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  PROLOGUE


  



  AIDAN


  



  



  



  “No one can fuck you like I can. No one can make you scream like me. Once you’ve accepted this simple truth, I’ll reward you with my tongue.”


  Essie Floyd rolls onto her back, her perfect, round ass hiked up in the air, just begging for me to spank it.


  She hates me.


  She doesn’t want to want me this badly, but she can’t help herself. She leans back even further, lifting her ass higher. I can hear the labored in-and-out of her breathing, the gentle groans of frustration in the back of her throat. I haven’t touched her pussy yet, but I don’t need to. She’s wet for me. I can literally smell how badly she wants me, and nothing has ever smelled so fucking perfect. My dick’s rock hard, aching fiercely, demanding that I sink myself deep inside her, but I don’t. Not yet. There are certain things that need to be said first.


  Essie glances over her shoulder at me, her dark, curled hair wild and untamed by the foreplay we’ve already wrestled out of one another. “Just do it, Aidan. Don’t fucking torture me like this. Isn’t it…isn’t already bad enough that…”


  “That what?” I won’t touch her again until I’ve heard her say it. I won’t make her come until she’s admitted that she’s letting this go. This awful, dark, evil pain that’s been fuelling her for so many years now has no place within her, and yet she refuses to part with it. Her hands and her heart have been wrapped about the anger for so long that it physically hurts her to let it go now. She doesn’t think she’s capable of it. But she is.


  Taking hold of my cock in one hand, I trace the tip of it lightly over the folds of her beautiful pussy. Her whole body shudders, shivering from head to toe with pleasure.


  “Aidan!” she gasps.


  “Essie,” I reply. We’ve been doing this for weeks. Doing it forever, it feels like. And now, it’s time for it to be over. Time for us both to cut our losses and run, or finally face up to the nasty shit from our past. We will never be happy if this is how we continue to live. Neither one of us will be able to maintain this insane balance. And after what she did, after everything that’s happened between us, who knows if there even is any fixing us. I really hope there is, because like this we are perfect together. Her body responds to mine like no one else’s. When we fuck, it’s like the entire world’s on fire, and we’re just letting it burn, oblivious of the fact that the fire’s consuming us, turning us to ash.


  Essie makes a pleading sound in the back of her throat, her back arching, her toes curling. In this position, her pussy is right there for the taking, and I’m desperate to take it. Desperate to lick it, to use my tongue on her. To lick and suck at her clit until she comes. She tastes so goddamn amazing, like candy. Like nothing else I’ve ever tasted before. I’m addicted to her pussy. So much so that I’m a fucking saint to be holding back right now. There was a time not so long ago that I wouldn’t have been able to do it, but I now have no fucking choice.


  She’s beautiful. She’s messed up. She’s broken, and the sad, shitty thing is that I’m not whole enough to fix her. But I digress. Maybe it would be better to start from the beginning, instead of what might be our bitter end.


  Here.


  Let me tell you how this all began.


  ONE


  



  ESSIE


  



  Five Years Earlier


  



  



  



  I’m a terrible fucking cook.


  The kitchen windows are completely fogged over and I’m in serious danger of burning down the kitchen, but the smell that permeates the tiny apartment we’ve just moved into isn’t so bad. I’m almost unable to believe I’m well on my way to constructing an edible meal for the first time.


  I keep an eye on the clock. It’s a little past eight, which means Vaughn should be home soon. He was up before sunrise today, delivering baked goods to various grocery stores and markets in the city, and then, around ten o’clock he headed to the bike shop where he works as a mechanic’s apprentice. His days are long as all hell. He’ll be hungry when he gets home. Usually, I’ll bring us leftovers from Blossom, the restaurant I wait tables at, but tonight I wanted to do something a little special. Given my gross lack of experience as a chef, my brother may get home and wish I’d stuck to restaurant leftovers, but I think he’ll be happy with the spaghetti and salad I’ve cobbled together.


  The sound of the boiling water is rhythmic. Soothing. Outside, the wind howls, rattling the glass in the panes. It’s dark and cold, but the kitchen is sweltering, standing under the gentle yellow glow of the oven light. It wasn’t always like this.


  Vaughn and I have been living in this little apartment—“cozy” is how the Craigslist ad termed it; “cramped” is probably more accurate—for a few weeks now. You’d think after a while I’d be used to the idea of “coming home” but I still get a little thrill each time I put my key in the lock and the door magically opens. Before this, we stayed with friends or at various shelters, trying to scrape together enough funds to secure our own place, always seeming to run into some sort of obstacle. No rental history. No credit history. No previous landlord references. 


  Eventually the stars aligned and we scored ourselves a place, though. I always knew we would. Vaughn and I have had to overcome a lot of shit, and somehow here we now are, finally in our own apartment. If our mother could see us, she’d be proud. She’d be glad that we never gave up, that we were determined to make things better for ourselves.


  When I hear Vaughn’s key in the door, I’m just serving the food up. Looks like it could be a picture from a magazine, the pasta and the salad, the perfectly golden garlic bread, the tendrils of steam. Fuck yeah.


  “Wow, what smells so good?” Vaughn brushes snowflakes from his hair. His cheeks are flushed, eyes bright.


  “Surprise,” I say. “I wanted to try making something from scratch.”


  “God. Should I have left my coat on? If I get food poisoning and need to go to hospital, I don’t wanna be catching hyperthermia, too.”


  Despite his smart mouth, he peels off several layers and hangs his jacket on the coat rack that we got at the Salvation Army thrift store for fifty cents. Slowly I’ve been purchasing things that will help make this place feel more like home. We don’t have a ton of extra money to spend on things like that, but if you know where to look, you can find all sorts of things that hardly cost anything at all.


  “Ha ha, asshole.” I stab a fork in his general direction, fake-scowling. “Are you hungry?”


  “Starving.”


  “Then sit your ass down, and shut your mouth. It’s ready.”


  “Nothing like coming home to a nicely-cooked meal.” Vaughn’s brow furrows. “I think this is actually the first time that’s ever happened.”


  I know he means this as a compliment, and part of me does feel happy, part of me is overjoyed that I can do something for him after everything he’s done for me. Yet at the same time, it makes me sad to think that my brother, at twenty-eight years old, has never had a meal cooked for him. He’s always said that he’s been too busy for a girlfriend. That’s probably true, but I know his single status is partly because of me. Our mother died when I was born—the placenta detached and she hemorrhaged—and for a long time after that my dad couldn’t even look at me. For the first three years of my life, I was cared for by our elderly neighbor, a woman named Janice, and my six-year-old brother. I knew, deep down my father didn’t blame me for my mother’s death, but I also knew that it was hard for him to be around me. Even back then I looked so much like my mother, this woman I’d never even met. From the pictures Vaughn’s shown me, we’ve got the same thick brown hair, the same pale green eyes that sometimes look blue depending on the light. I wonder what she was like, this woman who vanished from the world only seconds after I entered it. I often find myself wondering what her laughter would have sounded like.


  Vaughn sits down and I slide a plate of food in front of him.


  “Thanks, lil sis,” he says, smiling at me before picking up his fork.


  We eat together at our little kitchen table. The food’s hot and good, nothing elaborate. Just the fact that we’re enjoying it together in our own apartment makes it one of the best meals we’ve ever had.


  “You’re welcome. How was your day?” I ask him this every time he returns home as part of a ritual. His answer is always the same—even if he had a shitty day, he’d never tell me.


  “Good. Busy. Be nice to have a few days off pretty soon. Oh, and I talked to Max on the way home.”


  “Oh, yeah? How’s he doing?”


  “Not too bad. I told him maybe we could all get together on Christmas.”


  “Sure. That’d be great. He can help us eat all the cookies I’m planning to make.”


  Max Conner is one of Vaughn’s oldest friends. In high school, they did everything together including playing varsity baseball, but their paths eventually diverged. Vaughn started smoking pot and hanging out with a rougher crowd. Max buckled down, went to college, and became a police officer. Despite the different directions their lives took, they’ve always been close. When Vaughn was in jail for possession, Max bailed him out. A few times when things were really tough, Max was the one to bring us food and give us a roof over our heads. Those days are long gone now, though. My brother took a second for himself to rebel against the restrictions of his life, but that rebellion lasted no more than five minutes. Our belts might be tight, but he doesn’t do drugs anymore, and there’s always something in the cupboards to eat.


  Vaughn starts shoveling his meal into his face like only a guy who’s worked a sixteen-hour shift can. “That’s what I told him,” he says. “Guy shouldn’t be spending Christmas alone.”


  I shake my head. “No, he shouldn’t.”


  “Bastard thought he was going to marry Emily for sure, but I really think he’s better off without her.” Vaughn laughs. “Though I’m probably not the best person to be giving dating advice.” He has a smile on his face as he says this, but I can see a hint of sadness in his eyes. I know he’s wondered if there’s a woman out there for him, if he’ll ever meet that person he’ll totally fall head over heels in love with. I wonder if part of him is worried about me, worried about what it will mean for me if he meets someone. Even though I’m not a little kid anymore, Vaughn will always feel responsible for me, always feel like he needs to look out for me.


  “Vaughn?” I put my fork down.


  He raises his eyebrows. Waggles them in that ridiculous way he has. “Uh-oh. This sounds serious.”


  “It’s not. Well, maybe a little. I just…I don’t know. I just want you to know how grateful I am for you, for everything that you’ve done. Things haven’t been easy. You’ve sacrificed so much for me. I could’ve ended up a ward of the state or something.”


  My brother shakes his head, already rejecting the direction our conversation is headed. “No way in hell I’d let that happen.”


  “But a lot of guys would have. A lot of guys would have decided it was just too much to take care of a little sister when they were still just a kid themselves. And…and I want you to know how much I appreciate what you did for me. But you should know, I’m old enough now that I can take care of myself now. If there’s something…anything that you want to be doing—”


  “What are you saying? Are you moving out?” Vaughn grins as he says this.


  “No, of course not, jackass. I guess I’m just trying to say . . . if you ever met a girl that you wanted to date, I would want you to do that. And if you ended up living with her instead of me, I wouldn’t try to get in your way. I just don’t want you to feel like you’ve got to take care of me for the rest of your life, because you don’t.”


  “Whoa. Well, the dinner conversation’s definitely taking an unexpected turn tonight.” Vaughn hums at the back of his throat, a sound he makes when he feels awkward. He likes to have me think he never gets awkward, or worried about the future for that matter, but I know him too well. “Thanks, Essie. You know I’d never leave you stranded. And I haven’t not been dating because of you. I just don’t really have much time for it. A girlfriend’s a big time commitment. Maybe once we get some more money saved and I can cut back on my hours a little, but, right now I’ve got a pretty full plate.” He glances down. “Well, this plate isn’t.” He picks up his fork and twirls the last of his spaghetti onto it, then puts it into his mouth. He stretches. “Listen, lil’ sis’. I promise, if I ever meet a woman I’d like to date, I’ll work up the nerve and ask her, okay? And I want you to promise me the same thing. If you ever come across a guy you’d like to date, go for it. I won’t get all weird about it. I won’t grill him. I won’t come to the door with a shotgun the first time he comes over to pick you up.”


  I laugh, because he’s lying through his teeth right now, even though he doesn’t realize it. “Okay. Deal. But I’m gonna remind you of his conversation when the time comes, and you are going to be eating your words.”


  Vaughn holds up three fingers and winks at me. “Scout’s honor, I won’t. Thanks for dinner, by the way. Nice surprise. Funny, ‘cause I’ve got a surprise for you, too.”


  “You do?” I study him intently, unable to tamp down my immediate curiosity. We don’t get to buy each other gifts very often. Well, actually we don’t get to buy each other gifts, period.


  “Yep. But it’s going to require that you follow me, I’m afraid. Once we’re in the lobby, you gotta tie this ugly ass scarf over your eyes before we go outside.”


  I do exactly as he says, accepting the scarf he was wearing when he came in. The scarf I made him. I pretend to strangle him with it as we head down to the lobby. There, he secures the black wool over my eyes before taking my hand and leading me outside. We only walk a few paces before we stop. The wool is scratchy against the bridge of my nose, and the air is cold and biting. I start to shiver.


  “Don’t worry, this’ll be quick. I’m going to go over here for a just a second,” he says. “Don’t take the scarf off until I say so.” He lets go of my hand and I hear rustling, the sound of something being moved across the bed of a truck. I try to picture what he’s doing. I try to imagine what on earth this surprise could be.


  Finally, he says, “Okay, you can open your eyes.”


  I reach up and untie the scarf. Vaughn is there, standing in front of his beat up truck, a Christmas tree propped up haphazardly beside him; the tree’s massive, at least a clear foot taller than he is, lush and full, the kind of tree you see in department stores. Except this tree is real, and it’s ours. 


  “Surprise,” he says. “I picked up some Christmas lights, too. They’re in the bag on the passenger seat.”


  “Oh my god!” Tears spring into my eyes. I can’t remember the last time we had a Christmas tree. Some time with Dad, probably, but Dad was never that interested in the holidays, never that interested in celebrating anything. “What’s the point?” he’d always say. “You’re just going to end up losing everything anyway.”


  “I know it’s not the most beautiful Christmas tree out there—” he starts, but I cut him off.


  “Are you fucking kidding me? This is the most amazing Christmas tree ever. I love it.”


  “You do?”


  “Of course I do! It’s going to look so good in the apartment. It’s perfect.” And it is perfect, and so is this moment. I don’t think I could picture a more perfect moment if I tried—my handsome brother leaning against the truck, grin on his face, our very own Christmas tree leaning against him, the soft, pristine, silent snow falling around us. This is everything that I’ve always wanted, but have been too afraid to hope for.


  Vaughn grins like a Cheshire cat; he knows he’s done good. “Well, I’m very happy to hear that you feel that way. Now help me get this monstrosity inside. It weighs a ton.”


  I hold the door open so Vaughn can get the tree inside and we ride up the elevator, the tree filling the small space that usually stinks of urine instead with the smell of evergreen. I can’t keep the smile from my face, or the warmth of my happiness from spreading through my chest.


  “I’ll make us some hot chocolate,” I say. “Maybe some popcorn. We can string it for the tree. I’ll try to MacGyver some ornaments from somewhere.” My face hurts from grinning so hard as we ride up to our floor. We have our own place. We have a tree. We have each other. A couple of years ago, I wouldn’t have allowed myself to be this content. Shit always went wrong for us the very second it looked like things were improving. Not this time, though. I know deep in my bones that we’ve hit a turning point in the road. And why the hell shouldn’t I be happy? No sense in living in a constant state of fear. It’s not the kind of existence I want for myself, and it’s especially not the kind of existence I want for my brother. I’m going to make sure this is the best Christmas ever. I throw an arm up over Vaughn’s shoulder and give him a small squeeze. “Thanks, asshole,” I tell him, winking. “You’re the best.” 


  TWO


  



  AIDAN


  



  



  



  I fucking hate my brother.


  This is not a hyperbolic statement.


  This is not a statement made out of unbridled anger, something that I’m going to later retract, apologize for. This is a statement of fact, and it is taking everything in my power not to fling my iPhone across this beautiful expanse of sand and straight into the crystalline waters of the Pacific Ocean.


  I toss the phone on the passenger side of my Jeep Wrangler instead, ignoring the vibrating sound it makes as I haul my surfboard off the Jeep’s rack and head toward the beach. I know why that fucker’s calling. Christmas is fast approaching, only three days away—when it’s eighty degrees out and perfectly sunny, who gives a shit about Christmas?—and Alex is going to try to convince me to come home for the holiday.


  Yeah, no thanks.


  Why would any rational, reasonable person with half, no, make that quarter of a brain do something like that? Reasons for staying here are SO much more compelling.


  Exhibit A: white sand, blue seas, hot sun.


  Exhibit B: women with tits as big as their bikinis are small.


  Exhibit C: there is no Exhibit C. I’m a hot blooded twenty-five-year old guy and exhibits A and B are more than enough for me, fuck you very much.


  This time of year, you can barely tell the women of Chicago are actually women. People look like androgynous blimps, swaddled up in parkas, cowls, scarves and fur-lined mittens. You’d have to be out of your fucking mind to want to be anywhere near Chicago at Christmas.


  Seeing as I’m not out of my fucking mind, I plan on spending the better part of the morning surfing. If you’ve never surfed before, it’s hard to find the words to describe what it feels like. Most of my friends here, all avid surfers, also skateboard or go snowboarding in Vail or Europe. To them, so long as there’s a board to stand on and momentum to be harnessed and tamed, that’s all they need. I’m a little different. I’m not knocking skating or snowboarding, but there’s only one thing that can get my heart racing and that’s surfing. Perhaps it’s because the ocean is a living, breathing entity. Anyone who tries to tell you otherwise is a liar, or just plain dumb. It has a life force to it. It sustains us. Back in the day, we crawled out of the ocean as a weird-looking fish with legs and since then we’ve evolved dramatically—Bipedal. Opposable thumbs. Epic hipster moustaches—but we’re still dependent on the sea. When I’m out there on the water, no matter how wild the waves are, everything just feels…quiet. It’s not pavement or hard packed snow. It is not smooth, and it can be unpredictable. The ocean is ruled by the pull of the moon, by a force mankind couldn’t even contemplate conquering. When you catch a wave and nail it, it’s so much better than attempting to harness or own something. It’s like you’re working in harmony with the planet, existing alongside it, like Mother Nature’s giving you the biggest fucking high five. Seriously, it’s the most intense high. I should know. I’ve experienced a lot of those, synthetic and otherwise.


  Some people attain this kind of blissed out happiness in god, singing their hearts out with their asses parked in a pew every Sunday, but not me. The four-mile stretch of beach in front of my apartment is my church, the early morning weather forecast my gospel. When I’m on my board, underneath a swell, cruising, the crest of the wave arcing around me, I’m truly in my own personal heaven.


  This morning, I paddle out for a good ten minutes before trying to catch a wave. Once I’m past the break and the other early morning surfers, I lay on my back on my board, staring up at the washed out of the blue sky, my arms and legs hanging over into the water, trying to find some inner calm. Alex has this effect on me. He turns everything upside down, flips my shit around, makes me feel less somehow. He’s always had such a skill for fucking with my head. It takes a solid thirty minutes, staring up at the nothingness overhead before I manage to calm down.


  I’m at peace when I finally go hunting for waves. The ocean’s a fiery bitch this morning. I get dumped and rolled over and over again, but I also ride out some of the most incredible tubes of the summer. My body is humming with pain when I’ve had enough.


  I shouldn’t be surprised when I make it back to the Jeep, puffing and blowing, my lungs burning in my chest, to find that my phone is still goddamn ringing. The thing’s probably been going off the entire time I was out there. I’ve got such a good buzz going on from being out surfing, though, that I actually think, fuck it. I pick up.


  “What’s up, Alex?”


  “Well, you sound happy,” my brother says.


  “Why shouldn’t I be? I’ve just come in off the beach.”


  “Yeah. Dad says you’ve got salt water running in your veins instead of Callahan blood these days.” Alex’s voice drips with condescension. And so it begins. My euphoria begins to plummet. That has to be a new goddamn record.


  “You sure are hard to get a hold of,” Alex continues. “How are you, little brother?”


  “I’d be fine if I wasn’t on the phone with you. What do you want?”


  “Now, now, that’s not a very warm reception, is it? When was the last time we talked? I can’t even remember it’s been so long. Is it so difficult for you to believe that I’d be calling just to check in?”


  “Aaaalex,” I groan. “You forget that I’ve actually met you. You’ve never just called for a chat. Why would you start now? Just say what you wanna say so we can both be done here.”


  “Fair enough. You don’t have time for pleasantries. I can respect that, though god knows how you’re so busy. For all intents and purposes, it seems like you’re sunbathing at the beach all day long.”


  My patience is wearing impossibly thin already. “Alex—”


  “Time’s come, Aidan,” Alex cuts in. “The old man’s retiring. You know what that means?”


  Here we go. Somehow, my brother seems to think this stuff matters to me. “Yeah, I know exactly what it means.” And I couldn’t care fucking less.


  “You are now speaking to the new president and CEO of the Callahan Corporation. The family business is about to enter a new phase of existence. Which means you have to come home.”


  Oh, for fuck’s sake. “Alex, congrats on the promotion. Really, I mean it. But whether the plaque on your office door reads president or chief-executive asshole licker means very little to me. And I sure as hell don’t see how Dad’s retirement requires my presence in any way.”


  “Chief executive asshole licker. Nice.” He sounds pissed. Good. He carries on talking while I secure my board to the roof of the Jeep. “You’re required because every member of the Callahan family should be present during this time of transition, of course. We have to be seen to be showing a united front. It’s not just about that, though. I’ve decided that you’re coming to work for me. Or not for me, but together. Can’t trust anyone more than family, right? You’ve been wasting your life in paradise for long enough, living your bohemian, rootless existence. I’m glad you’ve been able to sew your wild oats, Aid, but it’s time to grow the fuck up. Time to be a man. Be responsible. You need to get your ass on a plane. Preferably in time for this Christmas Eve charity event that we’re all going to.”


  Out of the two of us, I’ve always been the one to experiment with drugs. It would seem as though Alex has been hitting the crack pipe pretty hard of late, though. “Yeah. Like I said, man. I don’t think so.”


  Alex sighs. “Listen, Aidan. Truth is, I’m not really asking. You have to do this.”


  I laugh, and the sound is harsh, even in my own ears. “Are you serious? We’re not kids, anymore, Alex. You can’t tell me what to do. You can make suggestions, requests, pleas… Depending on what you’re wanting, I may or may not oblige you. In this case, no fucking way.”


  “Yeah, you’re right, we’re not kids. We’re Callahans. That’s all that matters. You are a Callahan. Do you hear me? And that means you have to come home. Enough is enough. You’ll be getting an email confirmation for a plane ticket shortly. Be on that fucking plane, man. If not, I’ll take the time out of my busy schedule and come down there and get you myself, and I will not be fucking happy about it. Seeing as we’re going to be working together, I’d think that we’d want to keep things as amicable as possible between us, wouldn’t you agree?”


  “Don’t waste your fucking time.” My calm from lying on my board is totally gone, shot down, completely vanished, like it was never even there to begin with. Motherfucker. “Maybe everyone else is okay taking orders from you, doing whatever you say, but I’m not your fucking bitch, Alex. You and I will never work together. You decide to come all the way down here, that’s on you, but I’m not coming back to Chicago with you. Though a vacation would probably do you some good, seeing as you’re such an uptight pretentious asshole.”


  “Fuck, Aidan, I am so sick of your bullshit! You’ve been reckless for years, done whatever the hell you’ve wanted, and you think that sort of shit is just going to fly. Well, it’s not. If you’re going to call yourself a Callahan, you need to be around and put in some damn work.”


  “Oh? You’re rescinding my membership to the club, huh? I’ll make sure to turn in my blazer and tie.”


  He ignores me. “You think I’ve been sitting on my ass the past five years, doing jack shit? Working on my tan? Drinking pina coladas? You don’t just get to be on a perma-vacation and reap all the benefits.”


  “Excuse me? What benefits have I been reaping? Have I asked you for money? Have I asked Mom and Dad for money?”


  “You’re a punk if you think I don’t know about the checks Mom sends you every month.”


  “Yeah, and I rip them up. I haven’t cashed a single one of them. I have a job. I make my own money. You might not think it’s the most glamorous work and it might not make me millions of dollars every year, but guess what? I’m happy. I. Enjoy. My. Life. I’m sure that’s probably a difficult concept for you to grasp, but not everything is about money or what your last goddamn name can get you out of life.”


  “You want to be disinherited?” Alex asks softly. “If you don’t give a shit about the family name, perhaps you shouldn’t have it anymore. You joke about it, but how would you like that?”


  “You know what I’d like?” I try my best to keep calm, but it’s almost impossible at this point. “I’d like it if you’d fuck off and die and never call me again, Alex.”


  He starts saying something else but I hang up the phone.


  Asshole.


  THREE


  



  ESSIE


  



  



  



  Usually I enjoy working at Blossom, enjoy chatting with our regulars, with my co-workers, but today, I can’t help clock-watching and count down the minutes until my shift is over at four. Because when this shift is over, I have eight whole days off to hang out, enjoy the holidays, and spend some time with my brother (who doesn’t have as many days off, but still). It’s December 23rd, only two more days till Christmas, which means only two more days until I can give Vaughn the present that I’ve been saving months for—an iPad. He’s never had something like that of his own before, and I can’t wait to see the look on his face when he opens it.


  When four o’clock finally rolls around, it’s started to snow. A thick white mantle of the stuff quickly coats every available surface. I zip up my jacket as I step outside, and I pull my phone out. Vaughn called once while I was working, but it was busy so I let it go to voicemail. I see that he’s called several more times, which is a little strange, though he never left any messages. I give him a call back, but it goes to voicemail.


  “Hey,” I say. “Sorry I wasn’t able to pick up the phone earlier. It was really busy today. But I’m heading home now. You already there? I’ll see you soon!”


  The streets are packed with cars and the sidewalks are crowded with people, but nothing can bring my good mood down. Vaughn was only working a half day at the bike shop, so he should be home when I get there, and our “staycation” can commence. We’re going to watch movies, eat junk food, and just hang out. I know to some people that probably sounds pretty low key, maybe even boring, but I can’t wait.


  No one’s home when I get there, though, so I plug the tree in, put the kettle on for tea. Vaughn might’ve had some last minute Christmas shopping to do, or maybe he went to pick up some takeout for us to have for dinner tonight.


  I go into my room, into my tiny closet and get the iPad. It’s wrapped in red paper with silver ribbon. I look at it, trying to picture the look on his face when he opens it, then I decide to bring it out and put it under the tree. We won’t open presents until Christmas Day, of course, but it’ll be fun for him to try to guess what it is. There’s no way he’s going to know.


  I make myself a cup of tea and then putter around a little, wondering where the hell my tardy ass brother is. I check my phone, but he hasn’t called or texted. I try calling him but again, it goes to voicemail.


  An anxious feeling begins to gnaw at me, but I ignore it, telling myself that I’m getting worked up for no reason, that Vee will be home at any moment, that it’s silly to worry. I have plenty of things to do while I’m waiting for his ass anyway. I take a shower, and telling myself that by the time I get out he’ll be home. When that turns out to be false, I start ferociously tidying the living room. I actually say out loud before starting, “Vaughn will walk through the door by the time I’m done.”


  Except we still don’t have a ton of stuff, so cleaning doesn’t take that long.


  I do this for the next several hours, finding meaningless tasks to engage in, trying to convince myself at the end of each one, my brother will be home, or will have called, or texted. Or something. Anything. Where the hell is he? Where the hell is he, the inconsiderate bastard? He should have at least phoned.


  Finally, the phone rings.


  I snatch it up, but it’s not Vaughn, it’s Max.


  “Hi,” I say, trying to keep the worry out of my voice.


  “Essie.” Max’s voice sounds off, like he’s choking on something. The voice on the other end of the line almost doesn’t sound like him. God, straight away I know something’s wrong. I grip the phone tightly.


  “Max, what is it? Is Vee with you?”


  “Oh, Jesus.” He exhales harshly, the sound rattling through the receiver. My stomach clenches, twisting painfully. “Essie? Essie, I don’t…Fuck, I’m no good at this shit.”


  “What, Max? C’mon, you’re freaking me out. You’re scaring me.”


  The line is silent for a painful second. In that second, I know my entire life is over. I know, with a sinking sense of fatality, that if I hear what Max is about to say, nothing will be the same again. My brother’s best friend pulls in a deep, ragged breath and says the words I’m terrified to hear. “He was in an accident, Essie. His truck was totaled.”


  The room pitches sideways. “Oh god. Is he…is he badly hurt?” Somehow, some part of my brain is still clinging to the hope that Vaughn’s alive. That he has multiple bone fractures. That maybe he’s paralyzed. That would be terrible, but we could deal with it. He could stay home. I would work. I would take care of us, the same way he took care of me. Max’s next words crush every last remaining scrap of hope I might have, though.


  “He…he suffered major internal injuries, Essie. He died on the scene. I’m so, so sorry.”


  The whole world seems to stop, like it gets sucked inward, and all that’s left is me, nothing else, no one else, just myself and this horrible pain that has started, that is raging through my entire body. Except I can’t quite feel it, it’s muted somehow, but it will come on full force if I move. So I won’t move. I will just stand here forever, the phone pressed against my ear, Max saying my name.


  “Essie? Essie? Are you still there, Essie?”


  I am, Max, but I can’t move. Can’t speak. If I do, that will make everything you’ve just said true. And that can’t happen.


  “I’m coming over, Essie. I’ll be right over.” He hangs up. I’m still standing there, phone against my ear, when he gets there, half an hour later.


  FOUR


  



  AIDAN


  



  



  



  Well, look at that. It’s eleven-thirty and I’m loading my board onto the Jeep, seconds from heading to the beach. The plane Alex arranged for me to be on took off an hour ago. I could be wrong about the time, though. I gave the ticket that arrived this morning—express post, like my fuckhead brother’s never heard of email confirmation—to my friend Brewster. His rolling papers weren’t quite cutting it, and that motherfucking ticket was just the right thickness for blunt building. 


  If me missing the flight means Alex is going to make the pilgrimage down here in order to drag me back to Chicago, well…I’d like to see that. It’ll be entertaining as fuck, I’m sure. No way am I spending Christmas in that barren winter wasteland my brother likes to call home. No, today I’m visiting Celeste, the short blonde with the perky tits I hooked up with last weekend. We’re planning on celebrating Christmas a little early. Our festivities will involve a full three-hour sixty-nine session, and I’m sure there’ll be some reverse cowgirl to finish off the session. Celeste has a mirrored wall in her bedroom and likes to watch herself getting fucked.


  My dick’s already hard as I’m driving over to her place, thinking about fucking her, thinking about how badly my tongue’s gonna ache from three hours of eating pussy, when my cell phone starts to go off.


  It’s bound to be Alex, realizing that I’m not on that motherfucking plane.


  “Ohhhh. Yeah. Fuck you, man.” I hit the reject button. The phone rings again less than a second later. Again, I hit the big red icon, cutting him off. “Eat a big bag of dicks, man.”


  I should just get a new number is what I should do. The third time when it starts to ring, I actually fumble the damn thing in my haste to make it shut the hell up. I get a good look at the screen, and I realize it’s not my brother, after all. The A at the beginning of the caller ID isn’t for Alex like I assumed it was. It’s for Arturo. Arturo Mendel, our family lawyer for the past thirty years. He’s been around longer than I’ve been alive. Seeing his name light up my cellphone’s screen is a little strange. Strange enough that I’m compelled to answer the phone.


  “Hey, Art. What’s up?”


  “Aidan? Aidan, I can barely—are you there?” A wave of static blasts down the phone, and then Arturo’s broken speech again. “—driving? Can—terrible. Sorry, I—” His words are scrambled, but there’s a tension in his tone that I can hear plainly down the distorted line. My father’s probably taking steps to cut me out of the will and good ol’ Art wants me to call home and make nice. When we were kids, Alex and I used to call the old guy Art the Fart. He’s one of those people who seem like they’ve been old forever and ever. He looks a little like a Jewish E.T. now.


  Anyways. Nothing like a call from the family lawyer to make you lose your erection. It was Arturo, actually, who walked in on me in the pool house when I was fifteen and losing my virginity. The man certainly has a knack for these sorts of things. Boner killer extraordinaire. If he got a hard on himself, he’d likely have a heart attack, keel over and die. Also, Alex has always been his favorite, though I’m sure he’d deny it if you were to ask.


  I sigh. “I didn’t hear a word of what you just said, man. Did Alex recruit you to convince me to come home? Let me just save us all some time, okay? It’s not gonna happen. The sun’s out. It’s eighty-three degrees today. I’m just coming off the beach, and I’m heading over to this girl’s house. I’m going to screw her brains out. You have taken a vow of celibacy, but trust me when I tell you that fucking in eighty-degree weather, no matter how sweaty your balls get, is far better than being stuck in Chicago in the dead of winter.”


  “Aidan, now’s not the—”


  “I know, I know. Now’s not the time to be talking about sweaty balls. Yours must be frozen solid. Whatever. The point is, I am not leaving Hawaii. Not for Alex. Not for you. Not for the Callahan Corporation or any other goddamn—”


  “Aidan! Your parents—”


  “And especially not for my parents. Dad hasn’t even bothered to call in three months. I’m glad he’s retiring now. Maybe that means he can drag his wrinkled ass around the golf course and remember what it’s like to actually move his body. Maybe, with all his new found free time, he could actually call his other son!”


  “He’s dead, Aidan! Your parents, Alex… all three of them. They’re dead.”


  “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” I grind my teeth together, pulling the Jeep off to the side of the road. This is a new one. I’ve heard, we’ll cut you off. I’ve heard, your mother misses you. Believe it or not, I’ve even had Alex tell me my ex girlfriend Hannah was home from her stint in Africa with Doctors Without Borders, and that she was willing to consider dating me again, so long as I agreed to take an executive position within the Callahan Corporation. Unbelievable, right? I am yet to hear the ‘they’re all dead’ bit.


  Interesting.


  “Listen, Art. I already told Alex the answer was no. The answer is still no, and will always be no. Pretending they died is definitely a ballsy change in tack, but it’s not going to make a difference


  Arturo remains silent. At least I think he does. And then his voice rattles out of the speaker on my cell phone, all of a sudden crytsal clear. He says. “—not pretending! Your brother was driving your parents to the fundraiser last night. It was late. Alex was tired. They should have left hours earlier than they did. I should have driven them home. I’m—I’m so sorry.” The noise on the other end of the line no longer sound like static, but more like crying. Uncontrollable, soul-wrenchingly pained, distraught crying.


  A cold chill runs from the crown of my head, down through my body, settling in the backs of my knees. What a bizarre sensation. “Art? Art, what—what do you mean?”


  “I should have called them a cab or something. None of us were drunk, but still…it all just happened so quickly. The police think Alex fell asleep at the wheel. I was meant to meet your father this morning. I—”


  Holy fuck, he’s not joking. My grip tightens on the phone, my vision suddenly dimming. How can he not be fucking joking? “Art? Art, slow down. Tell me exactly what happened.” My heart feels like it’s galloping in my chest, like it’s trying to flee the scene of the crime. This can’t be fucking real. It can’t be. I hold my breath, waiting for Art to start explaining so I can stop him a second later, telling him that none of it can be possible because my father, Jeremy August Callahan, the man who raised me would never have allowed himself such an arbitrary death. A car crash? No. The old man was always determined to go out skydiving or running a marathon or some shit. Not drooling on the backseat of his Mercedes Benz.


  “I’m so, so sorry, Aidan.”


  “So, Alex…this is Alex’s fault?” I’m having trouble even computing that. My brain just won’t comprehend it. Alex, the goddamn saint. Alex, next in line to the throne. Alex, the guy who’s been fucking perfect since we were kids. How can he be to blame for this?


  “I’m afraid it’s looking like th—” The line breaks again. I press my chest against the steering wheel, holding the phone to my head, holding my breath, like these actions will somehow make the connection better. “That’s not all,” Art says. “The car crashed through the barrier into oncoming traffic. There…there was another car involved, too. A truck.”


  Oh god. It feels like there are razor blades grinding against the bone of my ribs. Fuck. “And the other driver? How many people were in the other car?” I can imagine two angelic, curly haired children sleeping, feeling the impact, waking, screaming…


  “Just the driver. He was the only person in the truck at the time. He was badly injured on the scene. It looked like he might make it for a moment, apparently, but his injuries were just…”


  “Fatal.”


  “Yes.”


  I think I’m going to throw up. “What…what am I supposed to do?”


  “Come home, Aidan. Please. Come home.”


  The line goes dead.


  I kill the Jeep’s engine and climb out of the car. Above me the sky is a deep blue, the breeze warm. The sun carries on blazing regardless, completely oblivious to the fact that my life just ended. The air smells sweet, like coconuts. A car, a red convertible, zooms past me, the laughter of the girls inside it washing over me. Happy people, going about their business. Just a few moments ago, I was one of them. But now this.


  Now, I don’t think I’ll be happy ever again.


  FIVE
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  The hole of depression I fall into is endless. I keep expecting Vaughn to show up. I keep expecting to hear his voice, or to get a text message from him, but nothing. He’s gone. I can do nothing, say nothing, think nothing. It’s like my brain’s been hot-wired and the only thing it’s now capable of registering is pain.


  Pain comes in a dizzying array of disguises. There’s the physical pain of it—my throat scraped and raw, my eyes swollen, tear ducts incapable of producing any more tears. My body, completely exhausted but unable to sleep. Then there’s the mental anguish. My thoughts run on this endless vicious loop. Why him? Why us? Why now, when things were finally looking up?


  Those missed calls on my phone plague me. Why didn’t I pick up? Why did I ignore it, thinking that I’d have time to talk to him later? That he could wait? The one thought that cycles through me over and over, refusing to give me peace or rest is this: Was he calling when he was dying? Was he calling me to say goodbye, and I fucking screened him because I didn’t want to get into trouble at work?


  Max goes with me to the funeral home. His eyes are red and it looks like he hasn’t slept. We both walk in, stunned expressions on our faces. It’s a cruel fucking trick to be expected to organize a funeral when you feel like this. When you wake up and can’t believe that you’re actually awake, that you’re not still asleep, still dreaming, still having this nightmare that you know can’t actually be true.


  But it is.


  The director says he is very sorry for my loss, and then starts showing me caskets to choose from. Tears sting my eyes as I realize even the cheapest one is far more than I can afford. So what happens now? What happens when you can’t afford a casket, the most simple of pine boxes? I can’t help but think of Vaughn’s body, cold in the morgue. What are they going to do with it? What are they going to do with him if I can’t afford to bury him?


  I’ve failed. There’s no other way around it. I have failed in every possible way. If it were the other way around, if it were me who was dead and Vaughn was trying to figure out a way to pay for the funeral, he’d do it, somehow. That’s just how he is. Was. Jesus, I can’t get used to using the past tense. He was always able to figure things out, always able to make sure that we got through okay. And now I can’t even do this one simple, important thing for him. My throat aches.


  “I can’t be here right now.” I rush out of the place, barely able to make my legs work properly. It’s too much. This was not what was supposed to happen. I’m not supposed to be picking out a casket for my brother. I’m supposed to be watching the surprise on his face when he opens his Christmas present. We’re supposed to be watching movies and hanging out in our apartment, being grateful that, despite everything we’ve been through, life is finally working out.


  Except it’s not, because everything is completely ruined, nothing is ever going to be okay again, and I can’t even afford to give my brother the memorial service that he deserves.


  



  I go back to the apartment. I’ve spent the past few days with Max, but I need to be by myself. There’s part of me that knows, without even having to do the math, that there is no way I’m going to be able to continue paying rent here. I might be able to scrape together enough for another month, but with all the utilities, too? No way. It’s impossible.


  I’m lying on the couch, staring off into space. I don’t know how long I’ve been like this—could be a few minutes, maybe a few hours. The phone is ringing. Perhaps it’s been ringing for a while or perhaps it just started. I pick it up and look at the screen, expecting it to be Max wondering how I am, wanting to know if he should come over, but it’s not Max. It’s a number I don’t recognize. I pick it up because I am suddenly certain that it’s Vaughn, that there’s been some sort of mistake, that he’s not dead, that there was a horrible mix up and he lost his phone and he’s calling me now from this unknown number.


  “Hello?” My voice is little more than a whisper in my throat. “Vaughn?”


  There’s a pause, and then the person on the other end clears their throat. “No,” the voice says. “Is this Essie Floyd?”


  “Yes.”


  “My name is Arturo Mendel.” There’s another pause. I wait for him to elaborate, but he doesn’t, so I do instead.


  “I think you have the wrong number.”


  “I sincerely wish I did, my dear, but I’m afraid I don’t. I’m contacting you about your brother.”


  My breath catches in my throat. I sit up quickly, body protesting at the sudden movement, but I ignore it. This Arturo Mendel suddenly has my full attention. “What? What did you say?”


  “I’m calling on behalf of Aidan Callahan.”


  Through the haze that’s permanently been clouding my mind, something sparks and catches. Some spark of recognition.


  “Mr. Callahan asked me to offer his most sincere condolences to you in light of this tragic accident,” Mendel continues. Meanwhile, I feel like I’ve swallowed a wasp and it’s stinging me repeatedly in the throat. “Aidan would like to help you, Ms. Floyd. We’re aware that…” he trails off awkwardly. “We’re aware that your brother’s body is still at the county morgue.”


  “That’s none of your damn business,” I whisper.


  “We know how…expensive these things are.” He says these things like it would be impolite to say the word funeral. Like it’s a dirty word. “It’s Mr. Callahan’s most sincere wish that you would allow us to cover the costs of your brother’s funeral.”


  I clench the phone so hard my hand starts to shake. A buzzing fills my head, like static electricity.


  “Correct me if I’m wrong, but Mr. Callahan’s brother was the one responsible for killing my brother, wasn’t he?”


  “Alex and both his parents, Mr. and Mrs. Callahan were in the car, yes. Aidan knows that no amount of money is going to bring your brother back. No amount of money will ease your pain. His thinking is merely that a little assistance in this terrible time would perhaps ease your—”


  “ARE YOU FUCKING KIDDING ME?” I cut him off mid-sentence, pure rage rising inside me like a tidal wave, consuming me from head to foot. “No! Absolutely not. I’m not taking shit from Mr. Callahan. My brother is dead. He is fucking dead because of the Callahan family. I don’t want anything from you. From him. I don’t—I can’t—” I’m hyperventilating, my breath growing shorter and shorter with each passing second.


  “I understand this is a very difficult time for you, Ms. Floyd,” Mendel says softly. “That’s why you shouldn’t have the added stress of worrying about your finances right now. The funeral service, the coffin… let us take care of it. You want to honor your brother, don’t you?”


  “Do you know me? Have we ever met before?”


  “I don’t believe so, no.”


  “Then how the fuck would you have any idea what my finances are like? And yes, my brother deserves the best and most beautiful memorial service in the entire fucking world. He was an amazing person who sure as shit didn’t deserve to die in a fucking wreck because some asshole fell asleep at the wheel, but I am not taking money from you. No fucking way. Do not call me again.”


  I hang up the phone and fling it across the room, where it impacts with the wall and falls to the ground with a cracking sound. It’s undoubtedly broken. I don’t have the money to have it fixed or get a new one, but I honestly don’t give a shit. Not having a phone means Arturo Mendel can never call me back again, and right now that’s the only thing keeping me sane.


  



  ******


  



  I don’t get up off the couch for the rest of the day. I lie awake all night, unable to sleep, unable to do anything but think about my brother, think about the fact that I’m never going to see him again. I watch through the window as the sky begins to lighten, as the sun begins to rise.


  There’s no ceasing the incessant barrage of thoughts hitting me one after the other. What am I going to do? How am I going to get the money together for Vaughn’s memorial service? I finally force myself up to retrieve my phone off the floor. By some miracle, the screen hasn’t cracked after all. It’s still functioning. Well, I guess that’s one tiny thing I should be grateful for, though mustering up gratitude isn’t something I’ll be realistically able to do any time soon. I call the funeral home.


  “I’m sorry, Ms. Floyd, but we can’t come down in cost anymore than that,” the director tells me. I’ve pled my case, and it’s fallen on deaf ears. He must hear this sort of thing all the time. He’s sympathetic, but he’s also running a business. With bizarre detachment, I find myself wondering how he sleeps, making a profit of the pain and suffering and loss of others. Probably on a mattress stuffed with hundred dollar bills.


  His final figure is still way more than I will be able to afford.


  “So are you seriously telling me that everyone else can afford a funeral? I am the only person in the world who can’t?”


  “I’m not saying that at all. Many people have trouble paying for funeral costs. Many people don’t realize how expensive funerals can be. You’re not alone.”


  “Oh, I feel so much better.”


  “You don’t have any relatives that could help you out?”


  “No. The only relative I had left was my brother, and now he’s dead. And all I want to do is be able to bury him, and you’re telling me that I can’t do that because I don’t have enough money.”


  “We do take all major credit cards.”


  “Which doesn’t help me because I don’t have any credit cards.”


  There’s a pause. “I’m sorry, Ms. Floyd. I’m not sure what to tell you.”


  I hang up the phone. I feel nothing, and at the same time, I feel everything. I feel worse than I have ever felt, yet nothing I do will change that. My brain buzzes. Everything seems so goddamn surreal. I’m devastated, so completely hollow, that when Arturo Mendel calls back later that day to try to convince me to change my mind, I accept his offer. I mean, what other choice do I have?


  I want to climb into Vaughn’s Callahan-bought coffin and be buried right alongside him.


  SIX
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  The long plane ride back gives me plenty of time to think. From the moment I sit down, I’m utterly assaulted by the kind of thoughts I’ve fought to hold back since hearing the news.


  When was the last time I talked to my parents? When was the last time I ever thanked them for everything that they’d done for me, and apologized for the fact that we were never able to see eye to eye on things?


  Fucking bullshit.


  For as far back as the Callahan line goes, Callahan men have been cut from the corporate cloth. It’s just what you’re supposed to do. You’re not meant to question it. You’re meant to marry a beautiful woman who will tolerate you fucking her in missionary. Who will bear you more Callahan sons, and who will know exactly how to keep an immaculate home and entertain guests. But that sort of life was never for me. For starters, missionary sex makes me want to fucking shoot myself in the head.


  The old man sat down with me one day, right after college, and told me that he’d fund my travel for one year, wherever I wanted to go. The unspoken part of this agreement was that I’d get the wanderlust out of my system, and then I’d come back and work with the family. I backpacked around Europe, went to Thailand, Japan, went to Whistler, BC, Brazil, Fiji. My final stop was Hawaii. Perhaps a bit of a cliché, but I’ve always loved Hawaii. Kauai especially. I did actually have a plane ticket back to Chicago, but I let that day come and go. I decided I was going to stay in Kauai. I knew Dad would cut me off, yeah, but I decided I wanted to make my own way in life. I worked at a coffee shop and couch surfed until I’d saved enough to get a cheap apartment. At the same time, I started offering surfing lessons to tourists. It was less than a year later that I had enough private clients to support myself without the additional income from the café.


  “But what kind of car are you driving?” my mother asked during one of our infrequent phone conversations. “And you’re . . . you’re living in an apartment?”


  “Yeah, Mom,” I’d said, with far more patience than I felt. I loved my mom, but she was concerned with all the things that didn’t really matter. “And, actually, didn’t Alex and I grow up in an apartment? Don’t you and Dad still live in an apartment?”


  “Darling, it’s the penthouse. Please don’t call it an apartment. Now, tell me what kind of car you’re driving.”


  “A Jeep Wrangler.”


  “A what? A Jeep? Are those things safe?”


  “Don’t worry about it, Mom.”


  “I just want you to be happy, Aidan. I’m your mother. Aren’t I allowed to want you to be happy?”


  But I was happy, and she just couldn’t seem to understand. I couldn’t really be happy, could I? The only way I could really be happy would be if I went back to Chicago, if I did what every Callahan man before me had done. If anything, I think my dad might’ve understood how I felt about it, even if he didn’t agree with it. One night, not long before I was to take off to Europe and begin my backpacking expedition, we’d stood out on the penthouse’s terrace, overlooking the city skyline. Dad had a glass of cognac. I had some lemonade. I remember that, the way the ice cubes were melting in the cup, the thick humidity clinging to the air.


  “I hope you’ll have a good time,” Dad said. “You’ll have to take lots of pictures; send us updates. It’s actually something I always wanted to do, y’know? Just never had the time. Also, there’s no way that your grandfather would have allowed me such an indulgence.”


  Hint, hint. Aren’t I such an indulgent, generous father?


  “Well, I do appreciate it,” I told him. “And I’ll be responsible with the money. And if I can find work along the way, I’m not going to turn it down.”


  “I know you’ll be okay,” Dad told me. “You’ve got a good head on your shoulders. Life’s funny, sometimes. Often, we find ourselves having to do things we don’t want, or might think we don’t want to do. But after we give it a try, we realize that it’s not so bad.”


  Hint, hint. When you get back, you’re going to give this thing your best goddamn shot.


  He seemed to be talking more to himself, even though I was standing right there. “People have certain obligations they’re bound to, whether or not they want to be. That’s what makes them obligations.” He looked at me. “You have obligations, too.”


  “I know, Dad.” Then, all I could think about was Europe and getting as far away from Chicago as possible. I don’t remember the entirety of that conversation, but I do remember the promise I made to myself as Dad was standing there, talking about responsibilities and obligations. I promised that I would never get involved with the family business. I would never become a corporate suit like my brother. No matter what happened. 


  ******


  



  Oh, Chicago. I have not missed you.


  I leave O’Hare and get blasted in the face by an Arctic wind that makes my bones feel as though they’re about to shatter. Forget about crystal blue skies and friendly sunshine. Here, we’ve got dense low clouds and no sun in sight at all. Everything’s grey, somber, frozen. No one looks happy. Everyone seems as though they’re trying to get somewhere else. Anywhere but here.


  Arturo arranged for one of the company drivers to pick me up, but I walk right by the middle-aged guy holding the CALLAHAN sign. The dude doesn’t even give me a second look. After all, I don’t exactly look like a Callahan. I’m horribly underdressed in just a sweatshirt and jeans, so I go by unnoticed. I’d rather freeze than sit in the back of a Lincoln town car right now. Instead, I wait for the train and take it into the city.


  I don’t have a key to the penthouse, but the doorman—I don’t recognize him—let’s me in, telling me he’s been told to expect me. Of course, it’s no surprise when the elevator door opens and Arturo is right there, looking ancient as ever in his grey three-piece suit.


  “Aidan,” he says. My name sounds like a fucking curse word coming out of his mouth. I step out of the elevator.


  My parents’ home hasn’t changed at all. It’s like a museum with its high ceilings and low lighting and dark hues. There’s a noticeable empty feel to the place; it’s too quiet, too cavernous, too cold.


  “Hi, Art.” We shake hands. His skin feels like it’s made from crinkled old paper. 


  “I’m going to give you some time to settle in, son,” he tells me. “But after that, we need to have a conversation.”


  I just grunt. There’s a Christmas tree set up in the living room, a few perfectly wrapped presents underneath. I walk down the hallway to my old bedroom, which my mother has kept exactly the way I left it.


  I throw my duffel bag down on the bed, and then walk back out to where Arturo is waiting. Part of me is expecting Alex to be right there with him, a self-satisfied grin on his face. I told you I’d get you back here, you son of a bitch.


  But he’s not there. It’s just Arturo. “Why don’t we go sit down,” he says. I follow him into the den where there’s fire crackling in the fireplace. The whole scene seems so ridiculously quaint and Christmassy that a wave of nausea rolls over me. “Do you want a drink?” Arturo gestures to my father’s vast array of expensive single malts.


  I shake my head. “No thanks.”


  “Well. All right, then. Yes.” He fiddles with the buttons on his blazer, then scratches at his bushy grey eyebrows. “ I suppose there’s no need for me to tell you how sorry I am, Aidan. I really am. I really should have insisted they got a cab. But Alex—”


  “Was Alex. He wouldn’t have listened to you, Art. Don’t blame yourself.”


  “Yes, well. I’m still…so shocked. So very sorry for your loss.” It’s his loss, too. Without a wife or any children of his own, he’s been a part of our family forever. I place a hand on his shoulder, not really sure if I’m meant to hug him or not.


  “Thank you, Art. This is all…just a lot to take in.”


  “I know,” he says. “Alex has been…Alex was under a lot of stress recently. I know he was excited about taking the company over, but something like that…it’s a huge headache, too. He was managing the best he could, but there’s only so much a man can handle before he starts to lose sleep. And he was worried about you.”


  “He was worried about me?”


  “Oh, come now. Your brother cared about you. He wanted you to come home. He had a temper, yes. I know the two of you were like oil and water, but he had a vision. He wanted to talk to you about it in person. I thought it might be better to at least bridge some of the specifics with you over the phone, but he was adamant that once you got here, the two of you would go out, have a brotherly chat, and then take on the world.”


  “Is that so?” And all I can think of is the last thing I said to my brother before I hung up the phone: Why don’t you fuck off and die?


  I don’t think Art knows I wasn’t planning on coming home, nor do I think he knows how shitty he’s making me feel right now. If I’d been here, maybe I would have been the one driving. None of this would have happened to begin with. Everyone would still be alive. But no. I had to put my own wants and desires before everything else. I mean, acting that way has always served me well before, but now, right now, it appears that it’s backfired horribly.


  “I’ve been in touch with the only living relative of the man driving the truck. His name was Vaughn Floyd. His sister’s name is Essie Floyd. I did a bit of investigating. Seems it’s been just the two of them for a while. They were struggling to make ends meet,” Arturo says. “I called and offered to take care of the funeral expenses on behalf of the family. I knew you wouldn’t mind.”


  “How generous of you.” When he says on behalf of the family, he means on my behalf. I’m such a fucking waste of oxygen that I didn’t even think of that myself, and yet I’m mad that Arturo chose to speak for me.


  Arturo shrugs. “Maybe by covering the funeral costs, we might avoid any potential lawsuits this young woman might want to pursue. That’s just one headache we don’t need to deal with right now.”


  How very fucking pragmatic of him. Buy off the poor woman who’s lost the only family she had. “So she accepted?”


  “Yes.” He gives me a tight grin. “Though…she was hardly happy about it. Furious is probably a better word to describe her temperament, in fact.”


  “Can you blame her? I assume you told her who you were. I’d probably be pretty pissed too.” I think about the girl for a minute, whoever she is, and her brother, whoever he was. Like mine, her life is now irrevocably changed, and we’re all just expected to carry on.


  My father’s most trusted friend sighs heavily. “If she can at least give her brother a decent memorial service, I think we won’t have to worry about her in the future.”


  “Jesus. So glad to hear you’re thinking ahead.” I can’t hide the disgust from my voice. I rub a hand over my eyes. “Maybe I should go lie down.”


  “Maybe. Yes. Well.” Art nods, glancing around at his overly shined Italian leather shoes like he’s trying to find something he’s lost on the floor. Eventually he says, “Yes. A nap would probably do you some good. Just one more thing before I go. You’ll be expected to speak at the family memorial service. Just a few words. All the other arrangements have been taken care of. Your mother had very specific requests.”


  “My mother had her funeral planned?”


  “You sound surprised. Your parents have always thought ahead. They were realists. They knew this day would come eventually.” Arturo looks at me. “When was the last time your father spoke to you about his will?”


  “His will?” I laugh. “Never. If he was going to talk to anyone about that, it would have been Alex.”


  A pained expression crosses Arturo’s face, almost like he feels bad for what he’s about to tell me. “The Callahan Corporation was to be passed on to you and your brother. Since your brother is no longer with us, you are the sole heir. The business is yours.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “The Callahan Corporation is yours. You’ll need to hit the ground running, Aidan. The company was going through major transition already. Everything’s up in the air. What the business needs now is a strong hand and guidance. Everyone’s...well, they’re reeling, of course. Many of your father’s employees are in a state of panic. People think they’re going to lose their jobs.”


  “But…what about the board? Won’t they just manage everything from here on out?”


  Arturo shakes his hand, sliding his hands into his pockets. “The Callahan Corporation never went public, Aidan. There is no board. You trying to tell me you didn’t know that?”


  “No, I…” I feel stupid. I’ve never had even the slightest interest in what happened in that shining glass tower that dominates the Chicago city skyline. But to not even know how the company was structured? That’s madness. This whole situation reminds me of a movie. Something scripted. Completely untenable. This is just like fucking Batman, except Arturo makes a shitty Arthur and I am just about the worst Bruce Wayne ever.


  Arturo speaks some more. I think maybe they’re coherent sentences, but I can’t decipher a single thing that comes out of his mouth. My parents are dead, my brother is dead, and now everything is mine.


  Everything I’ve ever tried to free myself from is mine.


  SEVEN


  



  ESSIE


  



  



  



  A handful of people show up to Vaughn’s memorial service. Mostly people he worked with from the bike shop. They say kind words to me, but I don’t hear any of it, much like I don’t hear a single thing the priest is saying. How is it this priest can be saying anything about my brother anyway, when he never even knew him?


  The day is spectacularly cold but there isn’t a cloud in the sky. The sun is a bright hard, shining coin of silver overhead, radiating a brittle kind of light. There are flowers everywhere, flowers that are so beautiful in their explosive array of colors. Flowers that seem shocked to be outside, assaulted by the cold. I know who most of these flowers were sent by: the Callahans. More specifically, Aidan Callahan, who’s paying for the funeral. How can I forget? I feel a twinge of nausea every time I think of that fact. I try to just forget it, to just swallow my pride because all that really matters is that Vaughn is getting the memorial service he deserves, but it’s hard.


  The funeral director asked me if I wanted to say a few words, but I declined, not trusting myself to be able to get a single word out without completely falling apart. And what was there to say, anyway? That none of this was fair? That for everything Vaughn and I went through, for it to end this way was a total and complete slap in the face? No one would have wanted to listen to me ask how a person is supposed to continue living and breathing when it feels like nothing will ever be good in the world again.


  In front of me on this cold, cold day, waiting to be lowered into the ground, is my brother in his casket. The casket gleams—it’s mahogany, covered in a blanket of roses. Beautiful. It probably cost more than a brand new car. Max stands next to me, and he’s saying something, but I can’t hear him. All I can do is cry. All I can do is think that this is the closest I’m ever going to be to my brother again. This is the last time I’m ever going to see him, except I’m not even seeing him because he’s in that casket.


  The priest finishes speaking. The casket disappears into the ground. People come up to me again, press my hand into theirs, look into my eyes, wipe tears from their own. I force a tiny smile and nod, though, again, I don’t hear a word they say. Finally, I am by myself. I stand there staring at that hole long after everyone has gone, after Max whispers for me to take as much time as I need and that he’ll be waiting for me in the car.


  I stand there so long it’s like I’m frozen in place. When I do look up, across the cemetery a huge crowd has amassed. Were they here when we got here? I don’t know. I doubt it. It would have been impossible to miss such a sea of black. How many people? Hundreds. They start to file away as I stand and watch them. A few walk by me as they leave, shooting me steely-eyed glances, giving me brisk nods of their heads. Their conversations wash over me.


  “Poor Aidan. Only Callahan left now. Quite the burden to bear,” one man says to another. Both are dressed in black suits, overcoats, black sunglasses on, scarves wrapped tightly around their necks.


  “Ironic, isn’t it?” the other says.


  The man says something in reply, but by then they’ve walked past and I don’t hear what he says.


  It seems to take forever for the people to leave the Callahan gravesites—three yawning holes, side by side. The family plot. At last, only one person remains, wearing the requisite suit and overcoat. He’s far enough away that I can’t make out the precise details of him. Close enough, however, that I can tell he’s exquisitely good-looking, like some sort of fallen angel. Dark hair. A jaw full of stubble. Dark eyes.


  There’s a hand on my shoulder.


  “Essie.”


  It’s Max. I turn to look at him, to find his brow furrowed in concern. “C’mon. It’s time to go. It’s freezing out here, girl. Don’t want you getting sick, right?”


  His worry is touching, but I ignore what he’s said. I nod over to the Callahans’ graves.


  “That’s him? That’s Aidan Callahan?”


  Max looks. “Couldn’t say. I’ve never seen him before. I’ve only heard his name mentioned.”


  I scan the figure of the stranger at the other end of the cemetery, knowing that I’m right. Who else would hover over a grave like that? Like I’m doing right now?


  Suddenly, as though he can tell he’s being talked about, Aidan Callahan turns and looks right at me. For a long moment, we stare at each other. The only thing that separates us are the graves of our loved ones. Max squeezes my shoulder.


  “Seriously, Essie,” he says. “I’ll bring you back here whenever you want, but we’ve got to get you out of the cold.”


  I let him lead me away. As I trip and stumble numbly over my own feet, all I can think about is Aidan Callahan. I think about the fact that I will do anything in my power to avenge my brother.


  I think about how far I will go to eradicate the Callahan name from the face of this planet for good.


  EIGHT


  



  ESSIE


  



  Five Years Later


  



  



  



  Hatred is a curious thing. It feeds you, threatens to completely overwhelm you, yet at the same time, it leaves you feeling hollow. Hungry. It encases you, enshrouds you, but you never feel warm, never feel protected. It’s an empty thing, yet it can completely consume you, demanding you never forgive, never forget. Five years have passed, and I still haven’t forgotten what happened, haven’t forgotten the pain of losing my brother, haven’t forgotten the promise I made that day I stood in the freezing cold at Vaughn’s gravesite.


  Back then¸ people were very fond of telling me that time would make things easier, time would heal the pain. Give it enough time and I’d be able to get on with my life, I’d be able to move forward. In one sense, I suppose they were right. For weeks after Vaughn’s death, I wasn’t able to do anything. I slept on Max’s couch. I went through dozens of boxes of tissues. I stopped eating. I couldn’t sleep. I was a zombie. I would have been evicted from the apartment eventually, but I didn’t let it get that far. I only went back there once to get the few irreplaceable bits and pieces. There wasn’t much. The Christmas tree Vaughn brought home had drooped and turned brittle because no one had been there to water it. I left behind our meager furniture and the few small treasures that me and Vaughn had saved for. The new tenants could have them, for what they were worth, or the landlord could throw them away. It didn’t matter to me.


  The only thing I took with me was a bag full of clothes, a small photo album containing what few pictures of my parents still remained, and the tiny rectangular box I found wrapped in Christmas paper in the back of Vaughn’s sock drawer. The gift he’d been hiding from me.


  And, of course, I took my anger with me. Anger at myself, for not picking up that damn phone when Vaughn called. Anger at my brother for leaving me here alone. Anger at the Callahans. Mostly anger at the Callahans.


  I stayed with Max for a while. He gave me my space. He only once tried to tell me that time would make the hurt better. Though he put it in such a way that didn’t make it sound patronizing, that didn’t minimize every awful feeling I was experiencing.


  “It’s not always going to be like this,” he said. His own eyes had been red. Even though he’d been getting up and going to work and eating and getting sleep, I knew he was badly affected by Vaughn’s death, too. I knew that he missed him almost as much as I did.


  I’ll always be indebted to Max for standing by me. For years he helped Vaughn out, but then it was my turn, it seemed. I’m not sure where I would’ve ended up if he hadn’t been there at the time to provide me with a place to stay, to force me to eat when the days were passing and I could barely take more than a bite or two.


  It was Max who suggested I look into getting a job that might lead to something else, a job that could turn into a career, to give me some sort of focus outside of my grief. I think I surprised us both when I said I wanted that job to be at a law firm, and that I knew exactly which law firm I wanted to work at. I let Max assume I wanted to be a lawyer. I couldn’t tell him the real reason I wanted to work at Mendel, Goldstein and Hofstadter.


  



  ******


  



  If Vaughn were alive today, he’d be proud of me for sure. Sometimes, I look around at my apartment, my own apartment, decorated with furnishings I chose and paid for myself, a closet full of professional clothes, a fridge stocked with food, and I wonder how it is I made it this far. By all accounts, I have made it. I’m successful. All those people who told me that time would make it easier and that I’d be able to get on with my life would say that’s indeed exactly what happened. I’m a responsible adult, handling her shit. I should probably be thinking about finding a boyfriend, getting married, maybe having a kid or two.


  Thing is, that would require me losing focus. I can’t attribute my standard of living to a drive to succeed, or even a desire to show Vaughn that I really can take care of myself. There’s only been one thing driving me this whole time, and that is my need to see the Callahan Corporation completely destroyed.


  It might seem like letting a seriously intense revenge plan overtake your every waking moment would render you an awful person to be around, the negativity turning you into someone that others avoided at all costs, but that hasn’t been the case at all. If you didn’t know me, you’d think I was like any other girl in her mid-twenties, who hangs out with friends, goes out on dates, and has a favorite bar she hits up after work.


  Four and a half years ago, I was hired as the legal secretary at Mendel, Goldstein & Hofstadter. For a while, Arturo Mendel was one of my bosses, though he had no idea who I was. To him, I was just another eager-faced secretary who toyed with the idea of becoming a lawyer but decided the path was too rigorous, the demands too great.


  “A career in law is certainly not everyone’s cup of tea,” Arturo told me one day, not long after I’d first started working there. He’d said this to be kind, to make me not feel bad about myself. I’d had to bite my tongue. I came so close to telling him I could give a shit about a career in law. That there was only one reason why I was there, and that reason was Aidan Callahan.


  I don’t think Arturo knew I was the girl he called that day to offer to pay for the funeral. Perhaps my name sounded vaguely familiar when I first started working for him. More likely, he’d long forgotten about the poor girl and her dead brother the moment he’d signed off on Vaughn’s funeral costs.


  Even if I wanted to tell Arturo who I really was now, long after the fact, I wouldn’t be able to. He died three years ago from pancreatic cancer. It was a bad way to go, and startling how quickly the disease ravaged his body. The doctors gave him six months; he died after three weeks, the poor bastard. I ended up quite liking him by the time he went.


  I attended the funeral. I went in part because I did want to pay my respects to Arturo, but also because I knew that Aidan would be there. And in a church where well over five hundred people had gathered, Aidan Callahan stood and gave a eulogy. The whole time he was talking, I hid in the back of the church and thought about how I was going to bring him down.


  My friend Julia thinks my hatred is misplaced. “He didn’t do it, Essie.” She’s said this more than once. “It doesn’t make sense that you bear all of this anger toward him. He wasn’t the one driving. And even if he had been, it was an accident.”


  But how will she ever understand? She, who grew up with two parents, a roof over her head, never worrying about where her next meal was coming from, or who was going to protect her. The most traumatizing thing that’s ever happened to Julia was when she got passed over for a promotion. She thinks holding onto this is not good for my mental state of being, that I need to let it go, that I’m not honoring Vaughn.


  “You need to forgive, Ess. That’s the only way you’re going to be able to move on.”


  That’s what she doesn’t understand, though. What most people who know me, who know what happened to my brother, don’t understand. I don’t want to move on. Moving on suggests that you’ve accepted what is, and even though I know I can’t change the fact that Vaughn is no longer alive, I don’t have to accept it. I simply refuse.


  Today, my inbox is piled with legal briefs that need preparing. At this point, I’m probably so familiar with most of the legal terminology that I wouldn’t be that bad a lawyer anyways. The whole legal system infuriates me, though. I know exactly how much the lawyers here charge each client, and while it might not be a big deal for a huge multi-billion dollar corporation like Callahan, for regular folks who need legal representation, their fee is completely out of the question. People mortgage their houses and go bankrupt just to be able to afford a lawyer. It’s maddening.


  None of the lawyers here seem to mind how crippling their fees are, of course. Just like the funeral director who wouldn’t give me a break when Vaughn died.


  I work here in this office, hoping that one day Aidan Callahan will simply step out of the elevator and appear like a ghost. Since Arturo’s no longer able to handle the Callahan accounts, Aidan occasionally attends for meetings with Mr. Goldstein, though those meetings are few and far between. The Callahan Corporation pays a hefty fifty thousand dollar a month retainer at the firm; that means more often than not, Mr. Goldstein, much as it pains him, has to step out of his sanctuary and trek across the city to make personal visits.


  Just because Aidan doesn’t come here as often as I’d like—seeing his perfect fucking face and his perfect fucking hair and his perfect fucking smile spurs me on—doesn’t mean I ever forget why I’m here.


  No. I never forget. And it pays to be patient. When you work at a place as large as this, a place that deals with so many clients, both individuals and corporations, it’s easy for things to get lost in the chaos. Easy for a few file folders to slip into your stack that have nothing to do with the subpoena you’re meant to be drafting or the legal research you’ve been asked to conduct. Some people would’ve given up at this point. Would have decided there were better ways to get revenge, or maybe just given up on the revenge part altogether, but not me. All I needed was patience.


  And after all these years, biding my time, waiting it out with the patience of a goddamn saint, today was the day. Today was the day when everything finally clicked into place. I’ve spent countless hours poring over documents, records and financial statements. I’ve taken stuff home with me, even though it would have been an automatic jail sentence if anyone had found it. Mendel, Goldstein & Hofstadter’s Callahan Corp files have been my nightly reading material for years. I’ve flipped through documents while I drink my coffee in the morning, and then I’ve taken them back to work and replaced them before anyone could notice. All of that’s over now, though. I’ve finally found what I’ve been after, what I knew would eventually show up. See, a corporation as big as Callahan’s is never perfect. They always trip up somewhere. There’s always something that someone is trying to hide. And I found it.


  It’s not common practice for big corporations to keep their financial records on file with their lawyers. I wouldn’t have even bothered looking through them at all, but after I’d exhausted every other avenue open to me—there were no law suits, no litigations, no toxic waste dumping off the coast of Florida, no sexual harassment. Nothing—I’d run out of options. I learned how to read a profit and loss sheet very quickly. Everything was squeaky clean after Aidan took over the company. Everything added up. I was beginning to lose hope. But then I came across some of the P & L sheets from before Aidan took over the company. That’s when I hit pay dirt. The profits were consistently so much lower than when Aidan took over. It made no sense. So I dug, and I dug and I dug.


  Turns out Alex Callahan was siphoning money from the company, stealing from the share holders. Highly illegal stuff. Not technically Aidan’s fault, but it will do. It’ll be enough to bring his world crashing down around his ears.


  So.


  Time to put the plan into action.


  I sit down at my computer and begin to compose an email.


  NINE


  



  AIDAN


  



  



  



  I need to get my dick wet.


  When I first moved back to Chicago, I hated it. Hated the cold. Hated the memories of an unhappy childhood that seemed to be lurking around every single corner, ready to fuck me up without warning.


  But as time slipped by, I actually began to appreciate the beauty of the city. I never thought I’d say I looked forward to winter here, but eventually I began to relish wrapping up warm, the smoke steaming on my breath as I hurried through the streets. I began to love the food. Lincoln Park Zoo. The Adler Conservatory. Grant Park. But, most importantly, I began to love the people.


  The line between rich and poor is stark in this town, and yet the people without money tend to be some of the happiest. The ones who really appreciate life. I’ve found joy in donning a t-shirt and jeans and doing community work in some of the rougher neighborhoods. The life stories people will tell you are insane, and yet they’ll laugh them off afterward and say they’re better because of their experiences.


  And I love the women.


  I’ve always had a sexual appetite. In Hawaii, the girls I fucked were usually tourists—women who were around for a week or two, who could never really ask too much of me. Not that I’m relationship shy. I’m just particular. Sex, for me, is a practice in trust. I know what I like, and what I like can be intimidating to some people.


  Not all women are comfortable with being tied up.


  Not all women are comfortable with being spanked.


  Not all women are okay with being gagged and bound.


  Not all women are cool with being teased and manipulated and brought to the edge of orgasm over and over again for hours at a time.


  But, then again, there are women who are okay with all of those things, and somehow they always seem to gravitate towards me. It’s been months since I’ve fucked anyone, though. I’ve had a few regular contacts I’ve kept close ties with since I moved back here, however I haven’t wanted them of late. I’ve been dreaming. Seriously fucking weird that some dreams have kept my dick in my pants, but it’s true. These have been the most intense dreams I’ve ever experienced, highly sexual in nature, and they’ve all featured one woman. The one woman I can’t have.


  Maybe I just like torturing myself. That could easily be it. I know I shouldn’t want this woman, ergo she’s all I can think about. If she knew the dark, nasty things I’ve been doing to her in my head, she would probably try and slit my throat.


  When I woke up this morning, my sheets were full of semen and my head was pounding from lack of oxygen. Even in my sleep, I hold my breath when I’m coming. How fucking messed up is that?


  I try to put the girl out of my head as I shower and get myself ready for work. Instead, I find myself thinking of Alex. I’ve often wondered if, given the choice, my brother would rather be alive, or would he rather be dead and have me stuck here running this company. Him dying really was the only way to get me back here, crammed inside a suit, itching to break out every single damn day. If Alex didn’t make it into Heaven and was instead cast into the fiery pits of hell, I’m betting he’d rather stay there than come back to Earth to relieve me of this responsibility. That really would be an Alex Callahan-sized fuck you.


  That might seem like yet more hyperbole, but bear with me. The antagonizing relationship Alex and I shared was far more than a simple case of sibling rivalry. Basically, he never forgave me for what went down when we were teenagers. Sure, if you were to ask him, he’d say it was all water under the bridge. That would be a lie, though. He still hated me for what happened, and did until the day he died.


  So seeing me here—if he’s capable of it, wherever he is now—is probably giving him a great deal of pleasure. He’s probably quite happy that I’m back in Chicago, doing exactly what he wanted me to be doing.


  I don’t wake up late. I don’t spend my days on the beach anymore. My tan has faded to almost nothing. I could take a vacation, but that siren song would be irresistible. I’d probably disappear to some remote island forever. No, these days I get up early, sometimes just as the sun is beginning to rise. I might work out first, or I might just stand at the kitchen counter and drink a cup of coffee before quickly showering and dressing myself in the exact same corporate clothing I always shunned.


  If I pass a mirror, I don’t recognize the person staring back at me. The reflection doesn’t register as anyone I know, or would like to know. I am the man my father always wanted me to be, and yet he’s not alive to see it. Or perhaps he’s watching from the afterlife and getting a big kick out of it. His corporation, his legacy, didn’t end up run into the ground with me at the helm; it’s thrived, making me one of the richest men in the country. Forget Hawaii, forget spending long days on the beach, out on the ocean. Now, I live in a landlocked state where the biggest body of water is a lake (albeit a rather large one) and I get up every morning and put on a monkey suit.


  I’m not exactly sure what happened. After the funeral service for my family, I fully intended to sell the company, dismantle the fucking thing, hack it up and sell it off in bits to whoever would take it, and then hightail it back to Hawaii. I didn’t give a fuck. Let the Callahan Corporation crash and burn for all I cared. Not like there aren’t plenty of other corporate conglomerates that could have taken over right where my father and brother left off.


  But that’s not what went down. I got to know my father’s employees. I realized I was responsible for the livelihoods of well over four hundred people, and if I turned my back on the business, their positions would be meaningless. Someone else would take over and start making cut backs, and jobs would be the first thing to go.


  And then there was the need to make a point, too. That was the part I never expected. I was given something I didn’t want, yet somehow it became something that I had to succeed at. I wanted to prove to Arturo, to my father’s and Alex’s associates, to my dead mother, even, that I could do this. That I hadn’t been spending my time teaching people how to surf and been a beach bum because I wasn’t capable of making it in the corporate world.


  I was doing that because I loved it. And this…I found myself doing this because, no matter how much I hated it, it was the right thing to do.


  The city’s barely even awake by the time I’m at work, standing in my office, looking out the south-facing window over the high rises and the pillars of steam rising from the sidewalk. From this window I like to watch people walking on the sidewalk below, watch people going about their daily lives, sitting in their office, diligently working. And I wonder about those people, I wonder what their lives are like, and if they’re doing what makes them happy or if they’re doing what they feel is required of them, even if they hate it.


  Behind me, the email alert chimes on my laptop. Another email. I should figure out how to disable that fucking thing. The messages are constant, most from people I don’t even know wanting money, wanting approval, wanting my goddamn soul. It’s dizzying how much attention people will pay you for public appearances when you’re suddenly worth a lot of money, when you suddenly find yourself in a position of power. It makes you realize how fake most people are. Nothing about me has changed, and yet suddenly I’m meant to be someone of great importance. No one would have looked twice at me if I’d stayed in Hawaii and was still a beach bum.


  Eventually, I make my way back to my desk. Sitting down in front of the computer, I slide my hand over the mouse pad, activating the screen. Five years ago, as my screensaver I uploaded a picture of one of my best friends nailing a pipe, the water the most crazy color of blue, arcing over his head as he grinned straight at the camera. At me. I’d been right there with him, sitting in that wave. That I’d even managed to snap off the image was a complete fluke. I got rolled while he rode the thing out. Afterwards we’d gotten blind drunk and fucked some tourists from the mainland to celebrate.


  It took me all of four months to change the screensaver to corporate, plain blue. It just depressed the ever-loving shit out of me to look at it, to see the pure joy and adrenalin on my friend’s face, and to not be able to experience it for myself anymore. I shake my head, turning my attention to other things.


  Email. I’m meant to be focusing on my email. Clicking on the desktop icon, I scroll from the bottom up, making sure to reply to people in the order in which the messages came through. I’m about to click on the first message when my eyes catch on something closer to the top of the screen. A name. Her name. The girl from my dreams.


  “What the fuck?”


  Essie Floyd.


  I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t a part of me that’s been waiting for her to email, or call, or to get in touch. Just drop back into my life somehow. It’s been a remote hope, one of those things you keep tucked safely away in the back of your mind that you tell yourself is probably never going to happen, and that it would be for the best if it didn’t.


  And yet, here it is, happening. After all this time, she’s reaching out.


  I start reading.


  



  Mr. Callahan,


  My name is Essie Floyd. I’ve been working at Mendel, Goldstein & Hofstadter for several years now, but I’ve never had the pleasure of directly working for you until now. Mr. Goldstein has been shifting around some of the internal roles at the firm, and he’s got me doing a few bits and pieces for the Callahan Corporation. I found some forms this morning that are dated from February three years ago. They’re annotated for your signature, but it seems that they haven’t been signed yet. I was wondering if I could bring them by your office?


  



  Regards,


  Essie Floyd


  



  I read the message again. And then I read it one more time. What on earth is she up to? Essie may not realize it, but I know perfectly well who she is. She’s the sister of Vaughn Floyd, the guy who lost his life when my brother fell asleep at the wheel. Suddenly finding myself the head of Callahan Corporation has afforded me some luxuries that I wouldn’t normally have had. Such as: keeping an eye on Essie all these years. Not me, personally, of course. I’ve got a few people—Arturo used to be one of them—who have kept an eye on her. I’m sure there were much more qualified applicants to the legal secretary job at M, G & H, but when I got word that Essie had applied, I made sure she was hired. Because while I was living thousands of miles away from the family I lost, Essie, as I found out later, was very close to her brother. They’d been living together in some shitty apartment, her waitressing at a little café, him working two jobs, one as a delivery truck driver the other as a bike mechanic. Neither of them were earning much. It wasn’t difficult to surmise that the two of them depended on each other. Had been from a young age. I frequently tried to imagine my own brother and I having a relationship like that and the idea of it seemed laughable.


  It probably sounds psychotic that I’ve been keeping an eye on a woman like this, someone I don’t even know, but I couldn’t help myself.


  That day, the day of the funerals, I saw her across the cemetery. We made eye contact and that was it. I felt like I was falling face first down a dark, bottomless hole and I was never going to climb the hell back out again. She hated me. I could see it so plainly on her face. She fucking hated me, and that awful expression she wore burned its way into my brain. I haven’t been able to shake it since. I made a decision that I was going to make her life better somehow right there and then. I was going to make sure she didn’t suffer any further if I could prevent it.


  Much like staying here and running the business, it’s not something that I necessarily want to be doing, but I feel I have to. Perhaps because I wanted to apologize, even though I wasn’t the one who was driving. Perhaps it was because I could relate—we both lost our entire families that day.


  I look back to the computer screen and hit reply.


  



  Essie,


  Thank you for your due diligence. I’d be very pleased if you could bring the documents by for me to sign. Three years is a long time to have paperwork incomplete.


  I will be free tomorrow afternoon, should this suit you.


  



  Regards,


  
    	A. Callahan.

  


  



  I hit send, and my fingertips feel like they’re sweating. What the hell is wrong with me? I shouldn’t be engaging with this girl. Not really. While my investigators have been keeping an eye on her, they’ve witnessed too many disturbing incidences to count. Binge drinking. Minor drug addiction. The guys that go in and out of her apartment haven’t exactly been stand up members of society. I stopped wanting to know about that part after a while. I had my guys monitor her, make sure she was safe, but I didn’t want to know every time she took a new guy home with her. It made me feel….I don’t know. It made me feel shitty, for some reason. The door knocks, thankfully drawing me away from thoughts of Essie fucking other guys. “Come in.”


  It opens, and Bridget’s blonde head appears. “Morning, Mr. Callahan,” she says brightly, stepping into the room.


  I minimize the open email on my desktop. “Hey.” I’ve stopped telling her that she can call me Aidan. It doesn’t seem to matter how many times I do, she’s still going to refer to me as Mr. Callahan. Makes me feel like my fucking father.


  The granddaughter of my father’s good friend and former colleague, Jens Nordahl, Bridget’s a rangy, eager-faced girl of twenty-two. I think Jens and his family are hoping she’ll be the one to make me settle down. I’m not even entirely sure what her official job title here is; if I had to guess I’d say she’s my executive assistant’s assistant. Seeing as I inherited Gloria, my father’s ancient E.A., it’s good to have some younger energy around.


  And she does have a killer rack.


  “How are you?” she asks. “Do you need any coffee?”


  “No, I’m all set. Thank you, though.”


  “Okay.” She looks mildly disappointed. “Are you hungry? Is there anything else I could get you?”


  “I’m fine, Bridget. Thank you.”


  She stands there smiling, waiting for some instruction, anything that she can do for me. She’s a good-looking girl with an elegantly featured face. Most men would give their right nut to be in the position where this young pretty thing is all but begging for the chance to service them. I could say, “Well, Bridge, actually, I’d like us to play a little game. It’s called Army. We’re gonna go over to that couch. I’m gonna sit down, and you’re blow the hell out of me,” and she’d be more than happy to oblige. With a mouth like hers, I get the feeling she’d be really good at Army.


  But she makes me uneasy. She’s my employee, and things would go badly if I started shitting where I eat. Plus I don’t want to hurt her. She’s so eager, so desperate to make me smile and compliment her, say something to prove that I actually do like her. She’s not a bad girl. She’ll meet some guy and make him very happy, but that guy isn’t going to be me. The only thing that makes me happy these days is Oxy.


  “All right then,” she says finally. She wrings her hands together. “Oh! I knew there was another reason that I came in here. My dad wanted me to ask you if you were available this Friday. It’s my grandparents’ fiftieth wedding anniversary and we’re having a surprise party for them. It’d be really great if you could be there.” She’s got that starry look in her eyes. “Can you imagine being married for fifty years? And they’ve always been so happy together.”


  I smile. “That’s a wonderful accomplishment,” I say. “And certainly something to be celebrated. But to be perfectly honest, I can’t imagine being married at all.”


  She looks crestfallen, like she’s secretly already been planning our wedding day. She recovers quickly, though. “Can I tell my father that you’ll be there? It really would mean a lot. To him, but also to my grandfather.”


  I’ve had to do a lot of these sorts of things over the years—be there at events and functions, the ambassador for my dead family. Talk about the sorts of things my father or brother might, reminisce about other occasions and events that I wasn’t even there for. Just the sort of shit I’ll have to do at this fiftieth wedding anniversary surprise party.


  “Of course,” I say. “I’ll be there.”


  After Bridget leaves, I find the folder I keep within another folder on my desktop, and I open it. I named it backups, but that’s not what it is. It’s photographs and some basic information about Essie. I look at the pictures. In a way, there’s a part of me that feels as though I know her. These aren’t photos a hired PI took of her; they’re photos she put up on Facebook, though she deleted her account after a few months, not long after she started working at the law firm, actually. The first thought that occurred to me when I saw her profile picture was that she looked a lot like Hannah. In fact, they could be sisters. And of course, why the hell wouldn’t she look like Hannah? The universe is just that fucked. My brother kills Essie’s brother, and then Essie ends up looking like the spitting image of the girl both me and my brother fell in love with.


  If neither of us had met Hannah, would things have been different between Alex and me? They certainly would’ve turned out differently for Hannah. Back then, I hadn’t actually thought about Hannah in a while. Too painful. But seeing Essie brought back so many memories. If Alex were alive, I knew he’d say the same thing: That chick looks just like the girlfriend you stole from me.


  TEN


  



  ESSIE


  



  



  



  The Mendel, Goldstein and Hofstadter law offices take up the whole twelfth floor of the Holbrook Building. None of the admins have their own office. The main space is a large room where our cubicles and desks are set up. Each lawyer’s assistant has the desk closest to her lawyer’s door, while we legal secretaries are grouped toward the middle of the room. I’m the closest to the entrance, which means I also play sometime receptionist, too.


  I’m sitting at my desk, going over the dossier I’ve prepped and plan to show Aidan Callahan—when and if he gets back to me. I keep checking my email, but no response yet. To anyone walking by, it would appear that I’m very busy, very engrossed in the papers I have before me. I’m sure it appears this way to Brandon Lukeman, one of our clients who’s just stepped out of the elevator.


  He stands there with his hands in his pockets, alternating glances between me and his feet. He clears his throat. I look up.


  “Hi, Brandon,” I say. At the acknowledgement, he comes right over to my desk. I close the file folder and slide it into a drawer. “How are you this morning?”


  Brandon’s a client hiring one of our a junior associates on a limited assistance basis. He kind of reminds me of Vaughn, both in looks and demeanor. I don’t know if he’s picked up on this or not—maybe I’ve smiled once or twice too often at him—but I think over the past few weeks he’s developed a crush on me.


  “Hey, Ess,” he says. “I’ve got a meeting with Alicia. I’m a little early, though.”


  “I’ll let her know you’re here. You can have a seat if you want.”


  He smiles but doesn’t make any move to go sit down.


  “Are you holding up okay?” I ask.


  He shrugs. “It’s not easy. I just want to do what’s best for Trish, but Lindsay’s making that really difficult. I don’t want to have to do any of this, but she’s on the war path.”


  Trish is his five-year-old daughter. I nod sympathetically. Most of our clients here are corporate, but Alicia Barrett also handles family law. I see my fair share of divorces and child custody cases. No way will I ever get married. No way will I ever have children with someone. There’s just way too much risk, way too much that could go wrong.


  Brandon got burned so badly by his ex, it’s a wonder he’s not sworn off women for life. “Hey. I’m really sorry,” I tell him. And I mean it. He’s a good guy.


  “Thanks, sweetheart. I really appreciate how nice you’ve been.” His face is starting to get red. “Actually…I know this probably isn’t the time or the place, but…I was wondering if you might like to go out and get coffee some time?” He says this last part in a rush, his eyes glued to his feet.


  Before I can answer, Alicia appears in her office doorway, eyes quickly scanning between the two of us. “Hey, Brandon. Ready when you are, okay?” She shoots me a warning glance—keep your hands to yourself, Floyd—and then vanishes back into her office.


  Brandon knows him leaning into my cubicle, flirting horrendously has just scored me a black mark with Alicia. He winces, straightening up and pulling his suit jacket down. “Sorry, sweetheart. Like I said. Wrong time, wrong place, I guess.” He doesn’t push for an answer from me. He’s even redder than before, even more embarrassed. Poor guy. I should just put him out of his misery and tell him I don’t think it would be appropriate, given the dynamic between us. That’s exactly what Alicia’s going to tell me when she comes by to ream me out later on, after all. Brandon must be able to sense it coming, though; he backs toward Alicia’s office, holding his hands up.


  “Don’t break my heart just yet, Ess. Maybe wait ‘til after I find out how much I’m losing in the divorce first.” He winks, and then he’s gone.


  Maybe in another life, buddy.


  I’m about to get my Callahan dossier out again, but instead I decide to check my email. My heart speeds up when I see Aidan’s finally written me back.


  I take a deep breath before I open the message. I suddenly find I’m doubting myself. What the hell am I going to do if this works? What the hell am I going to do if it doesn’t? What’s my life going to look like when I don’t have a purpose?


  I sit there and read the message from Aidan several times.


  



  Essie,


  Thank you for your due diligence. I’d be very pleased if you could bring the documents by for me to sign. Three years is a long time to have paperwork incomplete.


  I will be free tomorrow afternoon, should this suit you.


  



  Regards,


  
    	A. Callahan.

  


  



  I’m a little surprised that he agreed to meet so readily. But then again, why wouldn’t he? It’s a totally plausible reason for me to request a meeting. And even if he had his suspicions and wanted to check up on me, all he’d need to do is call Goldstein and he’d tell him yes, I do work here. It’s not too far of a stretch of the imagination that I would have found some erroneous files and needed them checking off. My boss would potentially be irritated that I hadn’t handed them straight over to him, but it wouldn’t raise any red flags.


  Still, I don’t tell anyone I’m meeting Callahan. The girls that work at Mendel, Goldstein & Hofstadter would freak out if they knew. Everyone with a heartbeat and a vaguely functional uterus is totally in love with the guy. And I get it—he’s a billionaire, he’s the boss, and he’s gorgeous. Many of the girls gush about how generous he is, how he doesn’t just see through people but acts like he actually gives a shit. None of that matters to me. He could be Mahatma Gandhi and I wouldn’t care. Wouldn’t deviate. Wouldn’t change my mind about him. To me, he’s still the devil incarnate.


  I hit reply and write a message back.


  Noon is good. I’ll see you then.


  I hit send then sit there for a few minutes, thinking. It’s happening. The ball is rolling. This is for you, Vaughn, I think.


  



  ******


  



  I leave at lunchtime and go meet Julia at a little café near the yoga studio she teaches at. I think Julia and I are friends because we’re opposites in every way imaginable. She’s tall and blonde. She’s about the kindest person you could ever meet, and she believes in the ultimate power of forgiveness. Somehow, our relationship works, though. It has for the past four years.


  Julia’s already inside with a mug of herbal tea. She’s wearing her yoga pants and a long-sleeved cotton t-shirt—the poster child of good health and well-being. Next to her, I have no doubt that I look pinched and uptight.


  “What’s going on with you?” she says after I sit down with my cup of coffee. “You look very excited about something.”


  I take a sip of my coffee, which I drink black. I don’t particularly like the taste of it, but it keeps me on edge. I need that. “Nope. No excitement here. I’m exhausted,” I lie.


  “You really should work less. Come to one of my classes this weekend. The gentle stretching class, even. You’d be amazed how much better you’ll feel.” She leans forward and scrutinizes my face. “But you’re lying to me. You are excited about something, Ess. You meet someone?” Her eyes light up. She’s been number one cheerleader when it comes to the idea of me in a stable, long-term relationship, and not participating in one night stands or friend-with-benefits situations.


  “No. I haven’t met anyone.”


  “Well…what then? I have a hunch. Don’t feed me another line, or I’ll mess up your chakras even more.” Thing is, Julia’s hunches are never wrong. We both know it. I don’t want to tell her about Aidan, though. Not yet, anyway. Probably not ever—I know how much she’ll disapprove. She’ll beg me to come to her yoga classes or get a Reiki treatment. Have me signing up for one of those remote weeklong retreats, where you’re meant to concentrate on healing every single hurt you’ve ever had.


  One of the girls behind the counter calls Julia’s name, and she leaves to collect her salad. They call my name a few minutes later and I go collect the BLT club I ordered. I’ve just picked up the plate and I’m turning away from the counter when a woman steps directly in front of me, barely an inch of space between us.


  “Whoa, excuse me.” I make a move to step around her but she steps with me. I look more closely at her face; she’s no one I recognize. “Is there a problem?”


  We’re about the same height, so when she steps right up to me, closing the gap between us, her steely eyes are at the same level as mine. “There is a problem,” she says. “I know who you are.”


  Over her shoulder, I see Julia looking at us, worried. A few people at nearby tables have also stopped their conversations and are watching.


  “Um. Awesome? I’m sorry, but I—.”


  “My name is Ellen Campbell.”


  I stare at her. “That’s not ringing any bells.”


  She sneers. “Let’s try it this way then: I’m Mrs. Matthew Campbell.”


  It takes a few seconds, but then it clicks. Ah. Matt Campbell. We’ve slept together a few times. He’s an investment guy at the bank across the street from the law offices. It was strictly sex—he said his wife just wasn’t interested in doing it anymore. He also told me that he and his wife were separated because of that fact.


  “Sometimes, I just want to get laid,” he told me. “A good old-fashioned fucking. But for my wife to get in the mood, it was a week-long preparation. Take her out for dinner. Buy her something nice. Go see a movie or a play or go hear someone do a reading. It couldn’t just be sex. It’s like it was my reward for enduring all that other shit. But sometimes I just didn’t want to deal with all that. Sometimes, I just wanted to fuck. She didn’t understand that. She just didn’t get it, so I left. Was it wrong of me to just want to be spontaneous every once in a while?”


  “Of course not,” I’d said. “Spontaneous sex is the the only kind I have.”


  We’d had a few marathon sessions at his place. He’d even managed to make me come a couple of times, which was saying something. It was fun, but nothing more. Or at least for me, it wasn’t. “My wife never made me feel even half as good as you do,” he’d said the last time. “When can I see you again?”


  There was something different in his tone then, and I knew a line had been crossed. I get it—when someone makes you feel good, it’s difficult not to associate those feelings with that person, and to think they’re now responsible for making you feel that way. I could’ve been anyone, though. Or rather, anyone could have made him feel that way. His wife could have. She just had certain criteria that needed to be met first, criteria that he was unwilling to meet, and therefore they’d gone their separate ways.


  I stopped returning his texts, his calls, ignored the emails, didn’t go into the bank. That was a couple of months ago, and I haven’t heard from him in at least three weeks. I figured he’d got the message. But now, with his wife staring me down, I’m not so sure. It’s clear he’s lied to me. No ex-wife would be this mad about her ex getting laid. No, this is current wife territory. I don’t know what to say. I may be a crazy person who wants to ruin a man, but I’m not a monster. I’ve always drawn the line at screwing married men.


  “He told me you’d left him,” I say, keeping my voice level. “He told me you weren’t together anymore.”


  Matt’s wife blinks at me, her face a mask of hardened emotion. She doesn’t believe me. Doesn’t want to believe me. Women are always ready to castrate their husbands when they discover they’ve been cheating on them, but if they find out who the woman is? That’s even better. That’s another person to scream and yell at. Occasionally, a woman will choose to believe their husbands were seduced by some slutty temptress, and that the whole thing is the other woman’s fault. That way they can flip out, slash all of his shirts with a pair of dressmaker’s scissors, go key the woman’s car, and then let their man move back into the house after he solemnly promises never to do it again.


  Yeah, right.


  Either way, I have no idea what the hell I’m meant to do. She’s caught me completely off guard. Do I apologize for what I’ve done and assure her she’s the one her husband loves? How did she find out it was me, anyway? And Matt, that lying motherfucker…


  “It was just sex,” I say.


  Her eyes widen. “Is that supposed to make me feel better? How many times was it, anyway?”


  “A few.”


  “Where? Where did you do it?”


  “Does it matter?”


  Her eyes flash in anger. “You’re goddamn right it matters. Did you do it in my home? In my bed?”


  We didn’t actually do it in the bed. Just everywhere else. I shake my head.


  “You’re a bitch,” she says. “He’s a married man. He has a family. You’re a home wrecker, d’you know that? You probably prey on married men. You’re one of those women who can’t be happy unless they’re sabotaging someone else’s happiness. I don’t even have to know you to be able to see that. Well, it’s all over. D’you hear me? It’s over. If you ever try to get in touch with my husband again…”


  She doesn’t finish the sentence, as though the implied threat is so bad it’s better left unsaid. “I’m just trying to eat my lunch,” I say flatly. “I’m not trying to ruin anything for you.”


  Mrs. Ellen Campbell is shaking her head. “I don’t care about your lunch,” she snaps. “I don’t care about you at all. But I knew that something was going on with him. I just knew it.”


  “So you were right. Does that make you feel better or worse?”


  “Being able to find you and look you in the eye and tell you what a cunt you are actually does make me feel better. I’m sure my husband isn’t the first married man you’ve slept with. I bet none of the other women have had the nerve to tell you what a piece of shit you are. If you had any respect for yourself—or anyone else—you wouldn’t do this kind of thing. You obviously think you’re worthless. And you know what? You’re right. Women like you never find someone to be with long term. I feel sorry for you.”


  She shoots me one last venomous glare and then turns on her heel and leaves. Most of the people in the café are looking at me. I feel strangely devoid of anything—I’m not embarrassed, or ashamed, or humiliated. In a way, I feel as though Ellen Campbell has just spoken some fundamental truth about myself that I didn’t want to see. I am a piece of shit, and I am worthless. Maybe that’s why I feel completely unaffected by what she just told me—because I know it’s true.


  



  ******


  



  The Callahan Corporation’s located in an intimidating glass-and-steel skyscraper that literally does seem to touch the sky. When I was a teenager, I always thought the building looked pretty cool. So shiny and new, reflecting great panels of sunlight over the city.


  Now, I think it’s the most obvious phallic object ever constructed by the hands of man. Hey, Chicago, check it out. My name’s Aidan Callahan and I have the biggest dick in this entire state. Don’t stare at it too long or it’ll take your damn eye out.


  I’ve never actually had to step inside the place until now. For some reason, I feel nervous. I’ve played this out down to the most minute details, but now that it’s actually happening it suddenly feels surreal. What if it doesn’t go as planned? What if he somehow knows exactly what I’m up to? I wouldn’t rule out that possibility. It’s very likely I could walk in there and he’ll tell me the only reason he agreed to meet so readily is because he knows what I’m going to say and he wants to confront me.


  He’s a powerful man, it’s true. I’m sure he has many friends in high places. Who knows what he’d do if he thought his company is in jeopardy. Is it possible that I’m putting myself in some sort of danger?


  A tiny voice in my head keeps telling me that I should just turn around, I should forget about all this. Perhaps a part of me has heard what Julia’s been saying over the years. A part that does want to forgive, to move on. I know that’s not true, though. I’m just not capable of that.


  I step into the elevator with a throng of people. On the outside it might appear as though I know exactly what I’m doing, but my palms have started to sweat, my heart rate racing out of my chest. The elevator stops at the tenth floor and people get out. I could get out with them—get out, hop on the next elevator going down and skip out of here. I’m beginning to feel like I’m way out of my league.


  But then an image of my brother flashes through my mind. My brother who is no longer here, my brother who I will never see again. He sacrificed everything for me. I can do this for him.


  I take a deep breath.


  I can do this.


  I can do this.


  ELEVEN


  



  AIDAN


  



  



  



  I’m sitting at my desk when my receptionist’s voice comes over the speakerphone and tells me Essie Floyd is here to see me. “Did she have an appointment? I didn’t see her on the calendar,” she asks.


  “No. She didn’t need one. Send her in.”


  I stand up and adjust my collar. I’ve spent all morning trying to figure out what Essie’s going to say when she gets here, and now the time has finally arrived. I can’t say I’ve had much success in guessing what’s going to come of this talk. Everything seems possible and at the same time, totally implausible.


  My office door opens, and there she is.


  She looks older than the last photograph I saw of her. Or maybe it’s that in the photograph she was smiling, and right now she isn’t. She’s frowning. Almost grimacing. Either way she doesn’t look pleased. Like every other night this month, I dreamed about her last night, and her demeanor had been very different then. She’d been breathless, words slipping out of her mouth in endless whispers as I fucked her. I’d taken a paddle to the buttocks, gently laying the leather against her bare, naked skin. She’s writhed around in ecstasy as I’d played with her, running my fingers over the slick, wet pussy, before carefully sliding my index finger inside her asshole. She’d gasped, fingernails digging into my thighs as I’d toyed with her, teasing her, using my other hand to work her clit. When she came in the dream, she was grinding her pubic bone into my hand, panting, rocking wilding against me, and the very act of witnessing her climax had made me come too. I’d woken unsatisfied, though, my dick still hard, my sheets clean. I hadn’t jerked off in the shower. I’d left my ridiculously hard cock well alone. I knew I was meeting her. I wanted to be hard for her all day. My erection had vanished before I even left the apartment, but still… It feels slightly criminal knowing that I wanted her so badly only a matter of a few hours ago. I’m all too aware of how fucked up it is that I’m thinking about fingering her ass the first time we meet in person.


  “Essie.” I walk over to her, hand extended. “Aidan Callahan.”


  Her face remains impassive. She takes my hand and shakes it quickly. “Nice to meet you,” she says.


  Since taking over the company, women have treated me differently. Most are demure, hiding shy giggles behind their hands, looking me in the eye for only the briefest of seconds. A handful—the models, the actresses—are aggressive and unapologetic in their advances. But right away I can tell Essie is different. There’s a hard look in her eye, and her mouth is set in a thin line that doesn’t waver when I smile at her. I expect her to say I know who you are, or I know you’ve been watching me. Maybe even, I know what you’ve been dreaming about. Something, at least, to acknowledge the past history we share. However, she says nothing. And I wonder: is it possible she has no idea who I am? That thought never even crossed my mind. She must, right? She must know about our shared past. Unless…unless she didn’t see the articles or the countless pieces in the evening news. Maybe all she was really aware of at the time was that her brother was dead and it didn’t matter to her who did it. She may not know who I am. This seems even more likely when she slaps a folder down on my desk.


  “Here are the forms,” she says.


  “Oh. Of course.” I sign them quickly, my chest tightening when I notice Arturo Mendel’s chicken scratch in the margins of the papers. She stuffs the papers back into the file. We both stand there, awkwardness filling the space between us. I’ve often thought what I might say if we were ever standing in front of each other, the way we are now. In my mind, we’ve had some very in-depth conversations. Everything from the serious and heartfelt to the more lighthearted and humorous. I’ve apologized to her for what my brother did. I’ve asked her to tell me about her own brother. In all these conversations, things flowed easily. There was never a moment of discomfort. The reality of our first meeting is stark in contrast. It’s about as uncomfortable as meetings can get.


  But then Essie does something strange: she reaches out and touches my arm. “Thank you,” she says. I am sharply aware of the feel of her touch on my arm, the warmth of her skin radiating into my own. She takes a step closer, a small smile starting to form at the corners of her mouth.


  “You’re welcome,” I say. “Is…” I let my voice trail off. What had I been expecting? I don’t know. Something out of the ordinary, that’s for damn sure. I clear my throat. “Is there anything else?”


  Her mouth begins to form the shape of a no but then she stops. “Actually,” she says. “There is one more thing. I was…I was wondering if you’d like to go out for dinner some time.” She says the last part in a jumble, words all rushed together.


  It’s not very often I am rendered speechless in my own office, but right now I’m pretty close. At first, I think that I’ve misheard her, but she’s starting to blush. She rips her gaze from mine and looks down at her feet. She’s wearing black pumps, and her ankles are slim and lovely.


  “I’m sorry,” she says. “I realize that’s probably way out of line, considering I’m here on…business. It probably seems totally out of the blue. But…that’s really why I emailed you to begin with. I…I was hoping that we could…go out and get dinner.” The color continues to rise on her cheeks. She finally looks up and meets my eye. She really is beautiful. It’s something more than that, though, but I can’t put my finger on it just yet. I mean, I see beautiful women all the time. So much so that I don’t really even notice them anymore. Perhaps it’s their attitudes. They’re entitled, or arrogant, or want to play silly mind games. It doesn’t matter how fucking hot you are; if you do shit like that, we’re not going to connect.


  But it’s almost like there’s something in her eyes that I recognize, something I can’t quite put my finger on. It’s more than her simply looking like the first girl I ever loved.


  “Yes,” I say. “We can do that. Did you have somewhere in mind?”


  She stares at me like I’ve just slapped her across the face. With wide, unblinking beautiful brown eyes, she studies my face, her glossed lips slowly parting. “I—”


  “If not, I know a place or two,” I continue. I don’t know what’s occurring between us right now, but it feels like I’ve just called her bluff.


  “Anywhere you choose is fine,” she says, exhaling. Her breath is sweet and smells like mint. I can just imagine what she would taste like if I kissed her right now. I shouldn’t be thinking about fucking kissing her right now. Jesus. What the hell? On top of what I was thinking when she walked into the room? I clench my left hand into a fist inside the pocket of my pants.


  “When would you like to go out?”


  She finally blinks. “Friday night?”


  I have a vague recollection of something I’m supposed to do Friday night, but fuck it. It’ll have to wait. “Why don’t you leave your phone number,” I say. “And I’ll call you when I’m on my way over.”


  “Or…why don’t I just meet you somewhere? You pick,” she says.


  She’s putting me on the spot. I say the first restaurant that pops into mind. “Electra, then.” It’s a fancy nouvelle cuisine place. The food looks like a work of art instead of an edible meal. I went there with a client a few months ago and spent a ridiculous amount of money on food that was pretty fucking terrible.


  “Electra? Sure. That sounds fine. Why don’t I meet you there at seven?”


  “Sure. I’ll take care of the reservation.”


  “I heard their waiting list’s over a month long.”


  “They’ll probably be able to accommodate us.” I’ll make damn sure of it.


  “Thank you, Mr. Callahan,” she says. She picks up the folder and leaves.


  I’m not sure how long I stand there for, replaying the scenario in my head, over and over again. Did that just really happen? And, with all the images of ass-play running through my head, did I manage to talk to her without sporting a massive hard-on?


  Yeah.


  Yes, I most certainly did.


  TWELVE


  



  ESSIE


  



  



  Sometimes an idea just comes to you without you even realizing it. I hadn’t planned on asking Aidan to dinner. I planned on asking him to meet me for coffee, at which point I was going to reveal the paperwork I’ve collected, documenting the highly suspect payments Alex made to several offshore accounts—tens of millions of dollars in transfers. I was going to show him this and then tell him I’d be reporting my findings to the relevant authorities and he could expect his company to be seized, investigated, and, eventually, dissolved.


  There are hotlines I could call, authorities I could alert, gossip magazines that would salivate at the chance to publish a scandalous expose involving one of the world’s most eligible bachelors, after all. The avenues for his company’s downfall—for his downfall—were all right in front of me.


  But then something changed when I walked into his office. There he was, standing in front of me, looking as handsome and intrigued as any man could, adjusting his collar, smiling warmly at me, and it infuriated me. What right does he have to look so goddamn happy and healthy, anyway? What right does he have to look so goddamn sexy? My brother is dead, and he’s allowed to saunter around the city, smiling at women like that, making them feel things they don’t want to feel? It’s just not right.


  And so the tiny voice in the back of my head that had been telling me to run in the elevator started whispering new suggestions in my ear.


  Break his fucking heart.


  I could do it. I know I could. I knew I could the second he looked at me. Sometimes a man will look at you a certain way and you just know he wants to fuck you. I’m seldom wrong about gauging a man’s intentions towards me. And when I walked into his office, Aidan Callahan was giving me the kind of look normally reserved for someone you’ve already been frighteningly intimate with.


  It felt wrong. It felt horrifying. Mostly because of the way my body reacted to that kind of attention from such an incredibly beautiful man. For a microsecond, one minute fraction of a heartbeat, my mind went somewhere it shouldn’t have. I imagined what it would be like to kiss him. I could see him thinking it, too. He glanced at my mouth, and my whole body lit up. I could barely breathe.


  Of course he’d expect me to throw myself at him; I’m sure he thinks he can have any woman he wants.


  But not me.


  He may think he can have me. I may try and convince him that’s the case.


  No fucking way.


  I’m not going to let that happen.


  



  ******


  



  For our dinner date, I decide to wear a low cut, tight-fitting black dress. I rummage through my lingerie before settling on a red lace bra and a pair of matching French lace panties. I don’t wear lingerie every day, but every once in a while it can be a good confidence booster.


  I never wear underwear I’ve worn to sleep with a man in again. The red lace I slide over my skin will be going in the trash tomorrow morning, no doubt. Shame, because it’s one of my favorite sets. My little ruse with Aidan is worth it, though.


  I have a somewhat complicated relationship with sex and that’s putting it mildly. I’ve never actually been with someone I love. I’ve been quite cut throat about my sexual partners, in fact. If a guy’s hot and my self-esteem is through the floor, I’ll hook up with a potential suitor and kick him out the next morning, not caring if I ever see him again.


  I’m always careful. I’m never drunk enough or high enough or sad enough to screw a guy without protection. And yes, I screw them. I’m not a lay-back-and-take-it girl. I know what I want and I go after it when I’m with a guy.


  See, if you’re a woman, you can usually expect to command less power than a man. I’ve witnessed that endlessly at work, sure enough. For example, Alicia gets paid seventeen thousand dollars less than Andrew Richter, another junior associate at Mendel, Goldstein & Hofstadter, and they do the same fucking job. They went to equally excellent Ivy League colleges, both achieved equally as well, and each have the same amount of on-the-job experience. And yet Andrew, who also happens to be a grade-A motherfucking sleaze ball, breaks six figures and Alicia doesn’t. Even gets a bigger bonus.


  So yeah, I can be dominant in bed, and guys aren’t used to it. Sometimes they don’t like it, don’t like handing over the power. Because sex is power. And if you’re a woman, and you want power, using sex can be one of the best ways to get it. It’s so cliché. I’m probably setting the women’s rights movement back decades somehow, but hell…I can barely fight my own personal battles, let alone the battles of an entire gender.


  At the height of climax, a man is vulnerable. You can ask him for anything and he’d say yes. You can arouse him to a certain point and then not let him climax and he’ll be begging for you to keep going.


  I remember the years Vaughn and I were in and out of shelters. I remember being terrified to go to sleep at night, even when Vaughn was right next to me, because I didn’t want to leave myself open to any kind of unwanted attention. There were all sorts of people at the shelter. Most were kind, down on their luck, trying to overcome the insurmountable things that life had thrown at them, but there were some who preyed on people, who were in such pain that they wanted to make everyone else around them hurt like they did. One night—I must’ve been fifteen, maybe sixteen—Vaughn had to pull a double shift at the convenience store he was working at, so I went to bed at the shelter by myself. It must have been much later when I awoke, because almost everyone else was asleep. I felt someone next to me, and at first I thought it was Vaughn until I swam up through the levels of consciousness and realized that whoever was next to me had their hand underneath my shirt. The hand hadn’t reached my breasts yet; it was fumbling near my stomach but inching higher and higher. I froze in place. I couldn’t move. It was like one of those awful dreams where you’re fully conscious but your limbs don’t work, your voice doesn’t work. All you can do is feel every single thing that is happening to you, and do nothing about it. I kept my eyes squeezed shut, certain that it would stop. The hand inched higher and cupped my breast. The smell of alcohol was heavy around me, even though no one who stayed at the shelter was supposed to drink. The hand moved from one breast to the next, and still, I couldn’t move. A thousand thoughts ran through my mind—I could’ve screamed, I could’ve jumped up, I could’ve reached out and slapped whoever was touching me—but I did none of those things. It only lasted maybe another minute—the hand stopped suddenly, was gone, and I was alone, lying in my bed again.


  The next time it happened, I opened my eyes a slit. It was a boy, probably only a few years older than me, twenty at the most. It wasn’t the lecherous old man that I’d imagined. It was a boy, like any boy I might pass on the street or go to school with. His hand was up my shirt again, but this time, I reacted.


  I spun around and grabbed his balls in my hand through his grubby shorts. I’ll never forget the look in his eyes as they locked onto mine: surprise, quickly developing into overwhelming lust. He actually thought I was going to jerk him off for a second, I’m sure of it. He let out a stuttering sigh and pressed his hips forward, grinding his erection against my arm, and that was when I snapped. I started squeezing, slowly at first. Then, as I increased the pressure, I began digging my nails in. At first he enjoyed it. He groaned. His hand was still up my shirt, and he began fumbling for my breast again.


  The feeling of his hands on my skin made me want to throw up. I squeezed harder. And harder. And harder. Eventually, the motherfucker got the idea that I was less pleased about being groped in my sleep than he’d first thought.


  He started to squirm, trying to get away, but I held on as tightly as I could, pressing my nails into the soft, delicate skin, until my hand had formed a fist around one of his balls and it felt like it was going to pop. I had him screaming by the end. He had to punch me in the side of the head to make me let go.


  By the time Vaughn got back from his shift, both of our belongings were packed up and I was sitting on the shelter steps with the center manager, who told my brother I’d assaulted another resident during the night and I was lucky the young man in question didn’t want to press charges.


  I didn’t tell the center manager why I’d nearly castrated the guy who’d climbed into bed with me. Admitting that I’d been violated like that somehow seemed like an admission of weakness. Vaughn never questioned me about it. He must have been able to tell from the look on my face that there was more to the story. That the guy must have gotten what was coming to him.


  Vaughn didn’t work nightshifts after that, though. I was never alone overnight in another shelter by myself again. And I’ve never since let a man touch me without my permission. 


  I could give a fuck about a guy’s sexual gratification. I’ve gotten down on my knees and given more than one blow job and ended it before ejaculation; I’ve climbed off a guy’s lap once I’ve come, irrespective of whether or not he has. You’d think this would incense most men, fill them with a sort of rage, make them swear they never wanted to see me again for as long as they lived, but for some reason, the opposite happens. It makes me mysterious, enigmatic, perhaps, or tantalizingly frustrating. Or perhaps someone they just wanted to conquer. Except they never can, because I won’t let them. Even during my most intense orgasm, I never lose myself the way a man does. I’m always fully aware, so I can maintain the correct dynamic between me and my bedfellow. I own them. They never own me.


  I’m planning on doing the exact same thing with Aidan. I’m experienced enough by now to know that I’ll be able to pull it off, and what could be more satisfying than ruining a man’s business, taking the roof from over his head, the clothes from his back?


  Crushing his spirit, of course.


  I know just how good that is going to feel.


  THIRTEEN


  



  AIDAN


  



  



  



  I decide to walk to the restaurant. I have a car, but it’s a pain in the ass to drive in the city. I have a driver because it’s basically expected of me, but I hate using him. Ray’s not a bad guy, actually. I use him more than I’d like, only because going out in public has become more of a chore every single year. Oh, if my friends in Hawaii could see me now.


  It’s not that I don’t want to go out, but it’s so fucking awful to be recognized all the time. I know there are a lot of people out there who wouldn’t mind fame and fortune, but living with it every day is crippling. Those people who crave attention don’t realize what a gift it is to be able to go out and not have anyone follow you, or try to take your picture. Yes, once in a while it might be nice to be recognized or admired, but when it happens every single day, when you can’t even go across the street and grab a coffee without complete and utter chaos developing around you, it quickly loses its novelty. In fact, it’s enough to make you want to disappear forever.


  So, that’s why I use Ray sometimes. At least the darkly tinted windows of the Lincoln get me from one place to another without being manhandled by half of the city.


  Tonight, though, I wear an old Nixon baseball cap pulled down low. It’s faded out and beaten up from the hours and days I used to wear it spun around, peak backward at the beach in Hawaii. Now, it’s my favorite hat to wear when I need to go out and need to be unrecognized—hasn’t failed me yet. Perhaps it’s because I can hide behind the brim, my nose and my mouth the only real visible parts of my face. If I keep my head down, I could be anyone walking down the street.


  It is nice to be out walking, to be anonymous, to be able to overhear people’s conversations, conversations that have nothing to do with me, about people I don’t know and will probably never meet. I’m basically an auditory voyeur. The discussions I overhear are formed around the most mundane things:


  “Tell Jen I’m running five minutes late.”


  “Will you get more baby wipes while you’re out?”


  “I’m going to pick up a pizza for dinner.”


  These little snippets bleed into the air around me as I walk on by. It seems so strange to think that all over the world, this very second, billions of people are busy acting out the plays of their lives. I am walking to a restaurant to meet a woman that I’ve had my eye on for almost five years now, though she doesn’t know it. That woman in the green dress is on her way home from work. Those two guys are going to a Cubs game, even though they’re certain the Cubs won’t make it to the playoffs this year. Somewhere in the city, someone is giving birth. Someone is dying. Someone’s fucking a hooker. Someone’s tucking their infant daughter into bed. It’s so strange to think of all the things people are out doing. As I walk, I wonder what Essie is thinking, what she’s doing.


  She’s probably getting ready. She’s probably getting ready and maybe she’s feeling a little nervous. I don’t want her to feel nervous; if anything, I want to put her at ease, though I’m also still a bit confused as to why all this is happening now. Did she really just email me out of the blue about going on a date?


  A part of me wants to tell her I’ve kept track of her all these years. I think it would be hard for her to understand, though. She’ll automatically assume I did so in a creepy way. I prefer to think it was more a guardian angel type thing. Arturo thought I was mad to even bother. When Essie didn’t file a lawsuit against the Callahan Corporation, he wanted me to stay the hell away from her and, ‘let sleeping dogs lie.’ He definitely didn’t want to have her working at the law firm. The grouchy old bastard sweetened to her as time went by, though. Before he died, he actually asked me to continue watching over her since he wouldn’t be around to do it himself anymore.


  My mind drifts as I walk. For a moment, I’m laying on my back on my surf board, staring up at the faded out denim blue of a sky far away, the sound of the ocean filling my ears, the motion of the vast body of water rocking me gently.


  And then I’m back.


  Perhaps it’s not that strange that Essie emailed me. Working at the law firm, of course she would have seen me, and though the idea still seems baffling to me. I have somehow become one of the most eligible bachelors in Chicago. Girls talk about me. Plenty have tried various tactics to get me to take them out on a date. Really, Essie’s approach has been the most straightforward.


  Not that being so admired has been terrible one hundred percent of the time. I’m a guy, after all. I’ve always been sexually charged. I like to fuck. I have certain criteria that has to be met by a woman before I allow her into my bed. One: she’s gotta have curves. None of this anorexic bullshit, where I can count their goddamn ribs. Two: She’s got to have a brain. Who wants to spend time with a chick if she’s just going to nod dumbly whenever you ask her a question. And three: She has to love sex. She’s got to want it like I want it. She’s got to need it every five seconds of the day…so badly that she’ll be climbing up on my dick moments after I’ve just made her scream my name, because she just can’t get enough of me. She’s got to be free. She’s got to love herself, and her body. If a woman doesn’t meet these criteria, I’d rather have no sex at all. I’ll go weeks and months without, jerking off to porn when I feel like it, if I can’t get what I need from a girl. I mean, I’d literally rather have no sex at all than have an experience with a woman where she’s not letting herself go with me, because she’s worried about whether her stomach isn’t perfectly flat while she’s got her legs up around her ears and I’m pounding myself inside her.


  Jesus. These are bad thoughts to be having right now.


  It’s a little before seven, and I want to get to Electra before Essie does. I quicken my pace. The hostess, Martine, gives me a big smile and leads me to the table, which is toward the back of the restaurant, near the fountain.


  “Party of two tonight?” she asks.


  “Yes. She should be arriving shortly.”


  Martine winks. “Lucky girl. I’ll bring her right over when she gets here. Can I get you something to drink while you wait?”


  I ask for a glass of water. Maybe I’d like something a little stronger, but at the same time, I want to keep a clear head. I want to be able to think straight. And if I start in on the vodka tonics now, well…that won’t happen.


  It isn’t until Martine comes back over, with a silver carafe of water to refill my glass, that I realize considerable time has gone by and I’m still sitting there by myself. I pull my phone out of my pocket and look at the time. 7:14. Fashionably late. If this were a business meeting, my client would have just fucked any chance they might have had at working with me. With a date, it’s different, though. These are the rules of engagement, ridiculous though they are. Martine looks concerned. “Is there anything else I can get you while you wait?”


  “No, thank you.” I shake my head and she stands there for a moment, like she wants to say something, but then decides better before walking away. I don’t watch her leave. I don’t watch the minutes ticking by on my Breitling, and I sure as fuck don’t watch the door.


  From the outside, I am a study of relaxed patience, sipping on my water, mildly observing my surroundings without actually seeing any of it or making eye contact with anyone. It’s seven thirty when I find with some amusement that I might have actually been stood up. How entertaining. I decide to wait another ten minutes before leaving.


  The whole time I find myself wondering what Essie Floyd is playing at.


  Fine. If this is how she’s going to behave, then perhaps I will too. I wonder if she’ll be able to handle me playing a few games along with her.


  FOURTEEN


  



  ESSIE


  



  



  



  I’m leaving my apartment when I hear someone calling my name. It’s a guy, and for a second I think it’s Aidan. I think that he’s somehow found out where I lived and come to pick me up, but when I turn I see Matt Campbell hurrying toward me.


  “Fuck.”


  “Essie!” He looks excited. Relieved. “Thank god I caught you. Why haven’t you been returning my calls or texts? Did you get them?” He looks me up and down. “You look amazing. Big plans?”


  “Something like that. What are you doing here?”


  He takes a step closer. “Ahh, come on now, sweetheart. I had to see you. I’ve missed you. Haven’t you missed me?”


  I take a deep breath. “No.” Matt flinches. “I haven’t.”


  He shakes his head, like he really can’t comprehend what I’m saying right now. “Why not? Why are you being so pissy?”


  “I haven’t missed you because you’re a mediocre lay, Matt. Oh, and my pissy mood might have something to do with the fact that your wife paid me a visit actually. You know, the wife you told me you were separated from?”


  His face blanches. Yeeeaahhhhh, this is what a guy looks like when he’s been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “Okay. You’re right,” he admits. “I should never have told you I was separated. But I’m unhappily married,” he says, as though this makes any difference. “If I were happily married—if my wife were giving it up the way you do—I wouldn’t need to do this. I wouldn’t have strayed.”


  “So you’re blaming her?”


  “I’m not blaming her, I just—” He sighs, as though I’m being difficult by somehow not understanding why he’s been cheating on his wife. “There’s no way that the sex Ellen and I have will ever be as hot as the sex you and me have. No fucking way.”


  “I get it. I really do. But it’s not happening again, Matt, I thought I’d made myself clear on that front. Now I’m late. I don’t have time to be standing around having this argument with you.”


  His expression darkens, turning angry. “You really mean that, don’t you?”


  “It’s nothing personal. Just…talk to your wife, Matt. Take her out for dinner. Jesus. I’ve got my own dinner that I’m already late for. I’ve gotta go.” I start to walk away.


  He grabs my arm. “Please,” he says. “Just once more? For old time’s sake. Can you do that for me? Call it closure.” He smiles a lop-sided smile, his voice taking on a bargaining tone. “I’ll stop phoning you. I’ll stop texting, I’ll stop all contact. You have my word. I just need to be inside you one last time. I’ve been thinking about you for weeks. I can’t get you out of my head. Please.”


  I actually consider it for a moment. I don’t do charity fucks, though, and I can’t let myself get sidetracked right now. Aidan is my goal. Getting to Aidan is the only thing that matters. I stare up at the man standing in front of me, still holding onto my arm, and I scowl.


  “No, Matt. No. Now, please… get your hands off me before I break every single last one of your fingers.”


  



  ******


  



  I’m pretty late by the time I get to the restaurant. Late enough that it wouldn’t surprise me if Aidan is already gone. The hostess greets me with a smile until I tell her who I’m here to see.


  “Right this way,” she says, an icy tone in her voice. Her look clearly indicates she can’t believe that I’m the person Aidan has been sitting around waiting for. Clearly, she was expecting someone…more. “You’re very late. Mr. Callahan has been waiting quite some time.”


  “I’m sure he’s not used to that.”


  She shoots me a look but doesn’t say anything.


  He’s sitting there at the table, nursing what appears to be a glass of water. His expression is hard to read, though it could be one of irritation or complete boredom. I sit down.


  “You’re late,” he says.


  “I am late. I had an unexpected visitor.”


  He raises an eyebrow. “Is that so.”


  “Yes. But I’m here now. Did you order yet?”


  “Of course not. A gentleman doesn’t order before his companion arrives.”


  I open the menu and look at the list of entrees. The prices are staggering. “So…what do you recommend?”


  I look at the menu for a few more seconds before I realize his menu is just lying there and he’s staring at me. “What?” I ask.


  “I’m just trying to figure out what’s going on here,” he says. “I mean—what’s your deal? You email me about paperwork. That I can understand. But then you ask me to go out to dinner. I agree, and you show up almost an hour late. Without even bothering to let me know.”


  “I don’t have your phone number.”


  “The restaurant has a phone.”


  “And I told you I had an unexpected visitor. I was all ready to go. I would’ve been here on time if he hadn’t dropped by. He didn’t want to leave. It took some serious negotiating on my part to get him to go.”


  “Are you trying to be cute?”


  “No, not particularly. Why? Is the idea of me having an uninvited male guest over cute to you?”


  For a second, I think that I’ve pushed it too far. That he’s going to get up and walk out of the place and never look back. Inwardly, I reprimand myself. I’m going to have to take it down a notch. I’m going to have to tread a little more carefully here. His expression is certainly hard to read, but it’s easy to tell that he’s annoyed right now, and me talking about my uninvited male visitor is not making things any better.


  “I’m sorry,” I say. “We’ve kind of gotten off to a rough start. That wasn’t my intention. I really do want to have a nice dinner. I swear I didn’t mean to be late. Thank you for waiting. I appreciate it, really, I do.”


  Aidan holds my gaze for another few seconds, but then something close to a smile starts to form on his lips.


  “You are something else,” he says. I can’t tell if he means that as a compliment or an accusation. Eventually, our waitress comes to take our order. He gets swordfish. I get veal medallions, even though I’ve never actually had veal before. When the waitress leaves, we both sit there in silence. I’m not sure what I want to say. He’s taking a sip of his drink and not looking at me, but as I watch his face, I realize he’s feeling uncomfortable. Ha! Well, isn’t that a turn up for the books. The great Aidan Callahan’s not quite as perfect or confident as Chicago’s elite has made him out to be.


  When he glances up at me over the rim of his glass, I feel like my throat is swelling shut, though. It feels like a punch straight to the gut. There’s pain in his eyes. Just the faintest shadow of it. Most people would likely miss it, but not me. I recognize it, because I see the same shadow lurking in my own eyes every morning when I look at myself in the mirror.


  Aidan clears his throat, then puts down his glass. “You know veal’s baby cow, right?” he asks.


  “What?”


  “Veal is made from baby cows. I know plenty of women who’ll eat a steak but most of them seem to have a problem eating a five month old doe-eyed creature that lived in a barn and never saw the light of day.”


  I puff out my cheeks, slowly letting the air out. “No, I didn’t know that. And now I feel like an asshole. Maybe you could have told me when the waiter was taking our order.”


  “Maybe you could have turned up to our date on time.”


  I give him half a smile, staring him down. He’s ballsy, but he waited for me. He’s not afraid to give me shit, but he’s patient enough to have stuck around when I told him I had a guy in my apartment less than twenty minutes ago. “I think I need wine,” I tell him.


  “Absolutely. Order whatever you like.”


  I flag the waitress down, already knowing I’m not ordering wine. The blonde-haired, blue-eyed supermodel that comes over to the table fumbles her pen when she sees who I’m sitting with.


  “Oh…Mr. Callahan. I didn’t know you were dining with us this evening. I’m sorry,” she stammers, stooping to collect her pen at his feet. I’m sure Aidan gets an awesome view of her considerable cleavage. I get a rather less exciting view of her back, even though I was the one who called her over. “Is there anything I can get for you?” the waitress asks Aidan.


  “My friend would like to order a drink,” he says flatly, gesturing to me. The girl spins around, her cheeks flushed a pretty shade of pink. Her lips are all pouty and bee stung. Ugh. “I’ll have a martini, please,” I inform her. “Just a dash of Vermouth.”


  Aidan nods his head as though he approves. “You know what? Give me one, too, please. But make mine dirty.”


  I arch an eyebrow at him, allowing my amusement to show on my face. “A dirty martini drinker, huh? Well, well.”


  Aidan mirrors my entertained expression. God, he’s good looking. I hate that I notice. His dark hair is swept back out of his face, but it’s obvious he hasn’t used any product in it. It’s just naturally wild. His eyes are ice blue, startlingly vivid. “Ms. Floyd, you’ll find I generally like most things in life to be a little dirty.”


  Beside us, the waitress wheezes; it sounds like she’s choking on her own tongue. Aidan looks up at her and smiles blandly. “I think that’s everything for now.”


  The waitress gets the hint and leaves.


  “That was cruel,” I tell him.


  “What was?”


  “Teasing her like that. You saw how stunned she was by you.”


  “I wasn’t teasing her, Essie.” Aidan laughs, and the sound reverberates around the small alcove we’re sitting in, sinking into my bones. It’s a wonderful laugh. The kind actors probably work on for years.


  Our martinis arrive moments later, thank god. While I wouldn’t go so far to say as the drink clears my head, it does help me remember what my purpose is here tonight, and that I need to focus. I need to focus on being charming. I need to focus on being sexy, and I need to focus on making sure Aidan is interested in me. We didn’t get off to the smoothest start. I’ve got to make sure I’m on my A-game for the rest of the night.


  “Do you enjoy working at the law firm?” Aidan asks as I take a sip of my drink.


  I shrug. “Sure, it’s all right.”


  He arches an eyebrow at me. “Only all right? That’s not exactly high praise.”


  I should keep my mouth shut but that’s never really been my strong suit. “Yeah, well. Mendel, Goldstein & Hofstadter are the best there are in this city. I like working for people who are excellent at their trade. Unfortunately, because they’re the best, that’s also made them the most expensive lawyers in the city, too. Only someone like you would be able to afford a decent attorney. The system panders to the wealthy. If you’re not wealthy, the deck is immediately stacked against you.”


  “Interesting that you’re still working there, then. Don’t you want to be a lawyer?”


  “No.” I take another sip of my drink, realizing that there’s nothing left in the bottom of the glass. So much for taking it slow. “I have no desire to go to law school, wrack up the debt that comes with it, and then feel that I have to turn around and charge my clients three hundred dollars an hour just so I can pay off that debt.”


  “Why don’t you do something that you’re really interested in, then? Why spend all this time working somewhere that you resent?”


  Good question.I can’t tell you that if I work somewhere else, I can’t spy on you, now, can I? “I don’t know; it’s a job. It pays the bills. It might be my own personal history that makes me a little more sensitive to the money issues—I’d have a hell of a hard time paying for a lawyer now if I needed one, but I’d be able to do it. Five, six years ago there’d be no way I’d be able to.”


  From out of nowhere another martini appears, the empty glass vanished, and all evidence of my nervous drinking is gone. How did I not notice the waitress come over and put a fresh drink?


  “We probably shouldn’t spend the whole night talking about work,” I say. “I mean, do you love what you do?”


  He gives me a wry smile. “I certainly wouldn’t call it love. Running a global logistics company isn’t really something I think anyone could love.”


  “I’m sure being a billionaire is.”


  “It has certain benefits. But plenty of drawbacks, too.”


  “How so? Never worrying about money again…doesn’t seem there could possibly be a downside.”


  “You know, if I’d been born into it, it might not be as big a deal. Or as noticeable.”


  “What do you mean—if you were born into it? You were born into it.”


  “Right, but it was my family’s money, not mine. Not that my parents didn’t take care of me, but I didn’t want this life. I went out and explored, started earning my own money. Ha!” He grins, smoothing his hands over the tablecloth in front of him. “I don’t know whether I should be offended that you look so surprised right now.”


  “I just…I didn’t know that about you. I thought you’d been a part of this world forever.”


  “Hardly.” He looks away, his gaze growing distant, like he’s remembering something. It seems to make him equally briefly sad and happy at the same time. “Anyway, it didn’t really matter what I wanted when it came down to it. I still ended up back here, head of this company, with a net worth and employees to support. Contracts and acquisitions and a whole bunch of other shit to worry about. The corporate life isn’t one I naturally came to, nor is it one I feel totally comfortable in. And then you’ve got people coming out of the woodwork once they realize you’ve come into money and they could use a loan or a vacation to Ibiza. The first year or so I was back in Chicago, I had more old friends look me up than I even remember having. It was crazy. I’m sure some of them genuinely wanted to get back in touch, but a lot of it was just people wanting money. They wanted something and suddenly I had it. Simple.”


  “Seems like a rather small trade off, if that means you’re financially secure for the rest of your life.”


  He shrugs. “It is what it is. I don’t really hold it against them. I mean, I actually like to help people out when I can. I’m really interested in living as simple a life as possible.”


  He seems so earnest about this detachment he claims to have from his money. I find myself believing he really couldn’t give a shit if he had none at all. But then he goes and says that thing about helping people, and I remember having to accept his offer to pay for Vaughn’s funeral. Bile rises up in the back of my throat. Time to dig the knife in deep. Time to twist it real fucking hard.


  “Tell me about your family,” I say. “I don’t really know anything about them. I mean, of course I know you’re the last remaining Callahan. I’d have to have been dead and buried to miss that. But what’s that like? The Callahan name is a prestigious one. There must be a lot of pressure on you to continue your family’s legacy, right?”


  Maybe the dead and buried comment was a little too much. Aidan stares at me with those pale blue eyes of his, his hands still on the table either side of his cutlery. His whole body is still, in fact, like he just suddenly turned to marble. Eventually, he says, “Yeah. I was under a lot of pressure for a very long time. And then my brother and my parents died and the pressure grew even further. That’s basically all that needs to be said about that.”


  “The swordfish for you, Mr. Callahan.” I look up and the waiter standing at the table beside us is carrying two large plates in his hands. Aidan leans back so the guy can place his meal in front of him, but his eyes never leave me. I can feel them burning into my skin.


  Once my meal is put down in front of me and the waiter has left, I poke and prod a little more. “So you had a brother. What was he like?” My stomach feels like it’s boiling, filled with acid as I ask this question. But I need to hear it. I need to hear Aidan defend that motherfucker. I need to hear him say how much he loved him, and how much he misses him still. Then, when I’ve heard that, I’ll truly be able to hate him. This softening I’ve felt since I sat down at the table has got to go. I can’t afford any sympathy toward him. It’s a weakness.


  “My brother was an asshole,” Aidan says softly. “He was a bully. He loved the idea of me playing second fiddle to him for the rest of our lives. In our work, in our relationships with our parents. With girls. He hated me because I could never understand him. He hated me, because, unlike all of his high school and college friends, I didn’t want to be him.”


  I’d wanted to cause him hurt, to make him feel like shit because he misses his brother, but instead I’m the one who’s in pain. My mouth feels like it’s filled with sawdust and ash. This wasn’t what was meant to happen. He was meant to fall apart when I asked him about Alex. That question was my ace in the hole.


  “So…you didn’t see eye to eye?”


  “That’s putting it mildly.” Aidan picks up his martini glass and drinks deep from it. “Anyway. Maybe we should find another topic of conversation. What do you say, Ms. Floyd? Unless, of course, you’d like to tell me about your family?” There’s a strange gleam in his eye when he asks this. I know without a doubt all of a sudden that he knows exactly who I am and what I’m doing here. This is not what I was expecting at all.


  “No,” I whisper. “Perhaps you’re right. Perhaps work and family should be left for other times.” I finish my second martini, my hand shaking slightly as I pinch the stem of the glass between my fingers.


  You’re an idiot, I chide myself. A complete fucking moron. Should have just stuck with the plan. Should have shown him the files, shown him what that bastard of a brother of his was up to. Witnessed the look on his face when he realized that it’s all about to end. No more highlife. No more ridiculously priced, fancy meals. No more drivers, or house cleaners, or waitresses ready to drop to their knees and blow you at a moment’s notice. But instead you’re…you’re listening to him. You’re believing him. This is not right.


  “If you could be anywhere, doing anything right now, Essie, where would you be?” Aidan’s question comes out of nowhere. It has me on the back foot, my heart trying to skip out of my damn chest.


  “I’d be with…” I pause, holding my tongue. I can’t tell him the truth. If I do, then the whole ruse, pathetic though it is, will be up. I think perhaps he knows everything, but at the same time it feels as though I can just ignore that fact so long as neither of us bring up the past that haunts me. And, if I’m not greatly mistaken, haunts him, too. “I’d be with my best friend Julie, hiking in the Matthiessen National Park. It’s beautiful there. We went last summer and spent a week exploring. It’s one of my favorite places on earth.” This is a lie. Julie and I were meant to go to the Matthiessen National Park last summer, but I’d dropped out at the last minute because I wanted to sneak into the office after hours when everybody had left for the day, in my mission to find the incriminating piece of information that would destroy the man sitting across the table from me.


  Aidan smiles, his eyes warm, despite the cool, sharp coloring of his irises. “That sounds great,” he says. “I love Matthiessen.”


  “You went there with your family?”


  “No.” He places a forkful of swordfish in his mouth and chews slowly. When he’s done, he tells me, “I went with an ex.”


  “Ah.”


  “Mmm.” He laughs, but there’s no humor to it. There’s obviously some sort of story there. A painful one by the looks of things.


  “And what about you?” I ask. “Where would you be if you could be anywhere in the world right now?”


  A shiver runs through me when he smiles at me. “I’d be here with you, having this conversation, Essie.”


  What the actual fuck? How can he be so damn charming? How can he look at me like that and, for the tiniest of split seconds, make me not hate him?


  “I don’t believe it,” I say. “There are so many far more exciting places than here with me. Come on. Tell the truth.” To my horror, I find myself nudging him with my foot under the table like some flirting school girl. Aidan ducks his head briefly, eyes on his plate in front of him.


  His face has taken on an odd glow when he looks up at me. “Fair enough. I stand by my first response, but if I had to choose again, I’d be back on a beach in Hawaii, out surfing, giving lessons. I think that was the happiest I’ve ever been in my life. When I had no money and often no roof over my head. Just my Jeep and the surf. I never needed anything else.”


  I raise an eyebrow. I’ve only ever seen him in the button down shirts and the pressed pants. I try to imagine him on a beach, shirtless, wearing board shorts, sand in his hair, and I can’t. Is he making all this up? Trying to make himself relatable?


  “That’s what I was doing before all this. I was happy. My parents didn’t understand it, and neither did my brother. They thought it was a phase I was going to outgrow. That I’d eventually realize I wanted to work for the family business and not live out an endless summer on a beach. I didn’t have a ton of money, but I sure as shit didn’t wake up every morning and put on a white-collared shirt.”


  “You’re not happy now?”


  “It’s all relative, I guess. We’re conditioned to use money as a measure of success, so when you suddenly find yourself as one of the world’s richest men, it’s hard not to feel that you’ve succeeded on some level, even if you didn’t do much to get the money to begin with. I mean, I didn’t build this business. I didn’t amass the contacts and the employees. It just all sort of fell on me, because that’s what it said in my dad’s will. But you want to know something?” He leans forward a little. I find myself doing the same thing. “I was going to sell it all to the highest bidder. Or just let it crumble into ash, one of the two. I was just going to cut and run. But then…I realized I had people I needed to take care of here.”


  Everything he’s said tonight is a surprise, but this even more so. He thought about leaving it all behind? He really didn’t care? That makes me nervous. After all this time and effort and nights spent awake, dreaming of how crushed he’s going to be when I take every last red cent he owns away from him…after all of that, he’s not even going to care if he loses it? At this stage, it sounds like he might even thank me. I’m going to be giving him exactly what he wanted all those years ago.


  It’s okay, though. I have other plans now. Losing the business will sting, but it won’t finish him. No, it’ll be falling for me that does that.


  A third martini appears. This time I catch the waitress; she brings it over when she clears our plates. My face is starting to feel warm, my mouth drawing into the ghost of a smile, despite the fact that none of this is funny. Not really.


  I stretch my legs out and feel Aidan’s leg with my foot. Instead of pulling back, I leave it where it is. I look him right in the eye as I move my foot up his leg, to let him know that I’m absolutely doing this on purpose.


  Would I be doing this without the alcohol? Probably. Would I be feeling as good about it? Probably not. All I know is Aidan Callahan needs to invite me home with him tonight. And I’m going to make it happen.
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  Hot damn, she’s raising the stakes now.


  It’s entirely possible that I’ve been misreading the situation all night. You certainly couldn’t fault me for it; she’s been sending mixed signals the whole time. Showing up almost an hour late because of some uninvited male visitor? I wouldn’t describe myself as the jealous type, but there was a part of me that wanted to know if this male visitor was someone that she’d slept with before. Maybe she was late because she was fucking him.


  Regardless, I’m done playing cat and mouse with her. “You want me to fuck you, don’t you?” I say, lifting my glass to my lips. My dick is already stirring in my pants, growing hard at the thought of what might happen if she says yes.


  Essie looks momentarily shocked, but then a slow smile spreads across her face. “Are you always this forward?”


  “Are you?” I can still feel her foot rising gradually up the inside of my leg.


  “Maybe. I just didn’t think Mr. Straight-Laced Aidan Callahan was so sexually charged.”


  I grin, unable to help myself. “I’ve always been sexually charged, Ess. I like to fuck. I’d go so far as to say it’s my favorite pastime.” I’m imagining sliding my hands up her thighs, on my knees, pushing her dress out of the way as I open her legs. I can imagine what I’ll find there. Her pussy is shaved, guaranteed, one hundred percent. She’s not the kind of girl to even leave a hint of landing strip. I’m an advocate for a little bush every once in a while, but this girl’s naked pussy is going to taste sweet as honey, and I am going to die and ascend all the way up to Heaven while I’m eating it, I can already tell. Can already taste it on the tip of my tongue. Fucking perfect.


  Essie shifts on her chair, squirming like she can tell exactly what I’m thinking and it’s setting her on edge. Her foot rises higher under the table, getting even closer to my crotch. If she carries on just a little further, she’s going to find out for herself how much heat I’m packing.


  “Come back to my place,” I tell her. It’s not a request; it’s a command. “I do love getting down and dirty in public, I’ll admit, but I think the first time between us might be…difficult.”


  She gives me a cocky look that tells me she’s intrigued. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”


  “It means I know just from sitting here and talking to you that you’re not someone I’d usually take home with me. I like girls who are a little more…subservient than you. And I know you’re just the kind of girl who likes to humiliate the guys she’s fucking.” Arturo told me as much. It was common gossip that went around the office when Essie started working at M, G & H. She fucked one of the junior lawyers and apparently ruined him for all other women. Even without the inside information from Art, I would have been able to read that on her anyway. I can see the cogs working inside her head from a mile away. Essie rocks back into her chair, eyeing me intently, a little color rising in her cheeks. She looks irritated, which just confirms my suspicions. She hates that I already have her figured out. Or at lease this one thing. Everything else is a total mystery.


  “I’m not going to be your fuck toy, Aidan,” she tells me. “I just won’t.”


  I raise my glass and toast her. “And I won’t be your puppy on a leash.”


  “Then how do we proceed?”


  The blonde waitress from earlier approaches the table, still twisting her pen nervously over and over in her hands. “How is everything for you this evening? Can I offer either of you our desert menu?”


  “No.”


  “No.”


  Both Essie and I answer in unison, neither one of us looking away from the other. The blonde makes an awkward, strangled sound in her throat and backs away from the table.


  “How do you want to proceed?” I ask.


  “I don’t know. You could let me be in charge this once and see if you like it?”


  I shake my head. “Not going to happen. Of course, you could defer to me and try the same experiment?”


  “No way.”


  “Then we’re water and oil. We both walk away.” I say this, but even as I shape the words and they leave my mouth, I know neither of us are walking away. We’re both too headstrong.


  Essie’s foot finally rises up those last couple of inches. She places her sole in my crotch, the length of her foot resting heavily over the length of my hard cock. Just the pressure of that contact is enough to make my heartbeat quicken. Fuck, I want her. If I’m honest, I’ve wanted her for years. She’s been the ultimate challenge that I’ve been smart enough to stay the hell away from. But, now, this is different because she came to me. She instigated this whole thing. To what end, I have no clue, but I’m going to find out.


  “Oil and water?” Essie muses. “That sounds about right. It would be a real shame to waste this, though,” she says, curling the toes of her foot around the curve of my erection. I can’t help but grind my hips up, pressing my dick harder against her foot. The contact feels fucking amazing. “Perhaps I have a proposal to make,” she says.


  “I’m listening.” I’m about thirty seconds away from dragging her into the restrooms and tearing that dress from her body. She wouldn’t know what hit her.


  “I propose a compromise. I propose that I go home with you tonight, on the proviso that when we fuck, we are equals. No one person is dominant over the other.”


  When she says fuck, I have to tighten my hands into fists in order to stop myself from lunging over the table at her. I want to kiss her so fucking badly. I want to bury my hands in her hair as she takes my dick into that perfect mouth of hers. I want to cup her breasts, pinch her nipples, make her scream.


  There’s no way we’re not doing this. “Okay,” I tell her. “That sounds like a reasonable compromise. Would you like another martini, or would you like to go now?”


  Essie looks at me like I’m crazy. She already has her purse in her hand.


  “You can make me another martini when we’re done.”


  



  ******


  



  She doesn’t bat an eyelash at my apartment. It’s not the penthouse my parents lived in for so many years, but it is far more space than any one person needs. It’s sparsely decorated. Looks like it could be out of the pages of a magazine. Could be that no one actually lives here at all. That’s how I’ve always felt about the place—it’s not somewhere I call home. It’s just a temporary dwelling where I come to sleep occasionally in between meetings and pointless fucking flights across the country to more pointless fucking meetings.


  Essie’s high heels click on the hardwood floor as she walks over to the big window overlooking the city. The apartment’s open plan, essentially one giant room with the two bedrooms and bathrooms off a small hallway. I toss my keys onto the counter, watching her take it all in.


  “Quite the bachelor pad,” she says as she circles the room.


  “It’s all right.”


  She stops circling and steps up to me. It’s surreal, being this close to her. I want to tell her that I know who she is, that she knows who I am, that we’re connected in more ways than she might realize, and we should cut the bullshit. But I don’t say any of that because she’s so close to me that I can smell the shampoo she used, I can see how perfectly smooth her skin is, and I don’t want to ruin this. Not yet, anyway.


  “Hi there.” I touch my fingertips against her cheek, tracing the line of her cheekbone. She takes a deep breath, and then tilts her face toward mine.


  She’s got lovely full lips. That’s actually quite an understatement. She has a perfect fucking mouth. I can just imagine her lips wrapped around my cock, her tongue teasing my hard flesh. It would feel fucking amazing, I’m sure of it. I’m about to lean down and kiss her but she stops me. She brings her hands up—right hand moving to her left shoulder, pulling her dress down, left hand going to her right shoulder, pulling the dress down. Jesus Christ. She doesn’t ask for my assistance, but I’m a dude. My hands are itching to help out. I gently tug at the fabric over her stomach, pulling it down.


  The dress comes off easily, practically dissolving in my hands. The material gathers on the floor around her feet in a pool of silk. Her legs are long and lean, her torso slender, her breasts full and perfectly symmetrical. She stands there, shoulders back, unafraid and unashamed, the way any woman should be when a man is appreciating her. She lets me look. Her nipples visibly harden, the skin pulling taut, and I lick my lips, wanting nothing more than to press my mouth against them.


  Man, she’s going to be the death of me.


  I need to get the fuck out of my clothes. I start with my cufflinks, slowly unfastening the silver Callahan crest at my right wrist, removing it from the cuff and placing it beside my keys on the kitchen counter. “You’re an incredibly beautiful woman, Ms. Floyd.”


  She smiles, her eyes meeting mine, not looking away. “Thank you.”


  I nod, smiling too, because that is how a woman is meant to respond when she’s complimented. Thank you, instead of, no, I’m really not. Or you’re crazy. Or even worse, trying to cover herself up and hide. The female form is perfect in all its various shapes and sizes. It’s a work of art. A miracle, meant to be worshipped. I’ve worshipped at the altar of women who have been curvy and skinny, and so many other shapes in between. A woman can barely break a buck twenty and still be repulsive if she’s ugly on the inside. On the other hand, a girl can be a size eighteen and I can find her irresistible if she oozes confidence and loves herself.


  Essie’s healthy. She has fantastic tits and an amazing ass—I can see both right now and I can safely say I’ve never been more turned on. I love that I can’t play her ribcage like a goddamn xylophone. She’s glorious.


  I lose my shirt while kicking out of my shoes, my pants swiftly following after. My boxers are gone in a heartbeat. I step toward her, only the thinnest columns of space separating our bodies. The energy pouring off of her is electric. Fuck, my dick is so damn hard; it feels like my balls are about to explode. I take a deep breath, attempting to slow my heartbeat down.


  “You like how I look?” she asks.


  I glance down at my hard on, raising my eyebrows, then I look up at her, letting my amusement show on my face. “What do you think?”


  “Mmm. Perhaps?” She’s trying to play it cool. Trying not to show that she’s really turned on right now, but I can see it in the way her lips are parted, the way her cheeks are colored. The way her chest is rising and falling faster and faster. She wants me just as badly as I want her.


  I close the distance between us, my pelvis pressed against hers. Taking her face in my hands, I lean down and kiss her once, softly.


  Holy fucking shit. Those lips of hers are just as incredible as I expected. She moves them against mine, opening her mouth a little. I slip the tip of my tongue inside, press my mouth harder against hers. My ears are fucking ringing. The high-pitched buzzing blocks out everything else. Everything except the sensation of touching her, of feeling the silk of her skin beneath my hands. We continue to kiss. I run my hands from her face down the graceful column of her neck to her collarbone, over her breasts, my breath catching, making me exhale sharply down my nose. She does the same, except she pants into my open mouth, swearing barely loud enough for me to catch it. Yeah, she’s affected by me. She may not want to be, but she’s loving this.


  Her breasts are full and soft. I squeeze them, tweaking each nipple gently. They feel amazing, perfectly natural. I’ve fucked girls with fake tits before. If there’s one way to make me lose a boner, it’s a pair of fake double Ds. Essie’s maybe a B cup, verging on a C, and they’re perfect. Just the right size.


  I duck down, slowly trailing my tongue across the sensitive bud of her hard nipple. My cock throbs when she sucks in a sharp breath, arching against my hands, which have moved to the small of her back, just above her ass.


  I know she wants to do something to take control of this situation. The truth is, so do I. We’re both at war with our need to dominate. If I were with any of the other girls I’ve slept with before, I’d already be telling her to get on her knees and put her hands behind her back so I can tie her up. There’s something so satisfying about another human being offering themselves to you like that. Offering you their trust, and their bodies. I’m able to tamp down the need to wrestle with Essie over her submission for the simple reason that this is submission for her. Just being with me and not demanding I lower myself for her is a kind of vulnerability. There will come a time in the future when she does allow me to tie her up, when she will be totally at my mercy, and she will love it. Until that time, I am more than willing to meet her halfway.


  “Okay?” I ask. Is this okay? Are you okay? Are you about to grab your clothes and run? She looks me right in the eye. Her own eyes are pale green with flecks of blue, like some sort of precious gemstone. Fucking beautiful. Her lashes are thick and dark, and frame her eyes like eyeliner, even though this close to her face I can tell she’s wearing absolutely no makeup. She doesn’t need it.


  “Of course,” she says. She reaches down and palms my cock, which I’m not expecting. Normally, I make a girl work to be able to touch me. Essie just takes what she wants. I guess this is my submission, too. A ragged gasp slips out of my throat. “Fuck, Essie.”


  She runs her hand up and down the shaft of my hard on, pressing the ridge that runs along the underside. My hands return to her breasts. I begin to feel like a sculptor, working with clay. Her skin is so soft and supple. So goddamn responsive. I trail one hand down over her flat stomach, fingertips lightly brushing the folds of her pussy. Just as I knew she would be, she’s completely shaven. I’m never wrong about that shit. I’m about to dip my fingers lower to find her clit when she closes her legs tight, preventing me from going any further.


  “You don’t want this?” I ask softly. She’s still working my cock.


  “I don’t know.” She’s not telling the truth. Her breath is coming in sharp, short bursts now; I’m having a hard time believing she doesn’t know exactly what she wants. If she tells me to stop, my hands will be off her in a heartbeat and I’ll be across the other side of the motherfucking room, but until that moment, I’m going to be listening to what her body is telling me. And right now, it’s telling me it wants me to be balls deep inside it, making it shake with pleasure. I skate the tips of my fingers closer to her clit, close enough that she’ll feel that undeniable ache between her legs, but distant enough to let her know I’m also respecting her wishes. Kind of.


  “Explain,” I command.


  “Have you ever had a girl tell you that before? That she didn’t know if she wanted you to fuck her or not?”


  “Definitely not. Usually, when I find myself in this position, we’re past any barriers that might preclude sex. You want me to back the fuck up? Is that what you’re telling me?” I tease her with my tongue, licking at her lips, until I feel her shivering.


  “I think what I’m telling you,” she says slowly, “is that I want you to make me want it.” She looks me in the eye, defiance plain as day staring out at me, and my dick throbs painfully. She must feel it as she slowly pumps my hard on. She squeezes slightly, smiling when I involuntarily thrust into her hand. Oh, she’s asking for all kinds of trouble.


  “I can make you want it,” I say. “I can make you beg for it.”


  Her smile spreads even wider. She reaches her other hand down and squeezes my balls. “I don’t know about that. Maybe it’ll be the other way around. Maybe I’ll make you beg for it. That’s probably never happened to you before, has it?” She doesn’t give me a chance to answer. She lets go and jumps on me, wrapping her legs around my torso, her arms around my neck. She kisses me ferociously, pressing her lips against my neck, biting my shoulders, clawing at my back.


  “Where the hell is your bedroom?” she asks breathlessly.


  I gather her beautiful long hair in my hand and wind it around my fist, gently tugging her head back, exposing her neck. “You want me to take you there, sweetheart?”


  She pulls, trying to lift her head, but I don’t let her. If she seriously wants me to stop, she’ll let me know and I will. I’m not into doing things to girls against their will. I am into pushing their boundaries, though. I get the feeling Essie’s about to push a few of mine, so it’ll be a fair trade, anyway. She glares at me, fire sparking in her eyes.


  “Yes,” she says firmly. “I want you to take me there.”


  I can tell it costs her a lot to say that.


  “Good girl, Ess.” I pepper her face with kisses, pulling her hair a little harder so she has no choice but to tip her head back all the way. She moans. The sound is so fucking hot. Honest to god, seventeen-year-old Aidan would have come in his pants if a girl made that sound in his ear. Thankfully, thirty-year-old Aidan has his shit locked down tight.


  I let go of Essie’s hair so I can grab hold of her thighs. I lift her in one fluid motion and crush her to my body, then I’m tearing through the apartment, ripping open my bedroom door so hard that it smashes into the wall. The damn thing nearly comes off its hinges.


  I place her down on the edge of the bed and then I forcefully make myself stand back a couple of feet, running my hands through my hair. I want to take her. I want to be inside her. I want to feel her pussy tightening around me, throbbing as I make her come hard all over my dick.


  I know I have to tread carefully with her, though. If I make one wrong move, she’s going to run out of here like a bat out of hell. She already looks like a wild animal, hands behind her, propping her up, knees drawn up, legs crossed in front of her like she’s guarding herself from me. Her shoulders are hitching up and down, her gaze steady and unblinking. She looks feral. I know she wants me, though. She’s frustrated and angry right now; anyone can see that. She’s not angry at me, though. She’s angry with herself.


  “Tell me,” I say.


  “Tell you what?”


  “You know what.” If she’s brave, she’ll just come out and say it. She’ll tell me that my brother ran hers off the road. I have no idea what brought her to my doorstep the other day, but I know her motives are messed up. They have to be. She shouldn’t be naked in front of me right now, and I shouldn’t have allowed things to get this far, but neither one of us have backed down. I’m insanely attracted to her. It’s fucked up, but I’ve felt this way for years. One way or another, she’s obviously been pre-occupied by me, too, otherwise she wouldn’t have sought me out. The smart thing to do would be ask her to leave. Get her a cab and send her on her way. But I can’t.


  It seems she’s not ready to be honest with me, either. She slowly shakes her head, her eyes shining a little too brightly. She looks like she’s about to cry. “I can’t,” she whispers.


  “You should.”


  “Just shut the hell up and fuck me, Aidan,” she says, her words rushing together.


  I drag my hands back through my hair, fighting with every ounce of common sense I posses. Eventually, I say, “I can not tie you up, and I can not make you do as you’re told, but I when I’m inside you, you have to let me fuck you properly, Ess. Are you ready for that? Can you let me?”


  She looks at me for a long moment. She’s obviously thinking very hard. And then it’s like her whole body just relaxes. Her crossed legs drop to either side, her shoulders dropping from up around her ears. She takes a deep breath, leaning back a little. “Yes. Yes, I can.”


  “Are you sure? Because the moment I suspect you don’t want this, it stops. I’m not that guy, Essie. I’m not into this if you’re not into it one hundred percent, too. I can make you feel so good. I can light your body on fire and turn you inside out, but only if you want me to.”


  She sighs, her voice catching in her throat. She clears it, shooting me a daring glance. “I do. God knows I shouldn’t, but I do. I can’t seem to help myself. I—I didn’t expect this.” This seems like the first time she’s been honest with me since she walked into my office yesterday.


  I don’t say anything in response. She’s practically admitting that there’s something else going on here, but it doesn’t seem all that important right now. She lets herself fall back on the bed. And then she does something that damn near blows my mind. She opens up her legs for me.


  “Are you going to let me lick you, Essie?” I whisper. Women like her aren’t normally comfortable with a guy going down on them. Women who like power normally feel very vulnerable in that position. I’ve had to train a few of my past partners to be comfortable with me using my tongue on them. It takes a while sometimes for them to let go and just enjoy the ride. Well, not that long. I’m insanely good at giving head.


  Essie sucks in a deep breath. “Will you make me come?” she asks quietly, lust thick in her voice.


  “I promise.”


  “Okay, then.”


  I climb up onto the bed, feeling like a predator, seconds away from pouncing. There’s an element of truth in that. Essie doesn’t really stand a chance as I move in between her legs and take a moment to look at her. She’s staggering. “Your pussy is beautiful,” I tell her. “So fucking beautiful.” And it is. So pink and pretty. I can’t wait to taste her. She smells amazing. Sweet.


  First, I trace my fingers through the folds of her flesh, shivering a little at how amazing she feels. “Ahhh, fuck, pretty girl. You want me bad, don’t you?” I have no doubt in my mind now that she wants this. None whatsoever. She’s so slick and wet, her pussy lips swollen. My fingers are literally covered in the evidence of her arousal. “Lie back, sweetheart. Let me take care of you,” I tell her.


  She lies back, breathing heavily. I start slowly, straining against the desire to bury my tongue in her and go crazy. It’s hard, but I manage it. She tastes so fucking good. There’s a trick to eating pussy. When I was a teenager, Alex spun me some shit about tracing the alphabet with your tongue. He said I was guaranteed to get a girl off if I did that. That’s bullshit, though. Ask any girl and she’ll tell you that technique will only piss her off. You’re better off not fucking around. The most important thing when you’re licking a girl’s pussy is to find that sweet spot—how she likes her clit stimulated—and then stick the hell with it. If you find that magical spot and you have her screaming Fuck yes! There! There! the last thing you should damn well do is move on with your mouth because you’re only on K and you need to get to Z.


  Rookie error.


  Each woman is different. I start out slow with Essie. I figure she’s going to be complicated, and she is. It takes me three full minutes to find her sweet spot. I only know I’ve found it from the way the muscles in her thighs tighten around my head. She’s determined not to clue me into the fact that what I’m doing feels good. After another few seconds, I feel a rush of wetness on my tongue, taste the sweetness of her in my mouth, and I know I’ve hit pay dirt. My dick grows even harder, the tip of it brushing against my belly, desperate to be put to good use. I’ll only sink myself inside her when she’s pleading with me, though. Until then, I can wait.


  “Fuck,” Essie hisses. She digs her fingers into my bed sheets, her back arching away from the mattress. I take the opportunity to slide my hands under her ass, so I’m half cupping her ass cheeks, half massaging the base of her spine with my fingertips. Gives me great leverage so I can sink my tongue a little deeper inside her as I repeatedly sweep upwards as well.


  “Oh my god…”


  Without a shadow of a doubt, she’s going to come if I keep going. She’s railing against it, unwilling to give in, but every time I press the flat of my tongue against her, I can feel how hard and swollen her clit’s becoming. Now, it’s time to ramp things up. The next time I move my tongue over her, I pause over her clit, gently sucking.


  “Ahh! Holy…what the fuck!” Essie bucks against my mouth, hips rising clear off the bed. I grip hold of her with both hands, not letting go, still sucking, still flicking my tongue over her clit. I’m careful. I don’t suck too hard, and I don’t use my tongue too quickly. Most guys massively underestimate how sensitive that little bundle of nerves is. You go too far and the pleasure a woman feels will quickly turn into over stimulation. It’ll feel uncomfortable. I know just how to fuck a girl with my mouth to make her feel good. And I’m about to make this girl explode.


  She starts rocking against my mouth, finally letting go. She doesn’t have a choice. I time the next part down to the very last second. Just as she’s about to come, just as her legs are tightening around my head, just as she’s beginning to scream, I let go of her ass and I slide my index finger and middle finger inside her pussy.


  “AIDAN!! OH MY GOD, DON’T STOP!”


  Even when she’s screaming my name, I can tell this is a surprise to her. Her pussy clenches around my fingers in the most amazing way. She’s so fucking tight. I know, when I make her come with my dick in a moment, she’s going to milk me dry.


  I stop flicking her and I leave my tongue pressed against her clit, enjoying the taste of her orgasm all over my mouth. Slowly, I pump her with my fingers as she rides out the waves of her climax. She’s fucking amazing. With her body locked out, head angled back, breasts pressing up in the air, she is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.


  I take my fingers away just as her body starts to tremble. She curls in on herself, shivering.


  “Three minutes, Ess. I’ll give you three minutes and then I’m going to make you come again. Will you be ready?”


  She looks up at me, a glazed, lethargic look on her face. She wears that just fucked look really damn well. “Will you be ready?” I repeat. I lean forward, placing my hands on either side of her head, holding myself over her. “Do you want me to make you feel like that again, pretty girl?”


  She nods slowly, swallowing. “Yes.” I can barely hear her, but I can see the need on her face. I’m willing to bet this is the first time she’s felt like this. From what Arturo used to tell me, her sexual encounters have probably been fairly empty experiences. No one’s ever really taken care of her properly before. I’m glad the first time she is taken care of properly, it’s by me.


  I lean down and brush my lips against her cheeks, against her forehead, her temple. She closes her eyes and sighs deeply. My cock is just about ready to blow up. I have to fuck her soon, but she needs this moment to process what just happened. Burying my dick in her straight away would be too much too soon. Instead, I lower my hips down so my erection is resting against her, so she can feel the length and the hardness, so she can get ready to receive it. More importantly, so she can want it.


  The heat and wetness of her pussy is almost enough to drive me insane, but I hold back. Gradually, I begin to grind myself against her, waiting until I feel her hips respond, moving in rhythm with mine, before I push down harder.


  “Oh, god…” Essie breathes this into my mouth, her eyes closed, hands moving up over my back, grasping hold of my shoulders. “Fuck, I need you,” she says softly.


  “How badly?” I kiss her, sliding my tongue inside her mouth. She groans. She’s probably able to taste herself all over my mouth. The idea of that turns me on to the point of distraction.


  “Just—please. Just do it. Just fuck me, Aidan. I need you inside me. Oh my god.”


  I rock my hips back a little further this time, so that the tip of my cock presses against the opening of her pussy. She gasps, angling her hips, trying to push upward so I’ll slide inside of her. I manage to keep my head, though. I won’t fuck her without a condom. I’m not that fucking stupid.


  I vault off the bed and find what I’m looking for in the nightstand beside my bed, rolling the condom onto my erect cock. Essie watches me with a look of doped ecstasy on her face. When I climb back onto the bed, she doesn’t let me tease her anymore. She takes hold of me and guides me inside of her, her muscles tensing, and I push all the way in. She inhales through her nose, eyes fluttering closed. I have to press my forehead against hers and take a moment myself. She feels so fucking good. So fucking tight. So fucking perfect. I’m surprised. Even with a condom, for the first few seconds I feel like I’m on the brink of blowing my load.


  I breathe through the moment, kissing and licking at her neck, palming her amazing breasts with one hand and then the next. It doesn’t help that I can feel her pussy tightening around my dick every few seconds, squeezing. Takes monumental fucking concentration to talk myself down from the ledge.


  The moment eventually passes, though. Then, I know I’ve got this. I start to move slowly, rocking my hips against her, drawing myself almost fully out of her before sliding myself back in. It’s such an insane feeling. I know its driving Essie crazy, too. She digs her fingernails into the skin of my back so hard I hiss. She locks her legs around my waist, lifting her hips, and suddenly we’re in that amazing zone where I’m balls-deep inside her and everything just… fits. It’s incredible. Fuck. Too incredible.


  I angle myself down a little, making sure I’m rubbing against her clit every time I push inside her. Essie pants, writhing against me, and I know I’m exactly where I need to be. She shakes, clinging hold of me, begging me not to stop.


  I don’t. I lean back a little, trying to keep my weight off of her, but she wraps her arms around me, drawing me back down. Hell, if that’s what she wants, I’m more than happy to oblige. I gather her to me, lifting her a second so I can place my arms around her properly, and I hold onto her so tight, I know she has to be finding it hard to breathe. I’m finding it just as hard. Our mouths are on each other, tongues inside each other’s mouths, lips pressed against each other’s skin, her breathing oxygen into my lungs and me doing the same for her.


  It’s not long before I can’t hold back anymore. The steady, patient rhythm I’ve been maintaining changes as I move against her more quickly.


  “Fuck, Aidan. Oh, fuck, that’s going to make me come. You’re gonna make me come all over you,” she pants.


  “You want to come, pretty girl? Are you ready?” I ask.


  “Yes. Yes. Fuck.” She clings even tighter, her teeth digging into my shoulder, making me wince. The pain is good, though. She doesn’t know this about me yet, but that pain is enough to send me tumbling over the edge.


  “Okay, beautiful,” I growl. “This is it.”


  I slam myself home, grinding myself against her every time I pull out, and I can tell she’s seconds away from orgasm. I don’t hold back, because I’m right there with her. My balls feel like they’re on fire, like the skin around them is contracting tightly. The sensation’s enough to steal the air from my lungs.


  When we come, we come together, and it’s insane. I don’t masturbate very often—a practice in self control—so when I come, it feels like my entire body is draining. I just keep going forever, and it feels fucking incredible.


  Essie holds onto me and continues to bite down on my shoulder, screaming as her body convulses beautifully underneath me. Her eyes are clenched shut. I slow down, but still I push myself deep inside her, enjoying the look of pure bliss on her face.


  She’s so magnificent like this.


  She is so mine.


  We fall asleep like that, with me still inside her and our bodies locked around one another, like we’re afraid to let go.


  SIXTEEN


  



  ESSIE


  



  



  



  Sunlight pours in through the bedroom windows, burning through my closed eyelids. I groan, throwing my arm up over my face, trying unsuccessfully to block it out.


  “Urgh… god.” I crack my eyes open, my brain barely working as I begin to piece together the events of last night. My heart stumbles in my chest when things begin snapping into place. Oh, no. Oh, fuck no. What the hell?


  I have been asleep in Aidan Callahan’s arms.


  His dark hair, usually swept back in some semblance or order, is ruffled and wild, sticking up in just about every single direction imaginable. His mouth…that insane mouth of his… oh god…his lips are slightly parted, displaying the smallest hint of white teeth beyond, and I have the craziest urge to lean forward and kiss him.


  What the fuck?


  This was not the plan. This was most definitely not the plan. As far as plan detours go, this is about as far off the map as you can get. I bite back the scream building inside my chest. The urge to do so hurts the back of my throat, reminding me just how much screaming I actually did last night.


  Oh, boy. There’s no coming back from this. I feel so fucking stupid.


  I lie there in his arms, feeling increasingly more panicked with each and every passing second. We didn’t drink that much last night, but it feels like everything took place in a blur of alcohol. Or something. I don’t know what the hell came over me. All I know is, I couldn’t have stopped even if I’d wanted to. And I really didn’t want to.


  The memory of lying on my back, my legs spread as wide as they would go, while Aidan gave me the most intense orgasm of my life, hits me full force. I experience multiple emotions all at once. Lust. Desire. Panic. Anger. Fear. More lust.


  I see Vaughn’s face behind my closed eyes and I suddenly feel very scared. What would he think about this? Would he be furious with me? Hurt? Oh, god, he’d probably be disgusted with me. I wriggle free from Aidan’s embrace, trying not to disturb him.


  How could I let this happen? How could I have been so fucking stupid?


  As I sneak out of his bedroom, holding my breath, hoping to god he doesn’t wake up, my heart is racing. I’m barely concentrating as I pull my dress on over my head. My purse is on the floor by my shoes. I gather both items and hurry to the front door, feeling like I’m on the brink of a panic attack. I can’t stop myself; as I tiptoe past Aidan’s bedroom door on my way out of the apartment, I find myself stopping to look at him.


  I feel like I’m about to throw up.


  I feel like I’m about to throw up because he is beautiful, and he gave me the best sex of my life last night. And a huge part of me wants to say fuck it. To remove this dress and climb right back into bed with him, into his arms, because it felt safe there. For the first time since my brother died, I felt safe. Like I wasn’t alone. Like someone understood.


  I don’t climb back into bed with him, though. I run out of the apartment, choking back tears, not knowing how to breathe around the surge of guilt that washes through me. How could I do this to my brother? How could I do this to myself?


  I have to get the hell away from Aidan Callahan. I’m supposed to hate him. I’m supposed to enjoy ruining him.


  Now, I know with an unwavering certainty, when I bring down the Callahan Corporation, when I avenge my brother and destroy a man’s life forever, I won’t just be hurting Aidan Callahan. I’ll be hurting myself.


  It won’t just be his end.


  It will be mine, too.


  WHERE THE HELL IS BOOK TWO?


  



  



  If you have enjoyed part one of Heart Breaker and you want to check out second and final part of Essie & Aidan’s story, don’t worry! Book two will be out really soon! While there is no firm release date at the moment, a provisional date of September 15 2015 has been pencilled in.


  



  



  In the meantime, if you have any questions, you can reach the author at cole@colesaintjaimes.com. Cole is really looking forward to reading your reviews. Thank you so much for reading, and for showing such amazing support to a debut author.
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  Heartbreaker is his first contemporary romanceseries. You can catch more from Cole by checking out his website at www.colesaintjaimes.com
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