent his opinion. “What about this summer?”


    I blinked. “This summer? Like, next month?!”


    “Yeah! What about July?”


    I faced him, “July would be beautiful...” I admired the ring. “July 22?”


    He clapped his hands together. “Done.”


    “I can’t believe my daughter is getting married,” my mom said, her sobs cracking her voice. I hugged her tight.


    “Mom, you’re going to make me cry,” I said, my own voice cracking. “You’re contagious!”


    “Why don’t you boys go distract yourselves, I wanna talk to my daughter alone,” my mom said, still leaning over my shoulder. My dad asked Sam and Hugh if they were into woodworking, and led them out to the garage.


    “You know what?” my mom said after they left, regaining her composure. “I bet you’d fit in my wedding gown. I still have it you know.”


    “Really?”


    “Yeah, follow me,” she said, leading me into her room.


    When the bedroom door was closed, she pulled out the white gown from the closet. It was wrapped in plastic, and I was already stunned by how much it seemed to glow. It almost had a pearlescent look to it. She took the plastic off and held it out to me.


    “It’s... gorgeous,” I said. I took it in my hands, feeling the fabric.


    “Let’s see if it fits.”


    I stripped down to my underwear and pulled the dress onto my body. It was strapless, with fringed decorations on the sleeves and bottom. A lacy texture covered it all over, and the neck and back were deeply cut. As I popped it over my hips, it hugged me like a glove.


    My mom beamed. “It’s perfect.”


    I started to cry, and I looked at her.


    “I can’t believe you still have this.” I looked in the mirror, admiring how snug it fit against my body.


    “I still remember my wedding day with your father. He looked so sharp in his tuxedo. He insisted he buy it, and I thought it was stupid. Of course, he looked way better than anyone I’ve ever seen in a tuxedo. We had a little ceremony outside, with blossoming cherry trees and a gentle breeze coming off the ocean. I think only your grandparents and our closest friends were there.”


    “That sounds... like the kind of wedding I want to have.”


    “A smaller ceremony is a lot more... manageable.” She grinned. “I can’t believe... this is all happening.” Her voice shook.


    “Mom...” I started to take the dress off, and my mom stopped me.


    She wiped her tears away. “Let’s just admire it for a little bit, it really takes me back.” I put my arm around her as we looked in the mirror. My mom and I were cute together.


    “I love you, Mom,” I said. I couldn’t remember the last time I said those words to her.


    She bit her lip, fighting back tears again. “I love you too, Caitlin.”


    It was good to have a mom again, and to really feel like a daughter after so long.

  


  
    Chapter 14


    We booked the date: July 22. It was a perfect day, and the venue we picked was a little cheery orchard by the sea. They said they always had fantastic July weddings.


    Hugh flew back over to Nevada at the end of June to get some of his staff members to start taking over the reins of the solar project. He hadn’t yet finalized the entire design, but everyone was really nervous about something going wrong and the entire project putting the company under.


    “I’m not worried about it,” he told me. “These things have a way of working themselves out. Someone has to be on the forefront of technology, and it should be us.”


    After he got back, we were eating breakfast at a little local restaurant. It was quiet and intimate, which was a bit of an oddity for a place that closed at two in the afternoon and was only known for its breakfast. Mainly the eggs benedict.


    “We can’t stay in your hotel if we’re going to be married and living together, Hugh.”


    He scratched his face. He had let a little stubble grow in, so it sounded like sandpaper. “I know, I’ve been thinking about that too. We should start looking for some place to buy.”


    “Oh man. I’ve always wanted a fixer-upper to tinker with. My parents’ house used to need some work.” I sipped my water.


    He nodded. “I’ve thought that too. My dad always was improving things. It’d give me something to do when I’m not busy with the company.”


    I nodded, “And it should be kind of close to the university. Should we really buy something?”


    “You mean we should rent huh? I think I can figure something out. Don’t worry about it too much.” He thought for a moment, “I still can’t believe your mom wouldn’t let me put the deposit down on that orchard for the wedding. She’s certainly stubborn.” He grinned at me.


    “Well, she’s not the only one. You guys fought about it for almost an entire day after all.”


    He chuckled, shrugging his shoulders. “Have you thought about our honeymoon?” he asked.


    “Honeymoon...? A little bit...”


    “What were you thinking? Just remember, we can go anywhere for however long we want.”


    “I don’t really know if I like the idea of a honeymoon really.” I took another bite of my food, milking the moment. I could feel his eyes on me.


    “What do you mean?”


    “Why can’t our life after getting married be our honeymoon? That’s how I feel. We should strive for that kind of tenderness and love that the honeymoon is supposed to give you, but for the rest of our lives.” I looked up at him, and his blue eyes dug into me. I felt a bit weak from looking at him. He had this aura, a power over me.


    “That’s beautiful. I like that,” he whispered. “I think we can do that. I can do that. But we’re still going somewhere too.”


    I sighed, a laugh on my breath. “Okay, fine. Let’s go to...” I looked around the room. “Venice.”


    “Done.”


    I reached over the table and grabbed his hand, giving it a squeeze. “No matter where we go though, it’s like you told me when you proposed: I want to grow with you, not just grow old with you.”


    He squeezed my hand back, and I felt a lump in my throat.


    We got our check, and left to go hunt some houses. We figured we’d try to focus on a thirty minute drive from the university, that would give us a ton of room and a nice sized house.


    I imagined a place tucked near the cliffs by the sea, with the cool breeze wafting the scent of fresh ocean through the windows. The laundry all line-drying and smelling clean and a little salty. That was my dream.


    After driving around for a couple of hours, we came upon a little two story house at the edge of Bangor, near the cliffside coast.


    It was square and blue, colonial-style architecture. Dark purple shutters lined each of the white windows. An impressive yard and garden stretched the hundred yards to the cliffside, and a small light house was a couple of miles down the coast.


    We made a call to the banker that was selling it, and we got a showing that day.


    It needed a lot of love, some parts of the inside were breaking apart, and some of the wiring needed to be redone. The plumbing was in good order though, and the hardwood floors were in amazing condition. They just needed to be mopped up a little.


    The kitchen window overlooked the ocean, and you’d be able to watch the sun rise most of the year. The banker told us that the yellow-blue light filters into the kitchen and bounces off the tile, spreading all throughout the house.


    The stairs were wooden and old, but were serviceable. Nothing was completely irreparable.


    Upstairs, across from the master bedroom, were two smaller bedrooms. The decoration and wallpaper showed that they used to be kids’ rooms, and I felt a twinge in my heart when I saw them. The outline from a crib was still imprinted on the floor in one of the rooms.


    I squeezed Hugh’s arm, and he smiled. I dug my head into him, hiding my tears.


    I fell in love immediately, and Hugh offered to buy the house. The banker couldn’t believe it, saying that they had been trying to sell the house for the last decade, but no one wanted it.


    ***


    We met later at the bank. The agent told us it would take a couple of weeks to finalize everything, but he would personally delivery the keys to us when it was ready to be taken over.


    “How many weeks exactly?” Hugh asked him.


    “When were you wanting to move in might be a better question.”


    “Well,” he slipped his arm around me, “we plan on getting married near the end of July, so would it be ready by then?”


    The banker thought for a moment, and nodded. “Just give me an address to drop the keys off, and I’ll see what I can do. The biggest hurdle is making sure everything goes through with the current owner, and so on. I’m sure you understand.”


    Hugh nodded, and we thanked the man and left. We headed back to his hotel and started talking about the life we were going to build together. Just a couple of weeks and we would be there.


    ***


    Aaron, Vicky and I were having coffee one afternoon, chatting about random stuff, when Vicky asked me if I was excited. Thankfully, Vicky and Aaron got along really well, which was nice. I was worried that Vicky would be too much to Aaron.


    “Excited for what?”


    “Your wedding!” She looked astonished. “You know it’s only two weeks away.”


    I panicked, feeling caught unaware. “What? What the hell?”


    “Yeah, are you ready at all?”


    I looked around the coffee shop and my mind raced, trying to tally up all the things we still had to do to make sure everything was ready. I spoke out loud during the process, just so the two of them would know what I was thinking.


    “Well, we got the venue already booked, the floral arrangements set up, which was easy because of my job. I have a dress, Hugh already owns a tuxedo... can you believe that?” I counted on my fingers, lingering on each one as I checked the list off mentally. “We already sent the invitations out...” I stared at the ceiling and tried to think of anything else. “That’s pretty much it. It’s a small wedding.”


    “Good, I’m just... I was worried you know?” Vicky seemed a little disappointed. Aaron slipped his arm around hers, and patted her hand.


    “Worried? You don’t have to be! I should be if anything.”


    Aaron sipped his coffee. “You’re not? What about cold feet? Doubts?”


    “Nope, nope. I’m extremely confident in everything. These last couple months has been a turnaround you know?”


    Aaron thought for a moment, looking into his coffee. “You’re right. I’ve never seen you so happy, so full of life. To be honest, Cat, I’m glad you got help. I was starting to think I’d have to stage a one-man intervention.”


    “I have to admit, I’m a little jealous,” Vicky said. “I’m way older than both of you, and I’m still not married.”


    “I’m not either,” Aaron said. “Besides, I don’t know if I want to be anyway.”


    “Why?” Vicky wasn’t a big fan of coffee, so she was drinking some chai tea. “I think it’s romantic.”


    “Sure, but there isn’t a reason to just want it outright I think,” Aaron said. “You have to have the right person, at the right time in your life. Wanting to get married without someone in mind is like...” he thought for a moment, “wanting a business without an idea. It’s just the thought of being an owner that counts, or in this case, being married, not that lifestyle.”


    Vicky nodded a little, relenting. “Maybe you’re right. Still, I don’t think that means we can’t be happy or maybe a little jealous of the slice of happiness Caitlin has earned for herself.”


    They both nodded and mumbled in agreement. “Does Hugh have a best man?” Vicky asked.


    “I think he’s bringing his old boss, Scott. I’ve met him briefly.”


    “His boss? Are they actually friends?” Aaron blurted out.


    I stared at him and set my coffee down. It was just grounds at that point. “His old boss. They’ve known each other for a long time. I’d say Scott is kind of like a mentor to Hugh anyway. Closer to friends than coworkers that is.”


    Aaron leaned back and picked up his biscotti and took a bite.


    Vicky brightened up, “Let’s get out of here and do something. Shouldn’t we be throwing Cat a bachelorette party anyway?” She prodded Aaron out of his dejected mood. Aaron sat up in his chair and nodded.


    “Oh shit I almost forgot,” he said. “I don’t really know if I can be involved in that whole thing anyway.”


    I shook my head, “I really don’t need one, it’s okay.”


    “No, I won’t take no for an answer. You can’t get married and not have a bachelorette party, I think even Aaron agrees with that,” Vicky said. He shrugged.


    I relented, raising my hands to say I gave up. “Alright, alright. Just remember, no alcohol.”


    ***


    I woke up on the morning of July 22 with blurry eyes. The night before, Hugh and I made an agreement to not see each other until the ceremony, so I stayed at my parents’ and he stayed at the hotel.


    It was weird waking up for my wedding day in a bed I slept in during high school. I had plenty of time to get ready and down to the venue, my mom and dad were carpooling me there. So I was kind of dependent on their readiness.


    My mom knocked on my door and stepped in. She was already completely dressed.


    “What are you doing still in bed? Don’t you know what day it is?” She rushed over to me and started to yank the covers off me.


    “I know what day it is! I don’t see what the rush is, it isn’t until three anyway. I barely slept last night you know,” I snapped back. I stretched and tried to wake myself up a bit more. I didn’t have to do much though, just saying the time of the wedding was enough to get my heart racing. I was going to be Mrs. Evans. I couldn’t believe it.


    I beamed. My mom must’ve known what I was thinking, because it got to her. “I can’t believe you’re getting married!” she cried, sitting down on the bed and hugging me.


    I patted her and squeezed her back. “I know, me neither mom. Now I really do have to get ready though.” I threw my sheets off and made my way to the bathroom. A power shower was in order.


    ***


    After getting cleaned and freshened up, my mom came in to help me do my hair. We decided on a braided style. We curled it in long strands, then loosely braided it into three big braids. Then we braided that one last time to let it hang down the middle of my back. My bangs were clipped up, and a purple flower was set into my hair. We put on the wedding dress, which still fit like a glove. We put on a bit of purple eye shadow as a final touch to accent the flower.


    “Hopefully he doesn’t have a heart attack at the altar when he sees you,” my mom teased. I rolled my eyes.


    “He’s not seventy,” I said. “But he will be one day, huh?” I thought about middle-aged Hugh, and even if he turned from a muscled businessman to a wrinkled, sweet, old man, I’d still love him. My eyes misted over


    “This is why they invented waterproof makeup,” my mom said. “Just for weddings.”


    ***


    I changed back into casual clothes, but left my hair done up. As we were getting ready to leave, the doorbell rang.


    “I hope that isn’t Hugh,” my mom muttered. My dad answered the door while I hid behind the stairs. The realtor from the bank was there, gasping for breath. He held a key in his hand.


    “Hello? Can I help you?” my dad said.


    “I’m from the bank,” he said, gasping. “I have the key for the property on Seaside Crescent, for Mr. And Mrs. Evans.” He held the key out, and my dad took it. I came out from my hiding place, and the realtor recognized me.


    “Oh! I’m glad you’re here. I just got the paperwork finalized this morning.” He paused when he saw my dress hanging on the stairway. “Oh my god, is today your wedding day?”


    I nodded, “Yes it is.”


    “I couldn’t have made better time then. I hope you enjoy it.” He waved goodbye and left. My dad handed the key to me, and I clutched it tight, unbelieving that it was the key to my house.


    “Hell of a way to start your wedding day isn’t it?” my dad said.


    ***


    Because the ceremony was just a small gathering of people, it wasn’t desperately urgent we get there exactly on time. Which was good, because we ran a couple of minutes late.


    My mom rushed me into the dressing room. The venue actually had a honeymoon suite too, but thanks to the key I had hidden away, we wouldn’t have to use it. I slipped back into my dress, and my mom helped fix up my hair. Vicky and Aaron were there, both on the verge of tears.


    “I thought you didn’t believe in marriage?” I asked Aaron.


    He shook his head. “Just because I don’t believe in it doesn’t mean you don’t look absolutely amazing right now,” he answered. I laughed, which made Vicky cry a little harder.


    “We’re already running late you two, just try and keep it together.” My mom said, of course, through her own watery eyes.


    I was quivering with excitement. I was really getting married.


    ***


    The pastor started the ceremony, and the music started. The venue really was well equipped, providing a vine covered arch and seating for plenty of people. The grass was thick and green, and the orchard stretched over the gentle hills. It was surprising, I had no idea there were orchards in Maine. Vicky and Aaron kissed me on the cheek and wished me luck, then disappeared out of sight as they walked down the aisle, escorted by some of Hugh’s other friends he had invited along.


    My dad locked arms with me, and smiled. His eyes crinkled at the edges, and he looked like he was going to cry too. Just seeing him like that almost sent me over into tears as well.


    “Dad, don’t cry...”


    “I’m not,” he insisted. “I’m just so happy for you. And proud. Proud of my daughter.” He kissed me on the forehead and squeezed me. The wedding march started, and we came out of our hiding place. The dress didn’t have a train, so I didn’t have to worry about anyone carrying it for me.


    I walked deliberately with my dad next to me, our feet matching our pace. I felt everyone’s eyes on me, and my face burned with self-consciousness.


    Hugh was standing at the altar, looking perfectly groomed and somehow rugged in his tuxedo. Imagine that, a rugged man in a tuxedo. I broke into a wide smile when I saw him, his eyes a bit misty. We reached the end of the aisle, and the music stopped as I took my place in front of him.


    My hands were shaking, so I squeezed my bouquet even harder to try and stave it off. My legs felt weak, and I felt light headed. Hugh and I watched each other, the only thing intruding on our personal rapture were the words of the pastor, leading us into our life together.


    I’m ashamed to say I don’t remember many of the words, I was so locked in my mixed bliss and nerves. I glanced at him, and then heard Hugh say the words, “I do.”


    I was asked if I would take Hugh as my husband, to care for and hold, until death parted us. I nodded excitedly, causing a gentle laughter to stir the audience.


    “I do,” I said, ruffled by my impromptu joke. I smiled at Hugh, watching his eyes. He had his jaw set, and I could tell he was choking back his tears.


    He took my hand and put the wedding band on it, locking it in place with my engagement ring. They snapped together with a click, which was surprising. I put his wedding band on his hand, a golden hue shined in it. As I gave him back his hand, I slipped the house key into it. He glanced at it and almost burst out laughing, raising his eyebrows as if it say, ‘Is this what I think it is?’


    I nodded quickly, trying not to crack.


    I gulped, and waited for that final moment as it hung in the air.


    “I’m happy to announce to those seated here today, that these two now share a bond deeper than some can hope to achieve. Their lives are intertwined now, forever and ever, even after death parts them. I now proudly pronounce Mr. And Mrs. Evans, husband and wife. You may kiss the bride, Mr. Evans.”


    Hugh’s hand cupped my face, and he leaned down to kiss me. Our lips locked in that moment of bliss, and it felt like eternity existed for those few moments. I clasped my hands around his neck and pulled him in, holding us there as long as possible. The audience cheered, and I heard my mom call my name. While I know it was loud now, it sounded like barely audible murmurs at the time. This was for Hugh and I, husband and wife.


    ***


    The reception was beyond beyond words, with the sun glowing as it set over the orchard with swarthy music playing. I met Hugh’s extended family, his sister and her husband and kids, as well as some of Hugh’s uncles and aunts. While we had a small ceremony, the reception had a lot more guests. But that just made the party more exciting.


    Hugh and I cut the cake and traded pieces, and got silly pictures taken of us. I still like pulling them out and looking at them.


    When we had a quiet moment during dinner, Hugh asked me about the key.


    “Is this the key to our house?”


    I took another bite of cake, “It is.” I wiped a crumb off my face and laughed, covering my mouth. “The realtor showed up just as we were heading out the door. Can you believe the timing?”


    He laughed with me, clearly as excited as I was.


    I lowered my gaze and looked at him, “Can we stay there tonight?”


    “For our first night together?” He seemed unsure.


    His doubt raised mine, “I mean, we don’t have to. I just thought it’d be nice. I guess we don’t have a bed or anything ready.”


    “I’m just saying,” he lowered his voice, and leaned in close to me. His breath caught my ear, sending a shiver up my neck. He rested his hand on my shoulder. “We can’t stay there without some blankets, pillows, and some firewood to keep us warm.”


    He pulled away and I saw that mischievous look in his eyes. I pushed him with a playful shove. “That’s so perfect I could just marry you again.”


    He held his hands out, “I try my best.”


    As the reception started to wind down, Hugh and I stole off in his car to make it to the beach house. We stopped by the store for goods. At my insistence, I had him pick up food for breakfast. He kissed me, and told me he was the luckiest man alive.

  


  
    Chapter 15


    Hugh locked the door behind me when he came in. While we could hear the chirping of the crickets outside, there was hardly any sound at all once we were stowed away.


    The gentle roar sound of the surf beating against the cliffs rumbled the house a little, giving an immediate sense of life to it.


    We stashed our groceries in the fridge, and Hugh moved into the living room with his stack of wood.


    While he got a gentle fire going, I grabbed the blankets and bundled them on the ground in front of the hearth so we could lay there.


    “If you stoke that fire enough, maybe we won’t even have to wear any clothes,” I said.


    His eyes were in deep concentration as he studied what he needed to do to get a fire going. He broke away to answer me, “I wasn’t planning on wearing clothes anyway.”


    I gave him a sly look, and sat down next to him, watching him work. He was still wearing his tuxedo. I was glad it was his so I didn’t have to feel bad if I ripped it off him. I loved watching him work, his broad shoulders pulling his shirt taut at his back and bicep.


    I pawed at him, trying to be a bit annoying.


    Soon the fire crackled to life, the warm glow and heat helping dry out the house. The salt air left it feeling a bit moist, which was an odd sensation since I was so used to living inland. I hardly came near the sea, except for my brief stay with Hugh in his summer home.


    When he was satisfied with the fire, he turned to me, looking pleased with himself.


    “Looks great...” I breathed, moving in closer to him. He slipped his arm around me and held me close, which only made me more aroused. I shivered despite the warmth, and he squeezed me tighter.


    “Hugh...” I whispered into his chest, clutching his shirt. “I’m so happy we’re here.”


    He kissed my forehead, and stared into my eyes, transfixing me.


    I gave him my heart there in front of the fireplace, pushing me over onto my back on the sheets. My feet were already blazing with heat from the fire, and I needed to be stripped down. His hands went to the enclosure at my side, keeping the dress up from my breast down to my hips.


    He took his time, agonizingly undoing the button and slowly pulling the teeth of the zipper apart.


    I felt my face warm, and my ears burn. My skin and bra were exposed to the chilled and warm air. He kissed my exposed skin, making me shiver further with anticipation.


    “Cay,” he growled into my chest, his lips traveling across my skin with a skittering presence. I ran my fingers through his long hair, desperately wanting to tug at it, to force him upon me.


    He slipped the top half of the gown down to my waist. I let it lie there as he moved further down my body. I tensed up at every pause, unsure of what he was going to do next.


    My breathing grew shallow and quick.


    “Easy... easy,” he whispered. The smell of the fire filled the room, that tender, warm smell. I closed my eyes and let him explore me, reveling in the excitement of every touch of his body against mine.


    He stopped for a moment, and I heard his buttons come loose, the sound of clothing against skin. I peeked and saw his chest bare and rippled, his eyes set in an aggressive gaze.


    “No peeking,” he scolded me gently.


    I shut my eyes again and let him continue. He lifted my waist up and slackened my gown, pulling it off my body and throwing it aside. Nothing but my underwear and bra now, nothing stopping him from taking me.


    I quivered as he ran his hands across my skin, a bit more eager now. His breathing wasn’t controlled any more, but starting to gain this animalistic pace. His hand rested on my chest, trying to calm my own breathing.


    “Your heart is racing,” he said.


    “I know. You’re teasing me.”


    He didn’t answer, but instead he put his lips on my chest. His hand unlatched my bra and let it fall from my chest. The mixture of cold air from a deeper part of the house and the smokey heat from the fire was exciting.


    He kissed my chest, his hot breath fighting the chill. Then he took me in his mouth, and started sucking on my nipple. I couldn’t stop myself then, I squeezed his scalp, trying to control him, push him further on. I let out a small moan, which I could barely consider voluntary. He chuckled and let go, making sure my pleasure was slow, and agonizing.


    “God, you’re beautiful. Mrs. Evans,” he said, “Everything about you. Your willpower, your drive.” I melted at the sound of his name attached to me.


    I finished his sentence, “My body?”


    He murmured in agreement. My eyes were still shut, so I was surprised to suddenly feel his warm lips on my stomach.


    “Closer,” I moaned. He pretended not to hear, instead kissing my waist, my hips, my thighs.


    He pinched my panties at the waist and slipped them off me. His mouth kissed between my thighs, leaving wet marks that the heat evaporated with a steaming touch.


    “Hugh,” I groaned. “Please, you’re teasing me.”


    He slipped under my legs, his shoulders balancing them perfectly. His quick breathing reached my wet lips, and I knew he was close. I could feel that tension, that anxiety.


    He drew closer still, and left me there, hanging in limbo. I opened my eyes to watch him, and saw he was already staring right into me. Those blue eyes of his, piercing me. How could I ever forget that look in his eyes when he was hungry for me? That look that betrays his very soul?


    He didn’t break eye contact, but lowered his head down to meet me, planting a kiss on my wet lips. I moaned at the intensity of it, his tongue lashing out and dancing between my folds, feeling like it was pounding my clit. I couldn’t stop, and I refused to let him.


    I grabbed his head with both hands, holding on to tufts of his hair, digging him deep into me. His eyes still watched me, sizing me up, feeling me lash out and shake with every subtle touch of his lips.


    He pushed his hands on my hips, holding me down. I pushed against him, bucking as my back begged to arch into him, make his mouth go as deep as possible. I cried out and writhed as he sucked and kissed; earning every ounce of sweat that dripped out of my body, every ounce of pleasure that formed a ball in my core. As I was turned sideways against the fire, half of me was aflame with warmth while the other was slightly chilled.


    He moaned into me, his voice reverberating through my very being. I trembled at his command, at his every desire and wish.


    He slipped my thighs off his shoulders and spread my legs open, letting me lay there in my euphoria for a few moments. I didn’t want to though, I wanted him to finish me.


    I whined a little until I saw his hands move to his pants. He grinned as he undid them, pulling them off and making himself nearly as exposed and vulnerable as me. Nothing but his underwear separated us now. I could still see the outline of his cock right through it.


    “Keep going, what are you doing?” I begged him, more confused than anything. He grinned, knowing how I felt. That agony of denial, that ecstasy of anticipation and waiting.


    His manhood twitched, and he looked like he was in a bit of pain from it. I locked my ankles behind his ass, and pulled myself closer to him, bunching the blankets under me in the process.


    He chuckled and pulled down his boxers, his cock eager and ready. The fire flickered off the glistening tip of it. He leaned over me, making sure the head grazed my folds. His hands were planted right above my shoulders, and his eyes were locked in mine. I reached down and guided him into me, my wet lips eagerly taking him in.


    I gasped as his head glided in, then his shaft, then his body pressed against my pussy. He was all the way in, and there was no barrier between us. I didn’t care, this was our honeymoon, the night just for us.


    Our bodies soared as one, and he held himself inside me for a minute or two. He groaned and I writhed, passion boiling to my surface.


    “Take me, Mr. Evans,” I moaned.


    With a deliberate slowness, he pulled out of me again, his head resting against my clit.


    He pushed back, his cock knowing exactly where to go, dragging its wet head back down my lips and into me. He thrust into me all the way, making me shout in surprise. I felt a knot inside me coil like a snake, ready to strike. He pulled out and pushed another stroke into me, each one a bit quicker than the last.


    I lifted my head and leaned into his ear, and whispered, “Take me, my love.”


    A surprising vigor burst from him, and I finally felt the satisfaction I wanted. He pounded into me, his skin slapping against mine, his balls swinging against my ass. I moaned and cried out, curling my arms and legs around him every way I could. I squeezed him tight, holding him inside me as long as possible, making him fight to fuck me, fight to make me his. He thrashed against me, his own energy boiling over. My toes curled, and he grabbed my back and fell backward, pulling me on top of him.


    With him on bottom on in more control. We clasped our hands together, our rings catching slightly, and locked our elbows as I grinded against his stomach, feeling his cock slide in and out of me as my clit grazed his rock-hard abs. I couldn’t believe the intensity. I lost balance, and fell on top of him, my breasts sticking to his chest, his breathing incredibly loud and incredibly fast in my ear. I moaned into him, almost screaming from it all. I had no reason to be quiet, it was just us in this big house, just husband and wife together.


    The fire cackled and blazed as I rode him to the finish, focusing on my euphoric release. I was close, and I could tell he was just as close as me. I bared down on him, slamming his cock in and out of me without any regard for rhythm or timing.


    He tensed up under me and curled his arms around my back, locking his wrists together and squeezing me down. I felt him twitch inside me, and that guttural cry of his climax pushed me over the edge, making my vision to grow blurry and my legs to shake with exhaustion.


    I screamed his name as my body felt like it was rippling with hot warmth, my hands growing clammy and my pussy feeling like it was clenching him. He pulsed and twitched in me, his own gasps of air beginning to match mine.


    I inhaled sharply, and relaxed my entire body, letting the afterglow burn out across me. I wiggled my toes as I waded through the euphoria, and my fingers ached from exertion.


    His hair was matted and sweaty, his eyes glazed over. I kissed his forehead and tasted his salt.


    “That was perfect,” I whispered. I rubbed my legs trying to stop them from cramping. He pulled out of me, and I moved down so I could curl my head on his sticky chest. The fire helped dry us out as we regained our composure. We’d be asleep in a matter of minutes.


    That first night with my husband wouldn’t be one I’d ever forget.


    Soon I’d be back in school, pursuing the degree I was passionate about. And he’d be leading the country with his courage to leap into the next big thing. Our future couldn’t be brighter.

  


  
    The End
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