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   FOREWORD
 
   WARNING:
 
   This story deals with a sexual relationship between a fourteen year old girl and an older man which may be a trigger for some people. The act is not detailed. But for some, this may be a little too much. Our main character is coming to terms that what she experienced was not normal and definitely not all right.
 
   This is also a story containing sexual acts, coarse language, and love…
 
   Always about the love with me.
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   I would like to make a special dedication to my long-time friend, Jenna Petrotta. She and I were roommates in Laguna Beach and her little place behind the high school was the original inspiration for Victoria and Katherine’s apartment. The time I spent in Laguna, living with her, were some of the most amazing years of my life, but even more amazing was the friendship I made with Jenna. So to you, my dear friend, lover of animals, and beautiful soul, thank you for always saying I can.
 
   To my Kimbo, there are no words. You’re my friend, and your friendship is the greatest gift anyone could ever have. I love you. 
 
   To “the girls”…Karen, Nancy, and M.K. Thank you for everything. EVERYTHING. You each have your individual strengths that help me in my day to day life. Lucky, doesn’t even cut it. 
 
   A special thanks to the bestest, most awesomest beta EVER, Marilyn…you’re the badass of betas. 
 
   I’ve been so lucky to have great people supporting me from the very start. Lisa, Becca, Sandy, Coleen, just to name a few.
 
   To all the bloggers who have been with me since the beginning, THANK YOU!!
 
   Louisa M. Another beautiful cover, you rock!
 
   Max Henry, another badass of the formatting variety, awesome!
 
   To my editor, Nancy. As a writer and editor, great critique and suggestions…you will forever be known as the comma-Nazi, but your help is indispensable. 
 
   To Tina, BJ, and Mary…Dude (you’re all a bunch of whores). 
 
   And finally, to my readers, new and not so new. Sara, Amber, Josina, Lauren, Stacey…Rock Chicks. Every damn one of you. Thank you, for every word you read, for every review you write, for every tear you might shed…damn, I’m sure lucky you took a chance on my stories.  
 
   And always…
 
   For Tara
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   MARCH
 
   Katherine
 
   I was a girl who had great friends. They were also sneaky fuckers. 
 
   “Another drink?”
 
   “Diet Cherry Coke,” I replied. “And…” I stopped him by grabbing hold of his wrist. “Make it a strong one. You don’t need to be stingy with the magic cherry sugar sauce, ‘kay? And extra cherries on the side,” I added. 
 
   The bartender chuckled, grabbed a new glass, and made a great show of pouring in tons of syrup, then, filling it with a quick squirt of soda. He presented it to me with two straws and a rocks glass with about ten cherries…on the side. 
 
   “Now that’s what I’m talking about!” I laughed. 
 
   The bar was quiet. Only me and about five other people in the place. It wasn’t a usual haunt of mine, but I knew the bartender because he used to work at my normal watering hole. 
 
   “So…Kath…what brings you to South Laguna? Hiding from someone?”
 
   “Ah, Nick, you know me too well.” I took my first sip of the drink and declared, “Whoa, that’s a lotta sugar. In about ten minutes, people are gonna think I’m doing lines off the bar.”
 
   He only smirked at my comment as two customers left. He then turned his attention to me again. “You okay? You don’t normally come in here, and I’d know if you came in here.”
 
   Nope, I wasn’t okay. 
 
   “Has our therapy session started already?” I joked, pretending to look at the time. 
 
   “Up to you, Kath. None of my business, but, it’s a slow night, already finished the book I was reading, bar is stocked…I have time.” He grinned. 
 
   “All right.” I rolled my eyes, but I really was grateful for the ear. I needed to get some shit off my chest, and I couldn’t talk to my big mouth bestie, either. 
 
   He threw a white towel over his shoulder and said, “Whenever you’re ready.” 
 
   “So…I’ve lived here all my life, and my big dream has always been to have my own café.”
 
   He raised one bushy eyebrow and looked me over. “You sure? I’d open a place with you. Hell, customers would come in just to see you.”
 
   “Well, had you mentioned that maybe, oh, five hours ago, I might have considered it.”
 
   “What happened five hours ago?”
 
   “I met the man I think I might have to kill…also, my potential business partner.”
 
   “You wanna tell me a little more?” He chuckled. 
 
   “He calls me Katherine. I hate that!”
 
   “Is that it?”
 
   “Well, it’s like this: I told my best friend about my big dream…that I wanted to open a café; I just didn’t want to do it alone. I have the drive, I’m great with customers, and I know I can secure a business loan without digging into my savings. So, Tori…you remember Tori?”
 
   “Giggly and talkative when she’s had a few. Yep.”
 
   “Tori tells all this to our friend, Dee. She runs that bridal boutique, Beachy Bride?”
 
   “Yeah, I know the place. Up from the tattoo shop?”
 
   “That’s right. And Dee has this thing going with Frodo who works at the tattoo shop.”
 
   Nick lifted the sleeve of his tee. “He did this tat for me.” 
 
   I studied the skull memorial for someone named Joseph. “Nice.” And it really was. From what I’d seen, Frodo was an incredibly talented artist.
 
   “So…”
 
   “Right,” I said, and took a sip of my drink, so sweet my eyes fluttered as the sugar absorbed into my teeth and bloodstream. “Anyway, Frodo was giving some guy a tattoo and that guy happened to be leaving his job in San Clemente…and get this…” I laughed. “He apparently worked in a hotel running their café and restaurant, and, for some insane reason, decided he wants to relocate and open a place here in Laguna.”
 
   “So, you told him fifty-fifty?” he asked. 
 
   I stuck my hand into the cherries and popped one in my mouth. “We haven’t gotten that far in negotiations yet. But he did give me a key to look around the place.”
 
   Nick leaned in on his elbows. “So, what’s the problem?” 
 
   I looked at the near empty pink and brown remnants of soda and admitted, “He reminds me of the man who took my heart and never gave it back. That right there makes me kinda hate him. But then there’s this other part of me that…. I mean, that doesn’t happen twice in a lifetime, does it? Fate…she’s kind of an asshole. Like one of those mean bitches in high school that everyone hated, but were also terrified of her and the power she wielded over them.”
 
   “Yeah. Fate’s a real bitch,” he agreed.
 
   “Tori got engaged,” I explained. 
 
   “Losin’ your wing-woman.”
 
   “She’s happy, and besides, I have a boyfriend now.”
 
   Nick raised his eyebrows in surprise. 
 
   “Shut up. So, this guy shows up to meet me in person. He’s pretty enthusiastic about this café thing, and I don’t know what came over me, but he said black, I said white, and he didn’t take my shit. I mean, I was throwing full on attitude and it just slid right off of him.”
 
   “Were you testing him?” he asked. 
 
   I ignored his question. “You know who he is?”
 
    “Nope.” Nick chuckled. 
 
   I popped another cherry in my mouth. “He’s Clint Eastwood. He’s all calm and cool. Eastwood-Zen, that’s what he is… and he’s hot. He’s tall, which is a plus since I’m Katherine the Giantess in heels, and, Jesus! I don’t know why I’m even stressing about this. I have a boyfriend!” I yelled.
 
   “Sounds like you have a real predicament.”
 
   “I want to do this café thing. The plus side, I know all my neighbors. I’ve got a support team to keep my crazy in check all around me. Tori’s house is just a flight of stairs away. The tattoo shop is next door, and those guys are all right. Dee’s at the bridal shop upstairs, and Tori’s stationery shop is next to that. I mean, what could possibly go wrong?”
 
   “Well,” he looked at my near empty glass of cherries, “if you’re lucky, you could keep up this diet of sugar-syrup soda and let your teeth rot. That’s bound to keep any potential business and pleasure mixing at bay. I mean, I hate to break it to you, Kath, but most guys aren’t into toothless women.”
 
   “You’ve been a tremendous help, Nick.”
 
   “I’m a listener.” he laughed. “Not a problem solver. ‘Eastwood-Zen’…I like that.”
 
   Yeah, I like it, too. 
 
   And that scared the fuck outta me. 
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   JULY
 
   Katherine
 
   “It all started with this dress.” Tori giggled as she explained her gown to some random wedding guest. One hand brushed the cascade of bright, peachy tulle; the other hand went to the chest of her new husband, Cam.
 
   Me?  
 
   I was proudly clad in my maid-of-honor gear: solid blush pink from the little hat thing on top of my head to the matching satin, open toe shoes. From the front, it looked like a tailored suit with a simple cap sleeve, but the back was completely open…a definite undergarment challenge to hold up the girls. 
 
   My best friend, Tori, and her soulmate, Cam, had just celebrated their “formal” wedding. They’d been married a few months back when Tori did the chick thing and freaked, certain something would go wrong. In response, Cam rallied the troops—friends and family—and within three hours of Tori’s meltdown, we were at the county clerk’s office to make it official. 
 
   “You know,” I said to one of the catering staff. “There’s nothing about the groom I don’t like. Except, he doesn’t really seem to find my suggestion that Tori and I could be sister-wives nearly as entertaining as I do.”
 
   “Kath.” Cam’s mom giggled at my comment. I’d learned this was a woman I could be straight with. “He’s so in love with her.”
 
   “Yep,” I agreed. “That he is.” He adored Tori, and what more could I want for her? “I love this, I love how happy they both are, but, I gotta be honest with you, Paula. Sometimes, I look at them and kinda tilt my head and make that aww sound. You know the one you use for cute babies and puppies?”
 
   “Yes.” She laughed. “I know the very one.”
 
   “Then other times I’m like, ‘You know what? Fuck you.’”
 
   We both laughed at my well delivered and good intentioned observations, but there was more truth to it than I wanted to admit to Paula Muir. That kind of happiness, though it was a beautiful thing, was completely and totally unfair to the rest of humanity. Not to mention unrealistic. It gave false hope to those who would either never have it, or people like me, who’d already had it, never to experience it again. 
 
   And that sucked.
 
   “I’ll see ya later, Paula. You know how weddings are supposed to be the place you meet your future husband?”
 
   She nodded and sipped her glass of champagne.
 
   “Yeah, that’s a big lie. Anyone single at this shin-dig is looking to get laid. And since I already have a…person for that, I’m gonna drink instead.”
 
   I’d been dating Mark “Goya” Espinoza. Total pain in my ass, but damn, the man was great in bed. I didn’t invite him as my date, and this pissed him off. I’d been completely straight with him from the beginning. There was no future between us. It was fun until it wasn’t, and then…that was it. 
 
   He didn’t like that answer.
 
   I looked at all the people, smiling, laughing, happy, and grabbed a nearly full bottle of tequila off the bar. The caterers didn’t even blink since I’d made sure they were fed and got regular smoke breaks throughout the night. I found the bride and groom and tugged on Cam’s free arm, the one that wasn’t wrapped protectively around Tori’s waist. 
 
   “Hey.” I grinned as he smiled back at me. “Can I steal you a minute?” Damn, so good looking. I wasn’t hot for my bestie’s man or anything, but there was no other way around it; the man was fine.
 
   “Fairy,” he said quietly in Tori’s ear. “Be right back.” 
 
   Cam respected the bond Tori and I shared, and because of that, I felt…I don’t know how to explain it…almost like he was an extension of that bond. I was glad, really, because it meant I’d gained another great friend.
 
   He followed me down their front steps and through the green gate that opened to Pacific Coast Highway. There were two businesses to our left. One was Coastal Ink, the tattoo shop. Next to that was an old office, the site of the proposed café…the one I was apparently opening with a guy named Holst. 
 
   “You okay?” Cam asked. 
 
   “Yeah,” I lied through my teeth. “Can you tell the girls I had to go? I need to spend some time with this here bottle of José, and,” I leaned in to whisper, “he likes it to be just the two of us.”
 
   Cam studied my face then turned his attention to the empty shop. “You gonna do it?”
 
   I let out a long, dramatic sigh. I had so much shit to think about, it wasn’t even funny, so I gave Cam the short list. 
 
   “Well, part of the reason I need some alone time with the Cuervo, I have some shit to sort out. For one thing, I have a,” I cleared my throat, “boyfriend who wants to take things to the next level.” 
 
   “His art does not make me feel happy,” Cam interrupted. “I know he said we could have a painting as a wedding gift, but honey, let your gift to us be making that offer go away,” he pleaded with a smile and a furrowed brow.
 
   “Done,” I smiled back, stifling a giggle.
 
   “What else do you have to sort out?”
 
   I held my free arm up to the filthy windows of the old office. “This. I’ve always wanted my own café. Always. And I never wanted to do it alone. Holst has the experience I don’t, so in theory, it’s perfect.”
 
   Holst. Even his name gave me anxiety. 
 
   Cam gave me a second, but only a second, before he asked, “You gonna tell me the reason it isn’t perfect?”
 
   And that was the moment I opened that place deep inside me and shared just enough to make the pain visible and let Cam see it. “He reminds me of someone, and I don’t know if that’s such a good idea for me.”
 
   He’d seen me cry, once. Tori, never. I kept my emotions on a tight leash. But Cam made me feel safe enough to share, so I decided to give a little more. 
 
   “Every time he opens his mouth, I turn into a crazy person.” Yeah, the crazy person being the vulnerable girl I was at twenty. That’s who I became every single time I was around Holst. “Anyway,” I said, trying to shake off the heavy, “take care of my girl. I’m gonna spend some time in this dump and see if it speaks to me through the power of Cuervo.” 
 
   In hindsight, I should’ve snagged the Patron. 
 
   “You know where to find us. Don’t worry about the time. If you need us, Kath, we’re right upstairs.”
 
   “Your wedding night?” I chuckled. “That’s so not gonna happen. Night, Cam. And congratulations,” I said warmly. 
 
   I then took the key Holst had given to me to “look around the place” and opened the door to find two huge, leather chairs. I locked the door and uncapped the bottle in my hand. After the first swig, I looked at one of the beckoning big, empty chairs. As the liquor took effect and the emotions I’d held onto began to let go, I spoke to the only man who’d ever really known me. Thirteen years and still, I wished he was there to guide me. 
 
   “Think I should do it?” I asked.
 
   The other chair didn’t answer.
 
   And it wasn’t long until my tears, washed down with tequila, put me to sleep.
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   Katherine
 
   I felt…cozy, and it occurred to me this was the opposite of what I should be feeling. I wasn’t a stranger to drowning my sorrows in alcohol, but in the last six months, I’d taken stock of my life—soon after I was sure Tori and Cam were absolutely gonna make it—and when I did, I came to some hard truths. The most important of those, I needed to take better care of myself, physically and emotionally. 
 
   I’d always had the habit of going for long walks the day after a big night on the booze. I left the comfort of my soft bed, downed some Advil, and stepped outside. Absolutely nothing beat sunshine and fresh air to remind your body it was alive…even if you felt like death. Now, I hadn’t been drinking, which meant I hadn’t been exercising much. But the lack of drinkable calories seemed to even out, and, thankfully, I hadn’t put on weight. Not much, anyway. 
 
   Because I’d been abstaining, I thought I’d feel horrid after my tequila-transfusion, but as I began to stretch, I felt something heavy draped over me, my shoes were off, and the distinct aroma of coffee permeated the air. 
 
   Then I heard the gentle turn of a newspaper page, and that’s when I knew…
 
   I wasn’t alone. 
 
   Fuck. 
 
   “Are you awake, Katherine?”
 
   Holst. 
 
   I’d come to the empty café space for solitude. If I’d gone home, I knew eventually Goya would stop by and expect sex and answers from me. I was happy to provide the sex, the answers to his questions, not so much. 
 
   “I’m awake,” I replied, and if my eyes were open, I would’ve rolled them. No matter what I said to the contrary, Holst insisted on calling me by my full name, and I fucking hated that. 
 
   “I came in about half-past seven; decided to let you sleep. Your skin was like ice, so I left, grabbed a blanket from my trunk, came back, and covered you up. Then I went to get us coffee and breakfast.” He paused before he added, “And a newspaper.”
 
   When Tori and I became roommates, we both decided to get jobs in town. Tori landed a gig at Tresso, a huge giftware place on Forest Avenue. Through her, I got a job at Greg Tresso’s smaller shop called Grizzly, right on Pacific Coast Highway. Grizzly sold California-themed merchandise, most of it handcrafted and geared toward the wealthy tourist.
 
   I loved my job, and Tori loved hers, our boss was a fantastic guy, but I think most people would love to be their own boss. Tori was the first to follow her dream. Tresso had a huge stationery range and sold invitations, but Laguna didn’t have a shop specifically for that. So, Tori opened one, right next door to Beachy Bride. She hired a gal named Ruby, who made all sorts of party favors, to specifically match the invites. Whether it was a bar mitzvah or a divorce party, she and Ruby designed entire packages to accommodate the customer’s needs, from the invite down to the decorations. 
 
   This left me with the opportunity to manage Tresso. It was a much bigger store and more responsibility. I could handle it. I could handle it with my eyes closed and juggle flame throwers. My point being, it didn’t challenge me. 
 
   But my friends were kind of like meddling, nosy neighbors, and Dee was possibly the worst offender. She managed Beachy Bride and had this weird thing going with Frodo down at Coastal Ink. The guy was an incredible tattoo artist and seemed to be smitten with our Dee. Unfortunately, she’d been burned by an ex, and I hoped she got her head out of her ass before her chance with Frodo was gone. 
 
   Because he was a fantastic guy. 
 
   He also told me about his tattooed client with cash to burn and a dream to open a coffee shop in Laguna. It wasn’t lost on me that Laguna Beach needed another café like a hole in the head, but the old office I was sitting in was right next door to the tattoo shop, two doors away from my best friend’s front gate, and just a flight of stairs down from a popular bridal and stationary shop…this part of Laguna was café-light. There was a taco joint not far away, and, truth be told, I’d probably take the taco over coffee before someone jabbed my skin multiple times with an ink-filled needle. Still…if I stood on the sidewalk and looked around, there were five small hotels, tons of apartments, houses…and a surf shop. 
 
   The café would be a success.
 
   But the memory of a conversation I’d had with my dad last time he breezed through town invaded. 
 
   “What are your plans for the future, Katherine?”
 
   “Well…” I bravely and honestly replied, “I’d like to open my own little café eventually.”
 
   “Not with my money you’re not. I don’t want your failure tied to the family. Understand me?”
 
   I tried not to let his negativity affect me. But seeing as how I’d just secured a small business loan using the apartment building he gave me as collateral, I couldn’t fuck it up. 
 
   “Katherine,” Holst called. “When you’re ready, I have the business proposal here. We can start the meeting whenever you like.”
 
   Yeah, he’d called three days ago and said he was ready, made this date with me the day after Tori and Cam’s vow renewal, and I’d texted back, “Fine, whatever, see you then.” God, I was such a bitch to him, and I swear, my behavior was completely out of my control. 
 
   “Coffee was mentioned?” I asked.
 
   He pushed off from the desk where he’d been reading the paper and silently handed me a cup. That first taste was fucking glorious. He stood above me, looming. Maybe waiting for a thank you, which would’ve been the polite thing to do. There was only one problem with that: I’d have to make eye contact, and to make eye contact, I’d have to look at him, and when I did that, the crazy in me woke up from her long slumber, slapped on her bitch-amour, and spoke for me. But with no other option…
 
   I looked up at him. 
 
   Holst had one of those year-round tans which prompted me to ask, “Are you always this tan?”
 
   He smirked. “Yes. I’m always this tan.”
 
   I knew he was an avid surfer, outdoorsy kinda guy, so I was sure that helped. But he was just naturally tan. His hair looked dark when he was indoors, but I’d seen it in the sun, which accented these amazing highlights. Bastard. I’d kill for natural highlights like that. He was lean, not a solid mountain like Cam and his brother, but it was easy to see that his height and broad chest, well…there was nothing weak about him either…and I wanted to paint him with my tongue.
 
   His caramel eyes smiled down on me as he asked, “Katherine, is there something on your mind you would like to share with me?”
 
   “No,” I quickly returned, and, it took a lot of doing on my part, but I kept any tempting smartass comments to myself. 
 
   “All right then.” He grabbed a folder from the desk, opened it, and handed it to me. “Take all the time you need.”
 
   I sat up and put my coffee cup on the floor. A quick flip through all the pages told me Holst had thought of absolutely everything: suppliers, cost, employees, menus…but all of that seemed unimportant when I flipped to a black and white sketch of the interior of the café…or what would be the café when it was done.
 
   “Did you draw this?” I asked, not hiding the shock in my tone. 
 
   “There’s one more sketch, and no, I didn’t. I had Frodo help me with that.” 
 
   The first time we met, he was cool as Clint Eastwood. All that did was make me more combative. 
 
   “I was gonna say you’re talented, but I was wrong,” I mumbled. 
 
   “Oh, I have other talents.” He grinned. 
 
   “Yeah, I bet you do. I bet you’re good at lots and lots of things.” I was being sarcastic, of course, and I knew he was staring at me. I could feel his eyes on me like lasers. 
 
   “I will treasure that back-handed compliment until I take my dying breath, Katherine.”
 
   “Keep calling me Katherine and that dying breath might come quicker than you think,” I rallied, thankful the coffee was bringing me back to my good ole self again. 
 
   “There she is.” He smiled wide, and fuck him for having perfectly straight, white teeth. 
 
   “What kind of espresso machine did he draw here? It looks…”
 
   “Like the Maserati of espresso machines,” he told me, and that was a pretty good description. “For the price, it might as well be. But I think the reliability and quality would be worth the investment, considering the business we’d lose if it broke down all the time. And the company that supplies them is in Irvine, so if something did go wrong, they could bring us a replacement or service it quickly.”
 
   It was then I looked back at the drawings. They looked like the inside of a log cabin. The picture depicted all the décor of a California mountain getaway with old-fashioned snow shoes, vintage signs, and old glass bottles. I could see his vision, and, lifting my eyes to the room, I asked, “You have a name?” When we’d spoken before, I hated every suggestion he made.
 
   “I do indeed.” He grinned.
 
   “And that is…?” I prompted. 
 
   “You worked at Grizzly, the state flag has one on it, so I thought Bear Claw had a nice ring.”
 
   Bear Claw. Perfect for a “coffee shop” that sold pastries with a California theme.
 
   Then I made a decision. 
 
   I could be professional, I knew I could. Part of taking better care of myself was to take a risk. And though I was sure Holst calling me Katherine would never cease, I could suck it up. I wasn’t going to let the ghost that lived in my heart or the negativity of my father hold me back from following my dreams. When I felt I could talk again without exploding from excitement, I gave him my decision.
 
   “Drop off whatever I have to sign at my place and give me a couple of weeks to train someone at Grizzly.”
 
   He seemed shocked I’d given my answer so easily. 
 
   “You’re sure?” 
 
   Well, I was sure about being partners in the business. I was sure I could put my all into it and make it successful. I was sure I didn’t want to do it alone. The only thing I wasn’t sure about was him.
 
   “One thing to know about me, Holst: when I give my word, I never go back on it. Not ever.” Then I moved my stiff body from the chair and walked to the door. “Thanks…for the coffee.”
 
   “Anytime, Katherine,” he called, and, as much as I hated to admit it, the way he said it was growing on me. 
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   Katherine
 
   A week had passed since Tori and Cam’s wedding, and in that time, I’d signed every single document that pertained to Bear Claw. I knew exactly what I was signing on for: a fifty-thousand-hour work week with a man that tested me every chance he got, never lost his patience, and got right under my skin, just like someone else I used to know. 
 
   And that hadn’t worked out well for me at all. 
 
   Friday morning, I woke to two text messages: one from Tori, inviting me over for coffee and breakfast, the other from Goya, reminding me about his show that night. I washed my face, slapped on sunscreen, jeans, flip-flops, and a black tank…complete with huge sunglasses, and I walked my ass over to Tori and Cam’s for coffee and, hopefully, bagels. 
 
   Friday morning was bagel day.
 
   I decided to walk by Bear Claw and see if Holst had done anything during the week. Sure enough, the windows were covered with newspaper, with just a foot clear at the top for light to get inside. A pang of guilt flooded me. I was avoiding him, but I shouldn’t be avoiding the business I’d just invested in. It was as much mine as it was his. I’d been able to push my emotions deep for ten years, and this new…relationship…wouldn’t be any different. I made a silent promise to myself I’d be there tomorrow, armed with cleaning products, to start working on my dream.
 
   Just another few feet, I faced the green gate with the awesome brass knocker and flagstone steps of Tori’s house. I knocked on the front door of the Arts and Crafts home and waited. I was basically furniture at their place, but they were newlyweds, and I’m no prude, but when you walk in on your bestie splayed upon the front stairs of the foyer, her husband’s head between her legs and his naked ass with a peek-a-boo ball sack greeting you….
 
   Dude. You knock.
 
   The door opened to Cam’s smartass grin, which said everything without saying anything. “Kath,” he greeted. 
 
   “Coffee,” I returned, avoiding all conversation with him, and walked straight to the kitchen. 
 
   I plunked down at the worn pine table, opened my phone to the message from Goya so Tori could read it, and took a sip from the mug Tori had just handed me. 
 
   I’d given several kickass—in my mind—housewarming gifts to the new couple. One was a ceramic garden gnome key holder I’d had custom made. Quite similar to the one that lived on my porch…Gozer the Garden Gnome (I loved Ghostbusters.) Gozer needed a mate, and that mate, of course, was Zuul. Most female garden gnomes were busty, but this she-gnome had enormous boobs, wild, red hair, which lifted at the back to hide a spare house key, and a red dress that left very little to the imagination…I mean, if you were into gnomes, you couldn’t disagree this little gnome had it going on. 
 
   My other favorite gift was three coffee mugs: two of which read, “My best friend is a whore.” The third read, “I married a whore” and it was just lucky that Cam had a good sense of humor. Most people think the term “whore” is either an occupation or an insult, but I used it as a term of affection. I wasn’t even sure how it began, but I often said it to Tori, and when I did, it came from a place of love.
 
   Tori took a sip from her coffee and lifted her eyes from the message. “Dude.”
 
   “Dude,” much like the word “whore” or even “fuck,” also had many meanings and uses. It was all in the way you said it. And the way Tori said “dude” meant she was having the same reaction I had to the message. 
 
   “I know, right?” 
 
   I gave an awkward chuckle and rolled my eyes. I’d avoided Goya all week, blowing him off with the excuse my new business venture was taking up all my time. Yeah, I totally lied. And his message that morning was a reminder, not only about his show, but an offer he made, which filled me with terror, and a term of endearment that made me want to move to another state.
 
   “He said the L-word,” she pointed out. “And he wants you to move in with him?” Just hearing her rundown of the text message gave me anxiety.
 
   I decided not to let that show and deflect the whole thing with humor. “Yeah. I’m just as confused as you are. I even thought he might have sent the message to me by mistake.”
 
   “Kath,” she began softly, “you’re not considering moving in with him…are you?”
 
   I almost choked on my coffee. “Did you snort a big, fat line of stupid before I got here?”
 
   Her eyes bugged out before she said with relief, “Thank God. You’ve been…weird lately. I had to ask.” 
 
   Cam suddenly appeared with two huge hiking packs.
 
   “You just got hotter, Cam,” I declared and leaned in to my bestie. “How are you gonna do it?”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Hike along those trails and not ass rape him every chance you get?”
 
   She leaned closer, her fingers tapping on the coffee mug, and confessed with total sincerity, “Well, we discussed it, and, after much research, decided that anything I do to his ass will be in the privacy of our own home.” She picked up her mug again and continued casually, “Besides, ticks are a real problem. The ass is the last place you want a tick.”
 
   Cam smiled, listening with good humor, and filled his mug. Then he grabbed a glossy card from their fridge.
 
   When I realized it was an invitation to Goya’s opening that night, I let my head fall with a thud on their kitchen table.
 
   “He invited us,” Tori shared.
 
   Thud, thud, thud.
 
   “He invited everyone from the tattoo shop, too,” Cam added.
 
   It was getting worse. He was invading. And I had to put a stop to it.
 
   “You can’t come,” I mumbled against the table. “You have too much to do before you leave on Monday.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” Cam told me with a grin. “I already let him down easy.”
 
   “I’m breaking up with him tonight,” I said to the table. I lifted my head and asked through my veil of hair, “Can I borrow that strappy slut dress?” 
 
   “I thought the idea was to make yourself less attractive?” she asked.
 
   “That doesn’t mean my next fuck-buddy won’t be there.” I winked, and with that, I pushed away from the table, squared my shoulders, went upstairs, and helped myself to my bestie’s closet.
 
   ***
 
   When I began dating a guy, I gave no illusion we’d have any kind of future. I was careful, I got tested regularly, and I put them through my own rigorous testing in order to determine if they had the skills and necessary equipment to do the job right. 
 
   When I met Goya, he was cocky, so full of himself it was a wonder he even noticed I existed. I was at my favorite bar one night, the Saloon, feeling sorry for myself and tamping that feeling down with a drink or two before I went home. Tori was in La-la-land-o-Cam, so I decided it was time to throw my line out and see what I could catch. 
 
   Then he walked in: curly, dark hair, deep brown eyes, a tight tee, and chisled features which told me all I needed to know…almost all I needed to know. See, a man didn’t need to be hung; he didn’t need to be particularly handsome either. But I wasn’t going to fuck just anybody. I wanted passion and confidence and hopefully the ability to back those two up. 
 
   I overheard Goya talking about his new collection, how incredible it was, and my first thought?  What an egotistical prick. Then the girls he’d arrived with left and he bought me a drink. To my surprise, he didn’t talk about himself at all. He was charming, probably an act, but I gave him a chance and let him take me home. 
 
   He followed me in the door, and I called over my shoulder, “Just wait here a second,” and went to my bedroom. There, I opened the top drawer of my bedside table. For my thirtieth birthday, I’d bought myself a new dildo. This one was…meaty…ten inches of pure, fat, unrepentant silicon, and because I’d never been with a man of color—not yet anyway—I chose black. I named it Devon. For some reason, don’t ask me why, I decided it looked like a Devon.
 
   “Devon” had this suction thing so you could place it on any surface and ride it, something I’d only done a handful of times. I arranged him on an elegantly carved solid wood chair and only then did I open the door and say, “Come on back if you want.”
 
   I did my best not to smirk and went about taking off the boots I was wearing when Goya asked, “Is that my competition?”
 
   “Oh, him?” I said nonchalantly and shrugged. “I guess.”
 
   “Kath.” He held my eyes as I looked at him in the mirror. “There’s no competition.”
 
   I raised one eyebrow and gave him a grin he took as a dare, and I can say with absolute conviction, Devon had nothing on Goya. 
 
   But Goya was exhausting. He wanted things from me I wasn’t willing to give. My friends barely tolerated him, but they didn’t know him. Yeah, he was kind of an asshole and had this holier-than-thou thing going on, but it was all for show. He lived for his art and wanted to be something special. In my moments of weakness, I could imagine breaking him down and training him in acceptable social standards. He was a good guy, he loved me (apparently,) and damn, he was a great lay. 
 
   But I hated his art.
 
   And that’s why I had to end it. If I could find it in me to be supportive of what he loved to create, maybe I could…try to have more with him than just sex. But I’d already let it go on for far too long, and now he was emotionally invested in a way I never could be. I decided it would be soon, in the next week, but I’d wait until after his show. He was a man, he was attractive, he knew how to use the goods God gave him, he had a nice place in North Laguna, and drove a sporty, little Fiat. He’d be fine.
 
   In an outfit that somehow stayed on my body through the magic of synthetic fabric, I alighted from the cab in five-inch strappy heels and strutted my almost six-foot ass into the posh gallery of the Laguna Beach Art Institute. I wasn’t completely whored-out; I wore a dark purple wrap and matching earrings to break up the solid black of the ensemble.
 
   I was greeted by a young woman, very pretty with natural auburn hair, wearing a uniform of long sleeved black shirt, black pants, and a black apron. 
 
   “Welcome to Expressions in Darkness.” She smiled. 
 
   Expressions in Darkness. What a knob. 
 
   She handed me a program that I glanced at briefly. I’d seen a few of the paintings, but not all of them. 
 
   The woman continued to smile at me. 
 
   I returned it and asked casually, “Is there somewhere I can pick up a strong cocktail and a box of razor blades?”
 
   “Uh…” She studied me for a split second then determined it was all right to let her guard down. “The one in the grand hall is…frightening,” she warned on a whisper. 
 
   A guy walked by with a tray full of champagne glasses filled with black liquid. I grabbed one, hoping I wasn’t about to ingest ink, and drank the entire thing. It was delicious.
 
   “Thanks for the heads-up,” I told the young woman and made my way into the exhibit. 
 
   It wasn’t long before I really, truly needed to get out of that place for my own sanity. Of course, that was when Goya found me, three black drinks down, one in my hand as I stared at the aforementioned frightening painting in the grand hall.
 
   “Darling,” he cooed over my shoulder. 
 
   I stepped forward to get closer to the…painting, then stepped back and tilted my head to the side. I repeated this routine once more and finally asked, “What’s he doing with the fork?”
 
   “It’s a demon consuming the fallen souls of humanity.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, and thank God he didn’t see me. I needed to keep that attitude in check if I didn’t want him to stab me with a fork. 
 
   “You don’t like it?” he asked, affronted. 
 
   “Hang on.” I put my hand up and waved it around to the top of the painting. “What’s going on with the demon guy’s tongue?” There was literally a forked tongue, one half apparently impaling a woman vaginally and the other half sodomizing a man. 
 
   “The demon is showing the humans the cost of their sexual depravity,” he explained. 
 
   Well, if this painting was anything to go by, I knew what Hell had in store for me.
 
   I finished my drink, turned to him, and said, “I can’t move in with you Goya. I like my place, and I don’t want to leave it.”
 
   “That’s fine,” he said with his own brand of practiced ease and shrugged. “I can move in with you.”
 
   No. No no no no no no no.
 
   “I have to go,” I blurted, turned on my heel, and got the hell out of there. 
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   Holst
 
   A week had gone by and I’d not yet heard or seen Katherine. I took all the paperwork to her apartment, just as she’d requested, and within twenty-four hours, she’d returned everything back to me.
 
   By messenger. 
 
   I had no intention of pushing her. There was a war going on inside Katherine, and I could see it happening. I witnessed the exact moment when she’d made up her mind. Her declaration that she never went back on her word had a deeper meaning. There was much more to Katherine, and each and every time I was in her presence, I felt a pull to learn exactly what it was. 
 
   The invitation to her boyfriend’s exhibit had been given to me by Frodo, the man who finished the tattoo on my leg and set the ball in motion for the coffee shop. I figured that giving my support to Katherine’s partner was a show of good faith. No matter my attraction to her, she was involved with someone else, and I, of course, respected that. 
 
   I remembered learning about the Spanish painter, Goya, and knowing Katherine’s boyfriend had been greatly influenced by him, I was intrigued. As I walked through the exhibit, I saw this Goya wasn’t an imposter; he had his own style, which was obvious, even to someone untrained like myself. The similarities lied in the imagery, the topics: dark, depressing stories from the bible or Greek Mythology. Yes, Mark “Goya” Espinoza was talented, but there was nothing beautiful in his art. My one requirement in any kind of artwork was to gaze upon something beautiful, and from his hand, I had yet to see beauty…that was, until the very end of the exhibit. Mark had painted his lover, Katherine, and captured every emotional nuance of her within that frame. 
 
   Breathtaking.
 
   I knew she’d be there, or assumed she would, but I wasn’t fully prepared for the vision of Katherine. She was wearing—barely—a black dress, tight, made of four large Xs. It started mid-thigh and crossed below her shoulders, the pattern showing a diamond patch of tan skin on each side of her ribs, her stomach, and her lower back. She finished it off with shoes that invited a man to hold the heel while she rode him, and a long scarf that would’ve been perfect to tie her to the bed while he returned the favor. 
 
   I recognized mystery and pain in Katherine, just as Mark did in his depiction of her. From her blond locks to her pale brown eyes and a blush she probably wasn’t even aware she wore. That portrait was created by the hand of a man in love. She was his muse, but at that very moment, I looked to see his hand wrapped around her arm, too tight, roughly yanking her to his side. She quickly tugged herself away and hastily retreated to the front entrance of the art college. 
 
   It was none of my business, and it wasn’t my place, but I followed, because his handling of Katherine absolutely made the blood beneath the surface of my skin boil. I felt my fists curl and prepared for whatever might happen when I confronted this man. 
 
   The art college, tucked into the hills deep in Laguna Canyon, was poorly lit. My apartment was a block from Pacific Coast Highway, densely populated, houses practically stacked one on top of the other, but still, coyotes bravely came looking for food, forced there by building projects. A woman should not be in the canyon on her own, and not just because of hungry coyotes. I doubted she’d had time to call a cab, so I would intervene if necessary, if only to offer her a ride home. 
 
   I moved toward the two figures, quite hidden in the shadows, and that’s when I overheard Goya’s words to Katherine.
 
   “I have given you everything, Kath. No one else. I have never let anyone else into my life before you.”
 
   “Mark—” she began.
 
   “And you walk out of my exhibit, out of my life?”
 
   “Mark, I’m sorry, just let me—”
 
    “You’re over thirty,” he told her softly. But his gentility was only there to falsely cushion the blow he was about to deal. “And for now, you can use those long legs, firm ass, and great smile to get laid. But another, what, eight years, your looks will dim. You’ll be the middle-aged slut trying to pick up thirty-year-olds, in your mind thinking you’re still the beautiful woman I’m looking at now. The problem for you is, you’ll be almost forty. And the men like me, the ones that would have taken you at thirty and kept you, married you…they won’t give you that second chance. Five years from now, I see you in the same bar, I don’t care how good you look, Kath. I’ll fuck the new batch of thirty-year old pussy. I’ll still be able to have a family with them, but you’ll be alone and too old to give any man over the age of forty what he really wants. And you know it.”
 
   Fuckin’ hell. 
 
   “Mark.” Her voice broke as she said his name. I knew she didn’t want him. She was too good for him anyway, but for any woman to endure what he’d just said, I wanted to sweep her up into my arms and carry her away. Kick the living shit out of him, and then carry her away. 
 
   I moved silently toward them and watched as he closed the distance between them and said, “Beg.” 
 
   “Excuse me?” she asked, her words weak as she spoke them.
 
   “You’ll change your mind, and when you do, I expect you to beg.”
 
   She stepped back, rolled her shoulders, and arranged her wrap, giving herself time to rise from the ashes. “You’re gonna need to lower your expectations then. And Mark?” she spat, using his given name, apparently something he hated almost as much as she did. “If I had to name that last painting with the forked tongue in the guy’s ass? I’d call it Abomination in Oil. It makes me want to slit my fucking wrists.”
 
   “Then it did what it was supposed to do. It invoked a powerful reaction from you.”
 
   I understood what Frodo meant when he mentioned the man had a sizable ego. Katherine walked back to him. Her first words were too quiet for me to hear, but the finale, was loud and clear.
 
   “…never asked why I refused to give you more because you think you love me, but I know what it is to not have your love returned, Mark. I know what that one-sided feeling is like, and if you really loved me,” she said with a finger in his chest, “you’d be the one begging me to make that pain stop.”
 
   I could see the physical reaction as her words manifested in him. “Kath…I’m sorry, I overreacted and—”
 
   “No.” She pushed him, forcing him to step back from her. “I told you from the beginning. I made you no promises, and this is exactly why. This isn’t the first time I’ve been in this situation, Mark. But I have the decency to tell the people I’m with it’ll never be more.”
 
   “It could be,” he countered. “We’re good together.”
 
   “No.” She shook her head. “I can’t love you when I’m in love with somebody else.” 
 
   I carefully and quietly moved as close as I could without being seen or heard. 
 
   “Thank you for making me forget the pain for a while. But it’s not fair to you. Bye, Mark.”
 
   She walked away from him, and when I was sure she was out of earshot, I came out of the light and faced Goya. 
 
   “You heard all of that?” he asked.
 
   I gave an affirmative nod, trying to control the powerful desire to physically harm him, and said, “The painting of her is the best of the collection. I’m not an art aficionado, but I know when something’s good, and that portrait isn’t just good, it’s a single moment of time captured on canvas. It makes me feel a desperation for the subject, even not knowing her very well. You painted her agony.”
 
   “Yes,” he agreed. “She didn’t see it.”
 
   He walked past me and stopped on his way to the entrance. “Good luck with the café. That should help distract her from her…agony, for a while.”
 
   “Mark,” I called, stopping him before he entered the building. “You are not welcome in our place of business. Do we understand each other?”
 
   I didn’t wait for his response, since there was no mistaking that my words were not a request, but a threat. Then, I went to my car with the purpose of finding Katherine.
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   Katherine
 
   I was walking.
 
   Fresh air was good. It gave me clarity. It helped me sort my shit out. But it was hard to sort my shit out when I was seething with anger, drunk on black champagne cocktails, and bleeding from the wound Mark just gave me. 
 
   Fucking. Asshole.
 
   The first time I ever got drunk was in the company of my lover. He poured us each a glass of red wine the night he took my virginity. And he took me as an equal.
 
   “A woman in every way, Katherine. Your age is not indicative of the woman you already are,” he’d said to me.
 
   I drank socially, but never wine. Wine was an association of blossoming love, and wine was reserved for him. 
 
   “We should always do this,” I’d told him. “Even when we’re old, you can be my anchor while I get tipsy.” 
 
   “I’ll always be your anchor, no matter where I am and where you are. I’ll be your constant…the compass for your heart.” 
 
   “My true north,” I joked. 
 
   “Yes,” he’d said. 
 
   He lied.
 
   I was drunk, storming down the dark road of the canyon, and the next words from my mouth sounded crazy even to my own ears as I screamed into the night, “You ruined me, you betraying, fucking asshole!” 
 
    “Katherine,” I heard behind me and came to halt.
 
   I didn’t answer because I was mortified. On top of everything else, there was no doubt Holst had heard me sobbing and screaming at the top of my lungs. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” my shaking voice asked over my shoulder.
 
   I heard his steps come closer, the heat of his body against my back as his long fingers wrapped gently around each arm. 
 
   His touch…
 
   Phenomenal. 
 
   His head bent to my ear…
 
   Dangerous.
 
   “Katherine.” He spoke quietly, gently, as if he was trying to calm a hysterical woman wielding a shotgun on a cheating husband. “I was invited to the exhibit. I was told you left only moments before, so I came to find you, and now I’m going to take you home.” He turned me slowly, keeping the distance between us close while I kept my head down.
 
   “Katherine?” he asked, and I knew he wanted me to look at him. But if I did…fuck…if I did, he’d see right through me. 
 
   I kept my gaze to the ground. “I’m fine. Sorry. I’m just…a lot is happening. Tori and Cam are leaving for a few weeks. I haven’t even started working on the coffee shop with you. I’m just…”
 
   “Come,” he said and pulled free the arm I had wrapped around my middle. 
 
   “I’m drunk,” I explained, probably unnecessarily. “I think exercise is good to prevent hangovers.”
 
   “And food,” he added and took my hand in his, guiding me back toward the parking lot. 
 
   I recognized his car as we approached. “Just drop me home, Holst.” The fact he was still holding my hand hadn’t really kicked in until he unlocked the dark blue BMW and opened the passenger door. 
 
   “Watch your head,” he warned and kept me steady while I sank down into the cool leather seat. 
 
   Once the door was closed, he got in and completely turned his body to look at me. He leaned in, just enough that I could smell whatever scent he was wearing, and asked, “Katherine?” 
 
   “Y-yes?” I stammered.
 
   “Seatbelt.” He smiled that perfect smile. 
 
   “Right.” 
 
   I buckled myself in when he again requested, “Katherine?” I reluctantly gave him my eyes. “I feel that, in the spirit of equality in our business, beginning that relationship on a falsehood would be bad form, and you don’t need any other reasons to hate me.”
 
   “I don’t hate you,” I interrupted, because, really, I didn’t.
 
   “Tomorrow, when you’ve slept on it, I have no doubt you’ll find, at the very least, you don’t like me very much.”
 
   “Can you please just tell me whatever it is you were going to tell me so we can go? I made a garlic and herb roast lamb, and I’m hungry, and it’s sounding pretty good right now.”
 
   He turned on the car and pulled out of the space a little too quickly. Like, Formula One quickly. 
 
   “Can I ask why you’re driving like a maniac?” I was actually bracing myself with one hand on the dash, letting my purse fall to my feet, the other hand gripped onto the door handle. 
 
   “Meat,” was his one word reply.
 
   “Is that supposed to mean something to me?”
 
   “We need to talk. I also happen to be hungry,” he told me as he took a sharp left turn to head up Third Avenue toward my place. “And you’re going to feed me.”
 
   I had so many ways I wanted to respond to this assertion. “It’s been a big night, and, like you said, I’m probably going to…dislike you tomorrow, so maybe we shouldn’t push it and—”
 
   The car stopped.
 
   He jumped out of the car and slammed his door.
 
   My door flew open. “You know where I live.”
 
   He offered his hand to me. “Don’t forget your purse.”
 
   I took a deep breath, and up the stairs we went, his hand at the small of my back until I made my way to Gozer, flipped up his hat, and retrieved the house key.
 
   “You keep your spare key in the hat of a ceramic garden gnome.” He made this as a statement, an observation, not a question. 
 
   “His name is Gozer,” I supplied. “Gozer?” I said to my fat, little friend. “This is Holst. Holst, this is Gozer, the—”
 
   “Keymaster,” he finished. 
 
   That was the first time ever someone knew what the fuck I was talking about or didn’t laugh at me. I was so delighted by this, I let Holst know. “I’ll feed you because you knew who he was without me explaining it.”
 
   “I appreciate that more than you can imagine. Though, I probably would have forced my way in to eat a roast.”
 
   I opened the door and threw my purse onto the couch at my right. On my very high heels, I went to the kitchen, threw my purple wrap on the back of a chair, and opened the oven.
 
   I’d prepared the small roast along with white baby potatoes and root vegetables in the afternoon. It had been marinating since the day before, and I had the timing down perfectly for delicious, succulent, tender meat. 
 
   “Can I do anything?” Holst offered.
 
   “No. But you can tell me whatever it is you were going to tell me.” 
 
   I plonked the roast onto a heavy chopping board and set it in the middle of the kitchen table. I then opened the fridge, grabbed a can of Diet Coke, a random beer from Trader Joes, and the roasted veggies. I took the drinks to the table in true ex-waitress fashion, balancing everything on one arm. Then I put the veggies into the microwave. While doing all of this, I noticed that Holst had found his way around my kitchen and set the table. 
 
   “Do you like pesto?” I asked. 
 
   “I do,” he replied. 
 
   I opened the fridge and pulled out two jars. One was still sealed, the other I opened, took the veggies out of the microwave and mixed a spoonful through them.
 
   Then I sat down. “Bon appetite.” And popped open my soda. “Oh!” I said and stood up. “Bottle opener, sorry,” and plonked the item unceremoniously in front of him. 
 
   He just stared at me, then looked at the meat, then back to me. “Your eye make-up,” he noted.
 
   “Do I look like a crack-whore?” I asked with a grin.
 
   “Well…” he began, “I’m not acquainted with many crack-whores, so I really can’t say whether you look like one specifically. However, the cinematic depiction of a crack-whore…maybe a little.” He smiled easily and twisted the cap from the beer. 
 
   Asshole screw top making me look like an idiot with my bottle opener. 
 
   Before he even took a sip of that beer, he started, “Katherine…”
 
   “I’m right here. I mean, there’s no one else here but you and me, so, the whole formal introduction when you’re about to say something to me…just sayin’, it’s like a big ole waste of time.”
 
   “I overheard everything Mark said to you this evening.”
 
   With a forlorn sigh, he eyed the roast like he wanted to put on some Barry White and have a moment alone with it. 
 
   “And?” I prompted.
 
   “And, I felt I should be upfront with you that I was a witness to his…ugliness.”
 
   “Yeah. He’s a dick. I’m fine now, so help yourself.” I nodded toward the carving knife. 
 
   “I…it’s been years since I’ve actually carved a roast.”
 
   “I could turn on you at any minute. You really want me holding a sharp knife? I mean, the knife block is right there, but at least, if I had to lunge for a weapon, you’d have some time to work out your defense.” 
 
   He picked it up with a small smirk, and I watched as the tendons and muscles in his hands flexed. It was like watching hand porn right there at my kitchen table. I made a mental note that I needed to add some male hand pics to my Tumblr page. 
 
   He took a bite of the lamb…and moaned. I was pretty sure I saw tears in his eyes.
 
   Then he murmured, “So goddamn good.”
 
   “You two want the room?” I teased.
 
   He swallowed and asked without warning, “Are you an alcoholic?”
 
   The smile on my face died instantly, but considering I was his business partner, I answered him honestly. “I used to drink…excessively. Since Tori and Cam got together, I’ve been drunk three times, two of those, you’ve seen.”
 
   “Do you drink every day?”
 
   “Nope. Like I said, the last three times I drank, I got drunk, and outside of that, I’ve stopped. The beer is for guests, and Diet Coke is my new poison. When I really want a wild night, I get jacked up on cherry syrup and Diet Coke.”
 
   “Katherine, what he said to you tonight…”
 
   “Do me a favor and please, don’t rehash that scene with me. Eat the food I know you’re gonna go home and masturbate thinking about it and I’ll try not to be a raging bitch to you anymore.”
 
   “And why are you, in your words, ‘a raging bitch’ to me…do you think?”
 
   I stopped and looked at the edge of my simple, white plate. “It’s a defense mechanism, totally misplaced anger. I think I’ve got it in check now.”
 
   He laid his fork down and confessed his own truth. “My ex was a vegetarian, and we split about a year ago. I just never started eating meat again.”
 
   “You gave up meat for love?” I asked in horror. “I mean…bacon.”
 
   “Vegetarian, not Vegan. I still ate fish and, very occasionally, I had turkey or chicken.”
 
   “Pescetarian,” I said. 
 
   “Yes. The day I moved out, I told her I was going to gorge myself on baby animal flesh.”
 
   “But you didn’t?”
 
   “No,” he said and picked up his fork. 
 
   “Why not?” I asked, curiously. 
 
   “She used to show me pictures of how they slaughter lambs, calves…the baby animals. I said it just to piss her off. Now, why don’t you tell me why you hate to be called Katherine.”
 
   “Yeah, I don’t foresee me sharing that information with you, H.”
 
   “H?”
 
   “Is it annoying?” I asked. 
 
   He finished chewing and replied, “Do you want it to be annoying?”
 
   “Totally.” I grinned.
 
   “Doesn’t bother me at all,” he said, taking another bite.
 
   After that, he ate almost the entire small roast, and I didn’t mind the comfortable silence. I even forgot everything else from that night. 
 
   Because watching Holst enjoying the food I cooked was a much better use of my energy. 
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   Katherine
 
   Monday morning, six a.m., I arrived at Tori and Cam’s treehouse to bid them farewell, off on their honeymoon. I offered to watch the house and water the plants, seeing as how I’d be either downstairs getting the coffee shop sorted or upstairs at Beachy Bride with my friend, Dee, but they had Cam’s brother, Drew, all over that. 
 
   My job was to check in on Tori’s shop, Paper Petal. My boss, Greg—ex-boss now—had already trained my replacement to take over at Grizzly. I didn’t want any fuss; no going away party, nothing like that. It wasn’t my style, and, luckily, Greg knew that. But he still told me over the phone, “We’ll have sparkling sake in little pink bottles and all the delicious Japanese cuisine you can eat. You just tell me when, baby.” 
 
   Greg was awesome. 
 
   Paper Petal didn’t need me though. Tori’s shop was in the more-than-capable hands of Ruby, who was now a partner in the party planning side of things. It wasn’t that long ago, Ruby had a “situation” with an ex-boyfriend, the kind that meant she’d disappeared for three days. The police were involved, her dad ended up in the hospital, and the only person who knew the details was another friend by the name of Teensy. 
 
   Ruby never discussed what happened. For a while, she was zoned out, just going through the motions, it seemed. But one day, it was like she just woke up and decided not to live in fear of her ex-boyfriend’s ghost. Still, we watched over her, each in our own way. I showed up randomly and got my craft on. I absolutely loved making little wedding, birthday, and baby shower favors. It was repetitive, perfect for getting out of my head. So, it wouldn’t be a hardship to spend some time at Paper Petal in Tori’s absence.
 
   “Okay,” Tori said, trying to hide the fact she was about to jump out of her skin. “Here’s everything for the shop, just in case Ruby needs something and you can’t reach me and—”
 
   “Dude,” I said. “I haven’t even had coffee yet. Take it down a notch with the cray-cray.”
 
   “We’re leaving in three minutes, Fairy.” Cam took out his keys, shot me a grin coupled with a wink, and lifted the second and final hiking pack over his shoulder and headed to the truck. 
 
   When he was out of the room, Tori quickly gave me a look that said she needed to talk…and not with her husband as an audience. 
 
   I knew this, so I said, “Hit me.”
 
   “I checked that ovulation site. I’m off the pill, and we’ve been trying for two months now, and it still hasn’t happened.” 
 
   This wasn’t exactly news to me, but I was pretty sure Cam thought they were going to officially start trying on the honeymoon. 
 
   I decided to let that go since she had crazy-eyes. My job as her best friend was to dampen down the crazy. Luckily, I was the one who found that ovulation site and retained most of the important information. 
 
   “Two months isn’t very long. You have to get the pill out of your system first.”
 
   Her eyes got big, just like they did before she’d start to cry, and confessed, “What if I can’t give Cam a family?”
 
   “Honey.” I pulled her into a hug before I pep-talked her. “You have a man that would build a replica of Yosemite in the backyard if you asked. I never imagined love at first sight and all that fairy tale crap could happen, but it did for you, and your biggest worry right now should be avoiding snake bites and bear attacks and ticks on ball-sacks while your man fucks you on every available picturesque vista he can find. Keep your eyes open, Tori. It’s happening. Right now.”
 
   “I love you, Kath.”
 
   “Dude, get your ass out to the truck so you and your future baby-daddy can get started on that.” I pushed away first, turned her around, and smacked her ass…hard.
 
   “That’s gonna leave a mark.” She chuckled, rubbing her hand on her butt and fighting tears.
 
   I winked at her. “Just so your man knows he has competition.” Then, I told her softly, “Go, Tor.” 
 
   She didn’t turn around again as she went out of the kitchen. Her steps sounded up the big staircase in the middle of the house and out the backdoor to Cam.
 
   ***
 
   Seeing as how Holst and I were heading toward an amicable working relationship, I decided to get an early start on cleaning up the empty shop. I spied his Beemer parked on Pacific Coast Highway and decided to surprise him with my metaphorical white flag in the guise of bagels and coffee. It seemed like the nice thing to do. 
 
   I somehow managed to balance the cup holder and bag while I got the key in the lock and turned. The place was almost completely dark inside, but it was obvious that Holst had been busy. 
 
   I set the tray of coffees and bag o’ bagels on the new counter, slid my purse off my shoulder to join the other items, and started to look around. It wasn’t like I hadn’t been in there before, but now, it was transformed.
 
   The walls were varnished, faux log paneling all around. The wood was all dark, but the most incredible addition to this space, and something I wondered how he was going to pull off, was a huge fireplace that stood against the wall directly across from the serving counter. It was great, all of it, even in its incomplete state. I knew when it was all finished, I would absolutely love it. 
 
   I was so excited, actually wanting to find Holst and throw my arms around him in celebration, but I curtailed that wild hair and just called out his name as I opened the door to the storeroom at the back and... 
 
   “Fuck! Katherine!”
 
   My mouth hung open…agape…a deer caught in headlights as I stared at the dripping wet, naked body of Holst. He was trying to cover up his sheer masculine beauty with a towel the size of a hankie while I tried to manifest magical powers that would make that micro-towel disappear. 
 
   Then he stopped trying to cover himself up and just stood there, and that’s when I knew for absolute certain…
 
   I was in deep shit. 
 
   He set the towel down on top of a duffle bag and grabbed a pair of charcoal grey sweatpants. One tan toe appeared at the bottom of one pant leg, followed by the next as he languidly pulled them up his sculpted thighs, over his semi flaccid—though  what looked to be—generous cock. This was surrounded by a decent amount of hair that led up his magnificent abs with a small amount on his chest. Broad. That was the word that entered my head after the words thank you and God. But it was the last one I’d said aloud as I stared at his chest and mumbled. 
 
   “Broad.” 
 
   “Katherine?” he asked, rousing me from my cock induced catatonic state. 
 
   My voice was barely a whisper when I confessed, “I’ve seen your cock now, and I mean, I assumed it was gonna be a good show, but you have the goods…” I waved my hands in a circle, “all the goods, and that’s just not fair, and what’s worse is how in the fuck am I supposed to work with that kind of information? Day after day, knowing you possess that body and that…that…beast between your legs…my God!”
 
   After my somewhat hysterical soliloquy, Holst pulled a tee over his head and asked, “Did you bring coffee?”
 
   “Ye…” I began, but the word got lost in my now dry mouth.  I tried again and replied with a firm, “Yes.” 
 
   “Let’s drink coffee,” he suggested. 
 
   “Yeah.” I cleared my throat. “Let’s do that.”
 
   He took one leather arm chair; I took the other as he opened the bag of bagels and handed one to me. “I believe we have a few choices here.”
 
   “And those are…”
 
   “Well, you’ve seen me naked… I lock the door and you strip. We’ll call it even.”
 
   Without even entertaining that idea, I unwrapped my bagel and didn’t make eye contact as I asked, “Second choice?”
 
   “Second…” He took a sip of the latte I’d brought him. “We fuck.”
 
   Cream cheese and bread lodged in my throat, and before I could recover, he continued to speak. 
 
   “It’s been a while for me. You’re a beautiful woman, and I have no doubt that, underneath those clothes, you hide incredible charms, Katherine. The likes of which I’m sure I have never seen before and will likely never see again.”
 
   The way he presented the…options, I had to admit, I briefly considered that last one. Then, by some miracle, I found my voice and my reason. 
 
   “I don’t think those options are going to work for me.”
 
   He let out a heavy sigh. Something he often did with me. “That leaves option number three which is…we are both adults, who, I believe, find the other person sexually attractive…thus leading me to my least favorite of options…that despite those realities, we move on and remain professional.”
 
   Yeah, I had to confess…the third option was kind of a bummer, but it was also the smartest. Mostly because, one minute, I wanted to punch him in the dick, and the next, I wanted to drop to my knees and suck it. 
 
   I could’ve kissed him though when he went the gentlemanly route and changed the subject. “So, your friends are off to the John Muir Trail for a month?”
 
   Cam and his brother, Drew, were hired to do the renovations on Bear Claw, so Holst was probably up to date on the lives of all my friends.
 
   “Yeah.” I didn’t and couldn’t say much else. My body was trying to decide how best to cope with the image of a naked Holst in my head. To distract me I asked, “Why did your parents name you Holst?”
 
   He swallowed, drank down some coffee, and replied, “I was born on September the twenty-first. My mom couldn’t decide on a name, and apparently, there was an article in the newspaper the day I was born about the composer, Gustav Holst.”
 
   “Your dad didn’t have anything to say about it? My dad oversees everything my mom does down to her diet and wardrobe,” I shared.
 
   He seemed far away in his thoughts, but turned his attention back to me with what I thought was a loaded answer. “My understanding of the blessed event is that my father had very little input about my name.”
 
   I had no desire to dig into that aspect of his life. The more I knew, the more I’d want to know. And lucky me, I was saved by the ping of a text.
 
   I reached into my purse and read it, and when I did, one word came through my lips: a long, slow, desperate, aching plea of, “Fuck.”
 
   “Now?” Holst asked and followed it with a devious grin. 
 
   I ignored his comment. “Listen, I have to take care of something. Tell me what I can do to help out. Give me a list, whatever, and I’ll do what needs to be done.”
 
   “We need a logo. I thought perhaps you and your friend Ruby could come up with some options, and then we’ll find a decently priced supplier for cups. Those’ll be the only things with a logo. That’ll save us money. I think we can aim for opening the first of September. Until then, I know you want to make yourself useful, and I don’t mean that in a demeaning way. But I’m also sure you don’t have an electrician’s license.” He paused for a moment then asked, “You don’t, do you?”
 
   “No,” I replied and got up from the big, leather chair. I looked around the room, trying to think what else I could do to help. “I’ll hit the Muir’s antique shop in San Juan and see if they have any décor. And something we can use as a menu. Big chalkboard thing?”
 
   “Whatever you think will go with the theme,” he said.
 
   I was almost at the door, the paper bag from my bagel crumpled into my purse slung over my shoulder, coffee in hand, when Holst called after me. 
 
   “It will not be a hardship to see your beautiful face each day, Katherine.” He was grinning there in his sweats, bare feet, and easy smile.
 
   Therefore, I had no choice but to deflect the compliment. “Fuck off.” But I smiled as I said it, which only made him grin bigger as I walked out the door.
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   Katherine
 
   I wish I could’ve called Tori, but my drama could wait until she came home. Until then, I marched my ass up the stairs and went straight to Dee’s place next to Beachy Bride. Out of the five bungalows, only two were businesses. The other three were your basic beach cottage: blue weatherboards, small porch with white railings, and awesome stable-style front doors. Dee told me they were actually called Dutch doors, but it reminded me of a stable, so I went with that.
 
   She saw me approach and called from her kitchen window, “It’s open.”
 
   When I sat down at the little round table, I laid it on her. “I’m having drama-overload.”
 
   Dee turned around with a pot of tea and made her way to the table. She’d spent a few years in England, and the tea habit, along with her unwillingness to commit to Frodo, seemed to be souvenirs…as well as her boring breakfast. She ate the same thing every day: wheat toast with Danish butter and orange marmalade, imported English tea with milk and two sugars. She argued it had way more caffeine and flavor than coffee. Sometimes she cooked what she called a “hot breakfast” on Sunday morning, but I suspected that was something she only did for Frodo if he spent the night. 
 
   Whatever.
 
   I tried to talk to her about him, about the guy who fucked her over in London, but she gave nothing. I knew when Tori tried that route with me, even though she was gentle about it, any push made me retreat, and I didn’t want to do that to Dee. She was a new friend; we’d known each other just over a year, but you know when you meet someone who’s a keeper. I didn’t want to fuck that up. 
 
   “So.” She poured tea into a delicate, pale pink tea cup with matching saucer. “Tell me about your drama.”
 
   “I’m sorry to dump on you, Dee. I just need some feedback.” 
 
   “I’m happy to listen. You know that,” she scoffed, but she did it good-naturedly. Poor Dee. I hated that I felt sorry for her since, I think, a lot of times, people create their own drama. But she just didn’t seem to be able to bounce back, and I hated that for her. She was a cool chick, absolutely beautiful, and I could tell that Frodo, if he wasn’t already, wanted to fall in love with her. 
 
   “Well…” I almost forgot about the message on my phone. I decided to ignore it and powered on. “Goya…well, we’ll just call him Mark from now on since he is past-tense and that right there releases me from having to worry about his sensitive, little feelings.”
 
   “You broke up with him?” She asked, trying to hide her relief. 
 
   “We had words. I bagged his…art. He bagged me. Sayonara, sailor.” I waved.
 
   “Are you okay?” Dee was one of those girls who didn’t need a stitch of make-up. And just then, as she looked at me with sympathetic, pale blue eyes and fair skin, I was a little jealous.
 
   Whore.
 
   “I won’t bore you with the details—”
 
   “You can though…bore me with the details,” she offered. 
 
   “Nah. Not even worth repeating it was so…stupid. He’s tried to apologize, but whatever. I’m done.” Two texts already asking for my forgiveness. Nope, no, and no way.
 
   “I’m bracing myself for the next chapter of drama because that seemed a little ‘drama-lite’,” she said. 
 
   “Yeah.” I chuckled for a brief, peaceful moment and took a sip of my coffee. I looked around the place, which Nico apparently used to live in, and when all was calm, I slammed her with, “Oh, I almost forgot. I saw Holst naked this morning.”
 
   “Pardon?” The word seemed to be stuck in her throat, kinda like my bagel earlier. 
 
   “He’d come in from a surf or something. I saw the wetsuit on the floor. And Dee…Dee, dude, you have no idea.”
 
   I closed my eyes at the memory and decided it was just best to keep them open. 
 
   “I require a full description,” she demanded, never taking her eyes off of me as she refilled her tea cup. 
 
   “Thick brown hair, damp…brown skin…everywhere…gotta find out his ethnicity...lean, but strong, definitely fit…no tattoos on the front of his body, but I know he has them on his legs; I just haven’t had a decent look yet. Hair on his chest, but not, you know, gross shag carpet or anything.”
 
   “A man,” she sighed. 
 
   “God. Damn. Yes.” I laughed, and Dee laughed with me. 
 
   “Keep going.” She grinned. 
 
   “Right…the roadmap to rigid and pure male glory? In one word, perfection.” I lifted my hands to the heavens like I was at a tent revival, and declared, “Can I hear an amen?”
 
   When I heard nothing from my friend, I looked and saw she was blushing.
 
   “Dee?” I asked, a tease in my voice, because I could tell she had a secret, and that secret had to do with cock. “Tell me.”
 
   She shook her head and stared into her cup, her face now flaming.
 
   Then I tried a different approach. “I never pry, because I know you don’t want me to. But when it comes to cock, I gotta know.”
 
   She covered her face, but couldn’t hide her grin that reached the back of her head, it was so wide, and confessed on a whisper, “Huge.”
 
   “Baby’s arm, pepper mill, can of air freshener? I mean, how big are we talking here?”
 
   She licked her lips, pulled them between her teeth a few times, and finally said, “I think the first time I could finally take all of him, we’d been trying for over a week. He had to…prepare me.”
 
   I sat back in my chair, a little stunned at this revelation. “Dee…you’ve been holding out on us.”
 
   “I know,” she admitted. “It’s…I’m not ready to make it more than it is, and you being the…” she trailed off. 
 
   “Me being the what?” I returned, not really sure what she meant by that.
 
   “Well, you’re more of a free spirit than I am. You’d tell me to go for it, jump in with my eyes closed.”
 
   “And your legs wide open.” I laughed. 
 
   She decided she was done being the focus. “So, Holst is…endowed?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am. I mean, not John Holmes huge because, you know, too much of a good thing for me, but he got a semi while I was staring at him. I couldn’t help it.”
 
   I listened to Dee giggle for a minute and drank the remainder of my now-cold coffee. That was when I delivered my last bit of drama. 
 
   “I also got a text from my mom. Apparently, my parents are coming to town for an engagement party.” I sprinkled tidbits about my parents now and then. My dad was a controlling asshole who wanted a son, got a daughter, and never let me forget it. And my mom was his servant who seemed to forget she even had a daughter.
 
   “When?” she asked, sobering at this news, because she knew, from the little I’d shared about them, I wanted to be as far away from my parents as possible. 
 
   “Just after Christmas, I think. Apparently there’s this huge cocktail party the night before, and then New Year’s Day they leave on this engagement cruise with the families to Catalina. That was all I got from the text my mom sent. But the thing freaking me out?”
 
   “The café,” she guessed and guessed right. I shared my dad’s views on my dream.
 
   “Yeah. Although, according to Holst, it’s gonna be a coffee shop. He’s pretty firm on that. We are never to call it a café.” I rolled my eyes, but it was all for show. “Anyway, I don’t think I’m gonna be able to hide the fact I went halvsies on a business subsidized by them.”
 
   “Then don’t,” she said firmly. 
 
   “I don’t think you get it, Dee. My dad…he can be…”
 
   “You’re a grown woman. You’ve worked hard for someone else. Now you’re going to work hard for yourself. According to Frodo, Holst knows what he’s doing. He’s capable of opening a business on his own, but he chose to have a partner, and further, he chose you.”
 
   “Right, but the economy—”
 
   She didn’t let me keep talking. “The fact I’m still selling expensive bridal gowns proves that if people are willing to spend on the low end, three grand on a wedding dress, they’re willing to buy coffee and a pastry for five bucks.”
 
   She was right about that.
 
   “It shouldn’t matter,” I confessed quietly, my eyes focused on her pretty, pink tea cup, “but I really want to prove to my dad, I did the one thing he said I couldn’t. And succeeded.” 
 
   She waited for a few seconds, I suppose to see if I was going to burst into tears or something. When I didn’t, she gave me her own brand of Dee wisdom. “You’re an odd woman, Kath.”
 
   “Yeah.” I chuckled, thinking she was making some kind of joke, perhaps setting me up for a pep talk. 
 
   She wasn’t.
 
   “I never would have thought you required a man’s approval. Not only that, but a man who has essentially treated you poorly most of your life. Just because your father is some kind of real estate legend doesn’t give him any power in your life unless you let him.”
 
   Since I couldn’t disagree with any of that, I decided to let her have that moment. 
 
   “You’re absolutely right. And by the way, that concludes my drama,” I smiled. 
 
   “Will you be at Paper Petal later?” she asked. 
 
   I planned on it, just to check in with Ruby and see if she needed my help with anything. 
 
   “Yeah. I’ll bring coffee and some kind of treats this afternoon. I feel like baking.”
 
   “You use your oven in the summer?” she asked. 
 
   “I use my oven year round. You think all the food and baked goods I bring just magically appears without the use of an oven?” I laughed. “But really, heat doesn’t bother me, so if my place gets hot, I just roll with it. But dude, I detest winter.”
 
   “After living in London, I’m not a big fan either. I swear, even in the summer, it was like everything around me from the ancient buildings to the trees…even my winter boots seemed to retain that bitter cold.” She gave me a warm smile and reached her hand over mine. “You flew over it pretty quick, but whatever…‘Mark’…said to you, I know it must’ve hurt, Kath. I’m sorry he was a jerk.”
 
   “Good riddance.” I stood up. “The man was like a soap opera.” I made my way to the door and dug my sunglasses out of my purse. “I want you to know, I didn’t just come to you because Tor isn’t here. You’re in my heart, honey.”
 
   The edges of her mouth moved into a sweet smile. “See ya later, K.”
 
   “See ya, Dee-ya.”
 
   ***
 
   From the minute I left Dee’s, I practically ran straight home, images of Holst burned on my brain. First stop, kitchen, where I grabbed a stick of fancy butter from the fridge and tossed it on the counter to soften. Then my hand was in my pants. I’d already broken into a cold sweat on my way to the bedroom. My hand was only a temporary fix until I flung open the drawer next to my bed, whipped my jeans and panties down to my knees and touched the buzzing tip of my vibrator between my legs. What felt like an instant orgasm barely took the edge off, but it would have to do…for now. 
 
   If I didn’t find a new fuck buddy…and soon…I was looking at a daily battery-filled-frenzy of substandard orgasmic relief. I spent big money on toys. Devon alone was a hundred and fifty dollar dildo. I was the first to argue that, if your wonderful man didn’t know what he was doing, a good toy could augment your relationship. But Mark had known what he was doing, and my new reality, sans Mark, meant my battery buddy was working overtime. And with the movie in my head on a constant loop the past few hours…a single drop of water falling down the middle of Holst’s chest, down into the tuft of hair above that bronzed cock…holy shit.
 
   I was certain, no toy could touch that. 
 
   But later, as I stood in the kitchen placing just-cooled cookies into boxes, I had a kind of epiphany. Maybe this was all part of the big turning point in my life. Six months ago, I probably would’ve gone to the bar and started my vetting process all over again. I definitely would’ve drank to excess. But at some point, I would’ve looked in the mirror and tried to convince myself the needling, ugly emotion I was experiencing wasn’t shame. The fact I was aware of all this proved I was learning from my mistakes. I’d been living in fear for some time—of failure, of heartache—hopeful that one day, the man who took my heart would bring it back. 
 
   But it was time to let him, and the fear of taking a risk again, go. 
 
   This wasn’t something I wanted to do. But Mark’s words had hit their target as intended. They didn’t fall on resilient ears of the presumed, self-confident Kath I let people see; they sank their teeth into the very bones of me. I was scared of being alone. It didn’t matter now. I was only thirty-three. However, Mark was right about one thing, and I’d already figured that one out all on my own… 
 
   I was getting older.
 
   “No more bars,” I told myself. 
 
   The days of going to the bars and picking up guys had an expiration date. Don’t get me wrong, age wasn’t going to stop me from having a good time. But the amount of available men in my age group was going to be smaller. If they were looking for a wife, they’d choose a younger woman…if they could get her. And if they were looking to get laid…they’d choose a younger woman for that, too. It didn’t matter how good I looked, and if my mom was anything to go by, I was going to be lucky in the genetics department.  
 
   With all of those thoughts swirling around in my head, I left my cookies and got dressed. “Understated,” I told myself. I finished my hair, pulled back into a simple, long ponytail. I threw on capri jeans and my old Keds, a plain tee in olive green. Minimal make-up, a little bronzer, and my plain, gold hoops to finish my look off. With my new armor on, I took the three boxes of chocolate chip cookies and looked out my front door. 
 
   There, on the porch, was a huge wind chime, given to Tori by Cam. For some reason, she hadn’t taken it with her. When I asked if she wanted me to bring it to the new house, she replied, “You told me to take it all in…when I wasn’t sure…when I was about to go out and find another distraction. And every time I looked at that wind chime, I was reminded about all of Cam’s small gestures. I think you should keep it here…to remind you to look for the small gestures.” Tori knew me, she loved me, and she wanted me to have what she had.
 
   So far, I’d made two firm decisions. One, I would dress comfortably, for me. Not to get laid, not to impress anyone but myself. Two, I would embrace the fact I was following my dream and ignore everything else surrounding it. 
 
   The hot guy business partner, inconsequential. 
 
   My parents coming to town to rain on my parade? Who the fuck cared? 
 
   And last, but not least, I would come to terms with the fact, my great love was not coming back. He was not going to come and rescue me from a life of spinsterhood…
 
   I was. 
 
   And if a man came into my life, so be it. 
 
   But before any of that happened, I was going to work. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   [image: ]
 
   Holst
 
   Cam’s brother, Drew, was talking to me about beams, weight bearing or something, but I was no longer paying attention. I was watching Katherine slip her gold-rimmed shades onto her head. Her blond hair was slicked back, pulled into a curling ponytail that hung just beyond her shoulders. Everything about her looked understated, natural, and fucking beautiful. 
 
   She held out a box of what I thought were cookies. “Hey guys,” she greeted. “Drew, how goes it?” 
 
   I took the plastic tub from her hands, opened it without looking, and took a bite: chocolate chip, still warm. I extended the box to Drew, who helped himself to a cookie, but wasn’t quiet at all. 
 
   “Damn, Kath. You look good enough to…see this cookie?” he asked her, grinning, cocky as anything.
 
   “Yeah.” She chuckled. “I see the cookie, Drew, and if that sentence ends with ‘good enough to eat,’ you’re speaking my language,” she told him, both laughing together while I stood there, trying not to show my distaste for their exchange. 
 
   She slipped her purse down her arm to set on the counter, which was covered with a fine layer of sawdust. I went to grab it before it could hit, but Drew was there before me. 
 
   His thick arm darted out in front of mine to grab it. “I’m thinking you don’t want dirt and shit on that nice, leather purse.”
 
   “Thanks for that, Drew.” She was quick with her reply and just as quickly asked, “So, what’s going on? Anything I can do? I see you’ve got the big shop vac. You know, I can vacuum like a motherfucker,” she offered with a tentative smile. 
 
   Drew was a mountain. His brother, Cam, wasn’t a small man by any means, but Drew was even bigger, broader, and though I was tall, this man, in his tan work pants, leather boots, and navy blue tee that said “Muir Bros” in bold yellow letters…if we both had our eyes on the same woman, his masculine build and confidence was going to win her. 
 
   And at that moment, unfortunately, I knew I’d been defeated before I even threw my hat in the ring. 
 
   “Sure you can handle it?” he asked her and teased, “Suction is pretty powerful.” 
 
   It was at that point, I casually walked into the back and looked at the manhole above the storeroom. Cam, being the professional builder he was, went through the entire space and showed me all of its potential. He assured me the roof could hold tables if we wanted to expand the shop up there. It would be an extra expense, but I didn’t care about that. I wanted to have somewhere for Katherine, myself, and our future employees to have some time out. A couple of chairs, a few plants, somewhere to keep a surfboard or two...a  place of peace and quiet from the hordes of customers I was anticipating. I came back into the main room to hear Drew make his next move. 
 
   “I’m staying at Cam and Tori’s next week. Buddy of mine is back from England and organized something called a ‘pub crawl.’ You should come. I mean, heard you got rid of that asshole, so I won’t have some moody art guy trying to kick my ass, right?”
 
   I noticed her body change. She’d been relaxed before, but now she stood there stiff, and her voice went quiet when she said, “Sounds like you’re asking me out, Drew.”
 
   He scratched the side of his head in an animated gesture. “It does. Doesn’t it?” 
 
   She recovered and laughed as she pushed past him to the shop vac. “I don’t really drink like I used to,” she explained, unwinding the cord, “so a ‘pub crawl’ doesn’t sound like a good time for me. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to feel something long and hard in my hands.”
 
   She had a beautiful, teasing smirk on her face as she held the long hose of the vacuum in one hand and the plug in the other. When she finally turned it on, Drew casually moved to me.
 
   “Dude, you cool?” he asked.
 
   I smiled and prepared myself, because I liked this man. Earlier, he’d mentioned how much he wanted to learn to paddle board, and that was something I knew how to do. I was also short on quality people in my life, friends, since I’d rid myself of everyone I knew.
 
   “Of course,” I lied and changed the subject. “I was hoping you could make sure we’ll have some kind of deck upstairs. Just for the employees, somewhere to keep my boards and wetsuits actually.”
 
   “Yeah. No probs. While Princess Sucksalot cleans up, I’ll check it out. But, I’m taking another cookie with me.”
 
   He disappeared to the back, and when I knew he was out of earshot, I went to Katherine’s side, causing her to jump. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asked, still holding the nozzle.
 
   I suppose the look on my face, if I had to guess, did not bode good things. But I put my mouth to her ear and said, “You didn’t have to bake. This place is yours, too. Do whatever you want. If it involves power tools and you don’t know how to use them, ask me or…ask Drew.” It killed me to suggest him, but I did, and what I said next also killed. “You should give Drew a shot, Katherine. He seems the opposite of your ex in every way.”
 
   That was when she turned off the vacuum, and, still not facing me, she whispered, “I’m not gonna fuck the brother of my best friend’s husband.”
 
   “I didn’t say anything about fucking, Katherine—”
 
   “I know what you were saying,” she abruptly returned. 
 
   We stood there, almost cheek to cheek, feeling the heat of her body so close to mine, the feelings that had been developing were no longer a question on my part. They were certain. But that realization was moot when she said, “And I’ve been thinking…it’s better, like you said, we keep things between us professional. The cookies…I bake when I need to get out of my head. I didn’t make them just for you guys. I made some for Dee and Ruby, too.”
 
   When Drew came back into the room, I guess he felt the sudden tension and waited for one of us to say something. 
 
   “Hey,” Katherine asked him. “How much more sanding and shit is happening? I think maybe I should just do a huge clean when you’re done sawing and making a mess.”
 
   “A few weeks. Tops. We’ll need two cleans: one after we do all the internal stuff and your beer garden upstairs…”
 
   “Beer garden?” she asked, eyes straight to me. 
 
   “More like a rooftop patio. Just for staff, not customers. Did I get that right?” he asked me. 
 
   “Yes,” I replied, my eyes on Katherine. 
 
   “Then we’ll need to clean for my buddy, Darren. He’ll install the floorboards, industrial, already sanded and stained. When that’s done, I’m sure the dust will really have settled. Then it’s all yours, Goldie.”
 
   She closed her eyes to his compliment and began to wind the cord back into the vacuum. “I’ll be creating crap with Ruby, working on signage and what have you. I still need to go to the antique shop, too.”
 
   She grabbed her purse from the clean part of the counter, slipped her sunglasses back onto her face…
 
   And left. 
 
   “I was gone for a whole minute. What the hell happened?” Drew asked. 
 
   “I…” I began, but Drew felt the need to share his newfound wisdom about women with me. 
 
   He folded his arms, grinned, and nodded as he said, “The Notebook.” 
 
   “As in, the film, The Notebook?”
 
   “Yeah. I used to date this chick. She begged me to watch it with her. Said her dream was to have a guy like Noah. Argued with my brother about it, who told me to take a page out of Noah’s book and watch the women swarm. But I get it now. Didn’t want to watch that movie, but not because it’s bad, and don’t ever tell my bro I admitted that,” he said with a pointed finger aimed at me. “It’s because you watch that movie with the woman you want to be Noah for. Whether it’s watching a movie you can’t stand, whatever it is, you do it because you want to for her.”
 
   I gave Drew a relaxed half-smile. “And is she that girl?” I nodded toward the door Katherine had just exited. 
 
   “Unfortunately for me, I’m thinking, no. Doesn’t mean I won’t try.” He grinned.
 
   She was right though. It was all for the best. Keep things professional. Strictly business. 
 
   Too bad I wasn’t going to do that.
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   Katherine
 
   That could’ve gone better. 
 
   Maybe it was too soon to see Holst after seeing…all of Holst. Whatever, I was probably in the way at this point, so I’d wait until I was given the high sign, then get to work. In the meantime, I marched up the stairs behind Coastal Ink and right into Paper Petal. 
 
   Ruby was, quite simply, a younger and cuter Martha Stewart, though they looked nothing alike; Ruby was petite and blue-eyed with dark brown hair, almost black. She could bake and craft like nobody’s business. Tori hired her to help hand-address invitations and make favors to match the wedding invitations, kind of a full-service invite package. Each display had the invite, envelope, RSVP card, place card, and a beautiful favor to match. The shop was basically shabby chic style, completely finished by Cam, who guessed what Tori would love and guessed right. Not only that, he bought a chair from the shop where she used to work. It was so freakin’ bright, I joked it was the envy of flamingos everywhere. 
 
   Staring at that chair, I sat down at the desk, across from Ruby, who was busy making what looked to be a new paper garland for the shop. In my peripheral, I saw she’d raised her head, and that’s when she said, “You know, it’s crazy how those two got together.” She meant Tori and Cam. 
 
   “Yeah, it sure is,” I agreed.
 
   “He basically stalked her. I was scared for her at first because, you know, my whole psycho ex-boyfriend thing.”
 
   I looked at her, and, when her eyes met mine, I said, “Listen, let’s all get together. You, me, Dee. We should plan something for when Tor gets back. I’m not sure what the appropriate welcome home gift is when you’ve been honeymoon-camping for four weeks.” I chuckled. 
 
   Ruby had a great dry humor that zinged ya when you were least expecting it. “A shower?” 
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “What are you making? It looks killer.”
 
   She held up the shape of a bride about three inches high, pearlescent paper, with fine details cut out with one of her tiny tools. 
 
   “Wow, Ruby. That is awesome.”
 
   “Thanks. I’ve done all the orders for invitations. I have a party package for a baby shower, but I don’t need to start that until next week. And I took two orders today for another baby shower and a Christmas party. But those are months away.”
 
   “So, you’re making decorations for the shop?” I asked. She made these beautiful paper garlands that hung across the windows. So pretty, so girly, and deep down, I loved that bright pink chair and those garlands. I was also a crafter, so coming here, in the safety of Paper Petal, I was allowed to express my inner Martha Stewart without committing to the four tackle boxes of various tools that Ruby used on a daily basis. 
 
   Ruby’s phone chimed. “Dee,” she informed me. “She says we need to come over ASAP. I’ll put the sign on the door. If anyone comes by, I’ll take the phone with me.” 
 
   “Right.” She began to pack up, so I said, “Listen, before we go, I have to tell you a couple things. The most important, Goya-slash-Mark and I broke up…”
 
   “I’ve been praying for that,” she admitted dryly.
 
   “Apparently, your prayers were answered.” I grinned. “And…” 
 
   She stared at me, her face blank. 
 
   “I saw Holst naked,” I blurted. “It was good, and there’s tension. So, I’m gonna wait until he and Drew are done making a mess while they finish the coffee shop. That’ll give the tension some time to ease. Then I’ll go and clean it up. In the meantime, I’m gonna concentrate on buying shit for the coffee shop, and I need your help to come up with a logo for Bear Claw.”
 
   “Here.” She reached into one of her tackle boxes and pulled out a notebook. “Done. I heard Frodo talking to Holst about the name. That was the first thing that popped into my head.”
 
   I held the sketch in my hand and gave her a big-ass smile. “Wow! That’s perfect.” And it was. A black silhouette of a grizzly paw on a cream-colored coffee mug, the image set against a chocolate brown circle with the words Bear above the image and Claw below. “I’ll show Holst later. Let’s motor.”
 
   Armed with chocolate chip cookies, we walked into Beachy Bride. Remember how I said I secretly loved girly crap? Well, when I was little, I had a really expensive doll that came with five outfits. One for horseback riding, though my mother informed me it was “dressage”…with the tall black boots, fitted pants, a jacket, and a little black hat. Everyday casual with a sweater set with—I shit you not—a sundress, and a ball gown for formal events. But it was the wedding gown I adored. The entire doll came inside a travel case that also served as her wardrobe closet. A client gave it to my dad as a thank you for telling him exactly how much higher he needed to go on a property bid. 
 
   I locked my bedroom door and created a world for my doll. She was my best and only friend for such a long time, and, because of that, I gave her a grand wedding on an almost daily basis. She had a little, gold crown on top of her head, a flowing veil that covered her long golden locks, and the dress was satin with a gold, swirling brocade design throughout. 
 
   And the minute I walked into Beachy Bride, I saw that dress was displayed in the window. 
 
   “Oh my God,” I whispered as I stared at the gown. 
 
   “You okay?” Dee asked. 
 
   “That dress is awesome,” I told her, still on a whisper.
 
   “Wanna try it on? I can break out the champagne and doll you up.”
 
   “Okay,” I quickly agreed, because, apparently, I’d lost my mind. 
 
   “Really?” Dee asked, clearly thinking I had lost my mind. 
 
   “Do it,” Ruby agreed. Then her deep blue eyes blocked my view of the dress. “You are the antithesis of bride, weddings, lovey-dovey, and happily-ever-after stuff. Seeing you in a wedding dress might actually give the rest of us hope.”
 
   Dee came and grabbed my arm, scowling at Ruby. “Shut up, Ruby. You’re scaring her.”
 
   I was actually shaking, though I really couldn’t tell you why. I wasn’t feeling fear or excitement. Maybe nervousness, but it was more like that time I had four Red Bulls in two hours; I kinda wanted to jump out of my skin. 
 
   “Ruby, lock the door and close up The Petal. We have work to do,” Dee snapped. 
 
   I loved when she morphed into a Bridal Power Ranger. 
 
   “Hang on,” I said, trying to break into the sudden activity around me. The shop was being locked down, shades drawn, and I just stood there like a cookie-holding statue. 
 
   Just then, the box was snatched from my hands, followed by my purse, and before I could object, there was Dee. “So, I don’t think I have a strapless to fit your big knockers.”
 
   “They aren’t that big. For my height I think they’re kinda small.” I was a C and always thought I could use a half a cup more.
 
   “Oh!” She snapped her fingers. “I have a bustier that’ll be perfect. And you’re tall so I don’t think the dress’ll be too long.”
 
   “Since I don’t plan on ever wearing a wedding dress unless I’m modeling it, or maybe having dinner at the Danish Consulate, there is nowhere I would ever wear that dress.”
 
   The two women just stared at me. I’d rained on their parade, but they needed to know this was all fiction. I wasn’t Tori. I wouldn’t have my own personal stalker who would make me fall in love with him. Not in a million, trillion, kabillion years.
 
   But I really did want to try that dress on. 
 
   ***
 
   One hour later.
 
   There was fussing and lacing and zipping and pinning. This was followed by tucking and hair-primping, and, even though I was flying dry these days, I’d had two glasses of champagne. 
 
   Then there was knocking. 
 
   “I’ll get it,” Ruby offered. 
 
   I stood in the middle of the room. There were two walls lined with dresses. Two small couches in the middle with a coffee table between them, and, behind that, a carpeted dais with a three-way mirror. I could see the dress glimmer out of the corner of my eye, caught in the warm afternoon sun peeking through the pulled window shades. 
 
   The door opened, the air changed in the room, and there stood Holst.
 
   I wasn’t an idiot. I knew immediately that, at some point, Dee had been texting with Frodo. Frodo had likely crossed paths with Holst, and the rest was playing out before me. 
 
   “I heard you were up here,” he said, even and calm, but also careful. He closed and locked the door behind him, never taking his eyes from me.
 
   Ruby followed Dee into the kitchen without a word. Then it was me and him. 
 
   Alone. 
 
   I hadn’t even noticed before; he was now in jeans, dark denim that hung on his hips, no belt. A thin, white v-neck tee that might as well have been invisible since it showed the same incredible body I’d seen earlier. 
 
   I suppose he’d need some kind of excuse to just show up here, and I thought he did well with his. “I’ve narrowed down our baked goods to two bakeries in town that’ll do a delivery every day, seven in the morning. They’ll send us a sample box, or we can go in ourselves. I thought you might like to do that.”
 
   “Sure,” I quickly told him. “Um, Ruby made us a logo design. It’s in my purse.”
 
   “That was quick. Great,” he returned. 
 
   “Yeah,” I whispered.
 
   “You look—”
 
   “Naked,” I interrupted, the desperation in my voice totally obvious. 
 
   “Please, allow me to finish—”
 
   I didn’t do that. 
 
   “We’re even, Holst. Please, don’t say anything else,” I requested. 
 
   “Katherine, when have I ever done what you asked of me?” He smirked. 
 
   “I’m begging you to try,” I retorted with attitude.
 
   The smirk now a grin, his eyes never left me. “I’ll call you about the tasting. Next week,” he said. 
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Fine,” he agreed and turned back to the door.
 
   “Katherine?”
 
   I put my arms out in annoyance. “Couldn’t just leave it alone—” But my words were cut off when he rushed at me and his lips hit mine, one hand at my back, pulling me to his hard body, the other at the back of my head, deepening the kiss...and oh my God, there had never been a kiss like it. Not ever. Not from the man who stole my heart all those years ago or any of those that came since. 
 
   Never one like this.
 
   And I returned as good as he gave, one hand gripped in that thick head of dark hair, tasting, exploring, never wanting it to end. But it had to end, unfortunately. 
 
   He pulled away, panting, a light touch of his lip to mine, and said, “You look good enough to eat, baby.” 
 
   He was speaking my language.
 
   My mouth was dry when I returned, “Thanks, Holst.”
 
   “See you next week, Katherine.”
 
   When he was gone, Dee appeared at my side. I took the glass of champagne she held out to me and made a statement to the room. “So, that happened. Ladies, we are going to move forward from this day and never speak of it again. Am I understood?”
 
   I looked at my two friends.
 
   I was so not understood.
 
   “That dress was made for you,” Dee told me. 
 
   Ruby put in her two cents. “I can see the favors, decorations, cake…everything.”
 
   “I am not getting married,” I insisted. 
 
   “Oh yeah you are.” Dee smiled. “It all starts with the dress. The guy comes later.” She nodded toward the door.
 
   And I may have left the house with a new attitude, satisfied to move on, and, if the opportunity presented itself, a great guy with it…
 
   Maybe. 
 
   But right then, feeling like the world was waiting for me right outside the door of the bridal shop, I wanted to stay right there, where it was safe. Because I was absolutely fucking terrified.
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   Holst 
 
   I had a plan when I moved to Laguna Beach. I wanted to negotiate a discounted lease with my dad’s landlord and pay him two years in advance before I gutted the one-bedroom studio…and I did. Knowing—or hoping—I’d be there for a while, I wanted to make it my own. For the first time in four years, I only had to think of myself. This was a fresh start, and though I didn’t want to blow money on a rental apartment, it didn’t stop me from going to Ikea, of all places, for furniture and a new kitchen. 
 
   I had half the sale of a two-bedroom house in Dana Point to pour into the coffee shop, something I knew in my bones would not, could not, possibly fail. I saw the opportunity and jumped, knowing even with the economy, people still drank coffee. As long as I made it affordable, they would relish the idea of going somewhere to relax, read a book, feel the ocean breeze drift through. Then there were the people who still had money, who would support a local business because, in turn, it supported the community. 
 
   It would not fail. 
 
   What I didn’t expect was—with a new home, a new business, and swearing off the possibility of a woman in my future, one that was more than just a casual fuck—meeting someone like Katherine. Not only that, but with her pull so strong, I couldn’t control the power she had over me. When I stood before her, nude, my body wet with saltwater from the ocean, I wanted her. I wanted to take all that attitude and fuck it away…her sarcasm, her filthy mouth, her passion, her pain, and show her what a real man was. Katherine declared she was a woman of her word, and I was a perfect match for her…a loyal man.
 
   Always. 
 
   Now, I’d further complicated things between us by kissing her. She hit the nail on the head by declaring she was naked, exposed in a way she would never want me to see. But I had. I wasn’t a man to admit fear, not when it came to emotions. Never had I found myself afraid of anything. 
 
   Until now. 
 
   It had been two weeks since our kiss, and in that time, Drew had completed the rooftop deck. Katherine elected to do the tasting with her friends, Dee and Ruby, suggesting via text that two outside opinions might be helpful, and I agreed, giving her that space. I sent her a message when the shop was finished that I would be there on the following Monday to begin clean-up. Monday morning, I returned from seeing my mother and found Bear Claw had been cleaned, decorated, and stocked with paper cups donning the new logo. Not only that, she’d had coffee mugs custom made with the logo, lined on a shelf for sale behind the counter. 
 
   Her major contribution to the shop: a new espresso machine from the distributor I’d recommended in the color of a navel orange. It was sleek, eye catching, and tied into the vintage citrus company signs that decorated the interior walls. 
 
   Wifi, phone, computer, and cash register had been installed last week, and the pride of place as you walked in was a vintage diner sign on the counter that read “orders” propped up by a foot-tall wooden grizzly bear. I shouldn’t have expected anything less from Katherine. She’d done most of the buying for the place she’d managed downtown, and from just glancing through the windows of the high-end tourist shop, I could see the same touches there as I had in her apartment. All her, everything in its place, tidy, and with a purposeful quirk. The absence of femininity was obvious, and, at first, I thought maybe it just wasn’t her style. Living with a woman for four years, the fact there was nothing in her home that expressed “woman,” told me this was done with a message to any man who entered: I am not weak; I do not require rescuing. She may have wanted me or the myriad of men she’d brought to her bed to believe that, but it was simply part of her mask. Seeing her in a wedding gown that was clearly meant to be hers, I’d glimpsed the real Katherine, and she definitely needed rescuing. 
 
   And, I felt quite certain I was the man for the job. 
 
   In a conversation with my mother over the weekend, she asked, “Have you found anyone to spend some time with?” Her gentle way of asking if I was getting laid. 
 
   “I believe I have,” I replied and smiled, with the taste of Katherine’s lips a memory I kept close. The image of her in that dress, the wonder of discovery had I the opportunity to kneel before her and reach my hands blindly beneath, to trail between her long legs with my tongue and really get a taste of her; my mind was consumed with these thoughts, day and night, for the last two weeks. 
 
   Finally, Tuesday morning, Cameron and Victoria extended an invitation to a party at their home the coming Friday night, celebrating their safe return from their honeymoon. 
 
   I’d already brought a few things back from my mother’s place and decided to arrange a gift for the newlyweds. Finally, the day arrived, and I knew, at long last, I’d see Katherine. I walked out the door of Bear Claw, turned right, and stood before the green gate that led to Cameron and Victoria’s home. Footsteps behind me meant other guests had arrived. 
 
   “Dude, how’s it going?” This was Frodo, dressed in black jeans, black suede boots, and a navy blue dress shirt. He’d been growing out a beard. His pale skin against unnaturally sapphire blue eyes made them shine, almost eerily, so much so, I couldn’t stop staring at them. “Is it my tattoos, the fact I’m short, or my eyes that are making you uncomfortable?” he asked. 
 
   I smirked at his intuitive and candid question. “It was the eyes. I’ve never seen eyes that shade of blue.”
 
   Then this man, who, I would learn over the following months, had a soul as old as the ocean was deep, shared his theory behind the color. “When I’m in turmoil, they become darker.” 
 
   To confirm my assumption about the cause of said turmoil, I asked, looking up toward Beachy Bride and the cottages next door, “Is Dee meeting you here?”
 
   “My dove flies alone, my friend.”
 
   I dropped my head with a solemn, sympathetic smile. I knew that feeling, one that most people experience whether they want to or not, usually more than once. And still, you’re never prepared when it happens. 
 
   “What’s in the basket?” he asked. 
 
   “My mother has a small business in Temecula. She sells lemonade, candied citrus fruits, jams. I just grabbed a few things I thought we could sell at Bear Claw, but decided they’d be good gifts for Victoria and Cameron. People always bring wine. I didn’t want to be that guy.”
 
   “Excellent gesture,” he said and led the way through the gate and up the stairs. 
 
   The evening was somewhat subdued, for myself anyway. I decided my best course of action with Katherine was to let her make the next move. There were only a few short weeks until we opened for business. However, that idea was completely forgotten when I watched Drew with her, leaning against a doorjamb, sipping a beer, and speaking quietly so no one could hear. She didn’t appear to be beating him away, sarcastically telling him to “fuck off” as was something I knew her to do…and frequently. She almost seemed resigned to the idea that Drew was making a clear play, letting his intentions be known. He was a decent guy, and no matter his Mount Everest stature, I had the sudden urge to rip his arms off of his body and beat him with them. 
 
   Instead, I focused on the beer I was nursing when I was joined by Frodo and Zack, another artist at Coastal Ink. Zack was a loud man, a good man, a naïve man, but, in all that seemed to be outwardly obnoxious about him, he was devoted to his wife, Teensy, in a way that was wonderful to behold, if not disturbing at the same time. 
 
   Teensy, Ruby, Dee, and Victoria stood on the porch together. They pulled Katherine from her mountain-man retreat, and there before us stood five women, all incredible beauties, so much so, Zack made the comment, “If I could be the star in my own porno, those five chicks right there would all be in it—together.”
 
   Frodo, who I also learned took great pleasure in the telling of tall tales at Zack’s expense, added to the conversation. “I was a porn actor for a while. It’s not as glamourous as you’d think, Zack.” Then he casually drank from a can of root beer. 
 
   “Fuck, really?” Zack had stopped looking at the porch, while Frodo continued to speak, his eyes clearly set on Dee. 
 
   “You’re surrounded by a camera crew, like any film set, it’s choreographed, where to put your hand, when to suck her tit, when to fuck her in the ass, and when to come. Every director’s different, and most will let you just go for it. But, add another woman to the mix, let alone four, it gets more complicated.”
 
   Zack had no response to that. He stared at Frodo as if he was a God amongst men, then turned and walked away. 
 
   I had to ask and smiled when I did. “Were you really in a porno?”
 
   “I tell a lot of stories, as I’m sure you’ve guessed. When Zack is in audience, I make shit up. However, that story actually happens to be true, though no one would know if I was telling the truth or not.”
 
   I had to shake myself to stop the images of Frodo that suddenly appeared in my head. Then I looked at him, myself at six-foot-two, and he couldn’t have been more than five-foot-six, maybe seven. “I’m not putting you down, but I would’ve thought that, with your stature…”
 
   “I’m short, but I carry a big fuckin’ stick.” He grinned, and I knew it was with great pride. 
 
   We heard the combined giggle of the women on the porch. Frodo turned his attention to me and asked, “And what of you and our Katherine?”
 
   “I have no idea,” I told him honestly. 
 
   “She carries a secret,” he stated. 
 
   I shot him a look, one that wondered if he knew exactly what that secret was. 
 
   He answered my silent query. “I’m not privy to the secrets of Katherine, and I’m quite sure even her closest and dearest friends aren’t either.”
 
   Just then, what looked to be random conversation at a party turned into something else as Victoria said, “Brawny?” Her nickname for Cameron. “Can you come up here a sec?” 
 
   Cameron joined her as she bent down and opened the hat of a ceramic garden gnome. It was unlike any garden gnome I’d ever seen. Actually, that wasn’t true. In a flash, I recalled Katherine’s similar gnome and realized this was its partner, Zuul. 
 
   “Close your eyes and hold out your hands,” she commanded, and did so with a smile so bright, you could feel the pure joy that radiated off of her. 
 
   Frodo leaned close to me and whispered, “She’s pregnant.”
 
   “Those girls certainly keep you in the loop,” I commented with a light chuckle.
 
   “No, you can tell. Her face has softened. She’s about to give the man she loves more than anything else in the world the news he most wants to hear.”
 
   And then she did, by way of saying, “Open your eyes,” and placing what appeared to be a pair of baby shoes in his hands. 
 
   He closed them tight, gripping the small objects in what I thought was an attempt to control his emotions in front of their sizable audience. 
 
   “I know you’re supposed to wait for a few months, but, whatever happens, every single person here is gonna be there right along with us. So, people?” she said, turning toward the crowd. “We’re having a baby.”
 
   “You called it.” I grinned.
 
   “I’ve been through this with Nico and Zack. Teensy is due late January, I think.”
 
   “Zack as a father,” I mused. 
 
   “He will raise the bar on father-of-the-year criteria,” he said confidently, and somehow, I did not doubt that. “Do you want kids?” he asked.
 
   I thought this was an odd question for one man to ask another, but seeing as how it was Frodo, I didn’t hesitate in my response. “I could go either way.”
 
   “You’re lying,” he stated.
 
   Yes. I was lying. 
 
   He turned his body to me and took a drink from his soda. “Your business will fail if you do not sort out the lies between you and dear Katherine. Not because it won’t be a success, for I believe that it will. But the feelings you both deny for each other will be trampled by the secrets you keep.”
 
   And then he was gone. 
 
   Like an apparition. 
 
   I moved amongst strangers whom I hoped would become more over time. I was now closer to Katherine and watched as her smile faltered. She caught herself, and once again, her face lit in happiness for her friend. I’d overheard her cry out that someone had ruined her, and I could only presume that someone was a man. But now, I realized she’d not only been broken, she’d been robbed of believing these life events everyone around her celebrated—falling in love, marriage, children—were ever going to be hers. 
 
   That solidified my determination to find a way in. Even if “us” was never a possibility, she needed to know she deserved what every single man, woman, and child did.
 
   Love.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   [image: ]
 
   Katherine
 
   Tomorrow morning, bright and early, Bear Claw would open to the public. That meant I needed to take full advantage of not only my last free afternoon for a while, but the rest of the summer sunshine on my naked body. 
 
   I was a single woman with a mostly private deck, two gay neighbors, and very little shame. At two in the afternoon, I heard clomping up my stairs and the greeting of, “You better be naked when I get up there. I brought tacos and Starbucks!”
 
   I couldn’t help but giggle when Tori appeared behind me. I already laid out with a wrap beneath me, just in case someone I didn’t want to see me naked happened to walk up my stairs. 
 
   She plunked down on the chaise lounge across from me—it was actually hers from when we lived together—and handed me a venti iced-coffee. “I was really hoping to see a good beaver shot.”
 
   “I’m drinking product from the competition.” I smiled. 
 
   “You said you’re not gonna sell iced coffee drinks. Besides, it’s all about convenience, and they’re closer to Taco Loco. But, after tomorrow, I swear my undying loyalty to Bear Claw.” She grinned. 
 
   Her drink was forgotten, and somehow, in twenty seconds, half a taco had been consumed. 
 
   “How’re you feeling?” I asked.
 
   She replied with a mouth full of food. “Starving. Like, I’ve been on some weird fasting diet for two weeks and my reward meal was anything carby. When I’m done with this, I’ll probably eat the bag it came in.”
 
   “Your body’s preparing itself for the big game.” I smiled and decided to stick with the drink for now, in case she was still hungry after her second taco and needed mine.
 
   She took a break after two, removed my favorite gold-rimmed sunglasses from my face, and demanded, “Now, tell me what the hell is going on in your life, Katherine.”
 
   This was not the Tori I knew and loved. This was a new Tori, driven by hormones and la-la love for her man. I was hoping it would’ve faded a bit by now, not that I wasn’t happy for her, but this was true love I was up against.  
 
   And true love was kind of exhausting when you’re not a part of it. 
 
   “Something happened while I was gone, and Dee and Ruby said it was better if I heard it from you.”
 
   Oh yeah. 
 
   That.
 
   I pulled the fat, green straw from my face. “I walked in on Holst changing out of his wetsuit.”
 
   “Oh my God,” she whispered. “What’s it like?”
 
   She got right to the point when it came to cock-talk.
 
   “Yeah, well, remember how I said that Goya was better than Dildo-Devon?”
 
   “Yes,” she replied, drawing out the word. 
 
   “I can’t tell you about performance, but the equipment is substantial. Oh! By the way, apparently, Frodo is hung.”
 
   “Dee said they aren’t ‘together’ anymore.”
 
   “That’s sad. They’re good together. I hope she gets her head straight before she loses him. I like Frodo. He’s like some guru. Seriously. That guy needs to start an ashram or something and guide people to enlightenment.” I laughed and Tori joined me. 
 
   “So is that it? You saw him naked?”
 
   I let out a big sigh. 
 
   “There’s more? Oh my God, what?” Her excited eyes lit up as she sucked back the rest of her drink. I knew, any minute, she was going to announce her need to pee. 
 
   “So, Ruby and I were at Beachy Bride and there was a dress in the window… Remember how I told you I had this really expensive doll as a kid?”
 
   “The one in the case with all the clothes?”
 
   “The very one. This dress was almost identical to its wedding gown. So, call it temporary insanity, but I had to try it on.”
 
   “Oh, babe,” she said with a solemn whisper. “I missed it.”
 
   Damn it. Now she probably needed to pee and cry. 
 
   “An hour later, Holst comes in, kisses me, like, kisses me, Tor. This wasn’t a kiss; this was the kiss.”
 
   A wide grin spread across her face, and I knew what she was thinking. Her, Ruby, and Dee…they were all the same. 
 
   “I’m not getting married.”
 
   “Yeah, you are, Kath.” She chuckled. 
 
   “Fuck you.” I pushed my sunglasses back over my eyes, but she knew I was fighting a smile. 
 
   “So Holst? He’s hot.”
 
   “Yeah,” I agreed, but changed my tone to serious, took off my sunglasses again, and made sure she heard every word I said. “It was fun playing dress up, and that kiss was amazing, Tor, but I’m never going to get married. Not ever.”
 
   She abruptly stood and went into the apartment, likely to relieve her bladder, but also to get away from me before she said something she’d regret. When she returned, she hit the chimes on the deck, her chimes, and said, “A friend of mine told me to take it all in. So, think about that, and I’ll see you at the grand opening tomorrow.”
 
   “You’re going already?”
 
   She motioned toward the bag. “You can have the last taco.” She stood there, not moving, and finally said, “Kath, I love you. You’re my best friend in the whole world. You’ve held my hand through guy drama and my hair through drunk drama. All that, and you still won’t tell me why. Maybe it’s because of my hormones, but I’m not gonna start using that as an excuse now. All I know is, it hurts me that you don’t trust me enough to tell me what happened that made you not want this.”
 
   “Want what? To have a baby?” I tried to play this off as a light-hearted attempt at a joke, but failed miserably. 
 
   “No, Kath. To let yourself fall in love.” She turned and moved slowly to the top of my steps. I needed her to stop, because I couldn’t follow her anywhere in my thin wrap. Fortunately, she stopped when I stood behind her. 
 
   “I don’t talk about it because, babe? It hurts. And I’m not talking my ex-fiancé broke off our engagement the night before the wedding because he’s gay.” That’s what happened to Tori, but if it hadn’t, she and Cam wouldn’t be she and Cam. “That sucked. I know it did. But this is so different, and I need you to please, please understand it isn’t because I don’t love you. It isn’t because I don’t trust you. It’s because it fucking hurts, Tori. Get it?”
 
   But I didn’t give her the chance to talk that she’d given me. I walked back into my apartment and shut the door. I needed to take a shower and go to the grocery store. I needed to fold laundry. I needed to watch T.V. And, after all that, I needed to fall asleep on the couch before my alarm sounded at six the next morning. 
 
   And hopefully…not feel. 
 
   ***
 
   Holst couldn’t stop smiling, and, I had to admit, I was pretty damn happy, too. I completely forgot about my conversation with Tori the day before. When she came in to buy herself and Ruby ceremonious first cups of coffee from Bear Claw, she did it with a smile, like nothing had happened at all. In fact, we were too busy for me to think about much of anything. I checked my phone when I took a bathroom break and found another message and a new email from my mother, but I didn’t bother to read them or return her call. Nothing and no one was about to ruin this day for me. 
 
   Holst had just turned the sign on the door to “closed” and leaned against it, facing me with a smile on his face. 
 
   “We had a successful first day,” he stated. 
 
   “Yeah.” I smiled back. “We kicked ass.”
 
   “We should celebrate,” he suggested. “Would you like to join me for dinner, Katherine?”
 
   I’d just finished mopping. Holst did all the paperwork and bank deposit. We both stocked and cleaned. The only thing that went wrong, we underestimated the amount of baked goods we’d need, but that could’ve been an opening day fluke. 
 
   And even though I was tired in a way that felt fantastic, the next words just poured out of my mouth naturally. “I’ll cook for you. Come about seven.”
 
   Holst moved to the counter and turned the open cash register to face the front window—so robbers would assume breaking in was a waste of time—and just stared at me. This went on for so long, I finally asked with a light chuckle, “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”
 
   “You’re being nice to me,” he observed, the smile he’d had most of the day never leaving his face.
 
   “What is it they say about being a bitch is a waste of energy?”
 
   His smiled widened. “I’ve never heard that expression, and please accept this as the compliment I intend it to be…nice is a good look for you.”
 
   “Why, thank you, Holst.” I grabbed my purse from under the counter and checked my pocket to make sure I had my phone and keys. “Right. I’m out. I’ll see you later?”
 
   “May I bring something? A contribution to the meal?”
 
   “How about you bring dessert,” I said.
 
   “I’m already bringing myself. I would think that should be more than even you can handle, Katherine.”
 
   He laughed when he delivered this line, and it was meant to be a joke, but for some reason, it made me feel like a great big whore. And not in the funny way I said the word to my girlfriends. It hit me deep, the same way Mark made his departing comments to me that night at the exhibit. I turned, trying to hide any emotion my face might betray, and went to leave.
 
   “Right. So I’ll see you at seven.”
 
   Seeing my reaction wasn’t the one he expected, Holst immediately met me at the front door. I had my back to him, finding the store key buried in my pocket so I could lock the door behind me. 
 
   “Katherine,” he said, right against the exposed skin of my neck. “I know how you heard that, but it’s not how I meant it. I should’ve thought before I spoke. In no way did I mean to imply….”
 
   “It’s okay,” I said to the glass only an inch from my face. “Really. I’m just—”
 
   But he didn’t let me finish. He pressed his body closer to my own, pushing me against the door with his weight, his power. “Turn around, Katherine.”
 
   “No,” I whispered. 
 
   “Turn around.”
 
   “No,” I said again. 
 
   “I’m requesting, but if you don’t, I will eventually make you turn around.”
 
   “Don’t talk to me like that.” God, I sounded like a brat. 
 
   “I respect you, so don’t mistake my words as me trying to control you. But it’s taking all my willpower not to taste you again. I’ve worked beside you all day, each of us falling into a natural rhythm, always anticipating what the other needs. You feel it; I know you do, so I’m asking that you please turn around.”
 
   Then, quietly, I admitted with a shake of my head, “I’m not ready for this.” 
 
    “You are. You’re just scared, and I want to know why.”
 
   I didn’t answer.
 
   “Turn around,” he asked again, his breath against my skin like fire. Anyone who walked past the shop would see me pressed against the door. They would also see the long fingers of Holst splayed across my belly, moving lower…and lower, to the point I had no choice but to turn in his arms, and when I did, he moved us in front of the window where the shades were pulled. 
 
   “Please don’t do this.”
 
   I didn’t give him my eyes or dare lift my head to look at him. He’d kiss me again, and God, I wanted that kiss, but fuck, I couldn’t, I didn’t…I didn’t know what I wanted. 
 
   “Look at me,” he commanded, and there was something about the way he asked. Something that made me want to comply. And the last time I’d felt that way…
 
   “You’ll break me,” I admitted. 
 
   “I’ll fix you,” he immediately returned.
 
   “It’s risky…the shop…I can’t fail.”
 
   “You won’t. We won’t,” he assured, and I knew, he meant more than the business. 
 
   I needed space. I needed not to be so close to him. “I changed my mind. Seven-thirty is better. Shebang Meringue sells this dessert, lemon and pistachio, it’s my favorite.”
 
   “Katherine,” he asked, his finger and thumb so gentle on my chin, coaxing me to look at him. 
 
   That’s when my frustration grew, and, even pressed against his body, I let my hands fly as I finally looked at him. “This isn’t me. I’m not like this. I’m only like this with you, and it’s freaking me out, so I need a couple hours to regroup and—”
 
   But I couldn’t finish because he was kissing me. That beautiful mouth of his was on mine, his tongue slipped inside with ease and welcome familiarity—and possibly a moan on my part—that kiss was probing, discovering, and so fucking hot, I felt everything in my body pulse at the same time. I was wet, I was aching, and I wanted him. God, I wanted him, and feeling that beauty of a cock pressed right against my pelvis, I wanted nothing more than to pull down my shorts and let him fuck me in the middle of the shop. 
 
   He slowed the kiss, teasing and touching my lips with his tongue. He took my hand, which was still holding the key, and pried it from my fingers, letting it drop to the floor. Then my empty hand was placed over the length of him, straining against his jeans.
 
   His gruff voice asked, “I would hazard a guess that you are as wet as I am hard. Am I wrong, Katherine?”
 
   My heart was pounding in my chest as I let out a long, shuddering breath. “No…you are not wrong.”
 
   “Then tonight, I’ll tell you my story, and when you’re ready, you’ll tell me yours…then, I think it’s about time we fuck. Don’t you?”
 
   I nodded, because I was insane.
 
   He bent down and picked up the key from the floor, reached to his right and turned the lock. There was no thought behind my next actions; I just gripped my hand over his cock, and squeezed without a word. 
 
   He smiled down at me. “I guess that answers my question then.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   [image: ]
 
   Holst
 
   Katherine left, and I locked the door behind her. I knew what the implications were of us exploring our attraction to each other, and I also did not care. If things went bad, I would offer to buy her out, remain a silent partner, or leave. But I knew that wasn’t what she wanted. She wanted a partner, or the faux-independent Katherine would not have gone into business with me, a man she’d made such an effort to push away. 
 
   And all her actions did was intrigue me to know more.
 
   It was obvious she was holding on to something from her past. All I had to do was prove I would not fuck her over.  
 
   And I intended to make that perfectly clear. 
 
   When I was younger, I envisioned being the man of the house. Going to work, coming home to my beautiful wife and children, a meal on the table, and, in turn, giving her everything her heart desired. In the last few months, not once did those thoughts ever occur with Katherine in mind. Before her, my nature with a woman was to be somewhat dominant, so Katherine presented a challenge, or did, until I had her pressed against my cock, barely able to speak, let alone breathe. With her, I felt equal; I felt balanced. 
 
   But I would never stop calling her Katherine. 
 
   In the three hours since we’d parted, I went to my apartment, showered, shaved, and threw a change of clothes into a duffle bag. I went to the bakery for the dessert she mentioned, and, finally, to the grocery store, where I bought champagne to celebrate the opening of our place. Last, but not least, I also purchased a box of condoms, because, even if it didn’t happen tonight, it was going to happen. 
 
   With over an hour left to kill, I decided to surprise her. I enjoyed Katherine irritated, and had the distinct feeling it would serve as a sort of foreplay going forward. I was grinning when I knocked at quarter to seven, forty-five minutes early. 
 
   She opened the door to my smile. I gazed upon her scowl. 
 
   “I haven’t…I’m not…you’re early!”
 
   “I’m pretty good around a kitchen,” I replied and pushed my way through the door. 
 
   She stood there, her long hair pulled back in a loose braid, a vintage tank top with barely legible letters that said Jethro Tull worn over jean shorts, and nothing but long, brown legs, bare feet, and bright pink toenails. 
 
   “Nice color,” I complimented. 
 
   “Uh, do you want something to drink?” 
 
   “Is something in the oven?” I asked as we stood there in her entry, the living room to the right, her kitchen and dining table to the left, and us in between. 
 
   “I made you a roast chicken. I only put it in about half an hour ago. Everything else is done, but—”
 
   “Lock the door,” I commanded, interrupting her. 
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Lock the door, Katherine.”
 
   “Listen, you can’t just come in here, boss me around in my apartment, tell me…”
 
   I locked the door, went into her kitchen and set the dessert on her table, threw my duffle on her couch and stood before her. 
 
   “What’s with the bag?”
 
   “You know exactly why I brought a bag.”
 
   “I think we need to talk about some shit. This,” she jabbed a finger at me, then at herself, “is not happening.”
 
   As soon as she moved her hand away, I caught her finger and held her wrist tightly in my hand. 
 
   “Let me go,” she protested, but her heart wasn’t in it. 
 
   “Fuck, no.”
 
   “I’ll scream.”
 
   “I’m happy to role-play,” I returned and shrugged. 
 
   “I’m not fucking kidding. Let my hand go.”
 
   I yanked her toward me, her tits giving a bounce when she hit my chest. “Touch my cock, Katherine.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Like you did today. Feel my cock and tell me you don’t want me inside you.”
 
   Her eyes glittered with conflict, but desire won in the end. I saw it when she moved her hand of her own free will, and, instead of letting me go, she stroked the length through my jeans. 
 
   Her eyes closed, but her hand kept moving when she confessed, “I don’t want to fuck up the business.”
 
   “If this doesn’t work and it becomes awkward, I’ll buy you out, you can buy me out, or I’ll just remain a silent partner and you can hire someone else to run it with you.”
 
   “You seem to have thought of everything.”
 
   “Yes,” I agreed. 
 
   I moved my lips against her neck while her hand remained on my shaft. 
 
   “You play dirty, Holst,” she whispered. 
 
   “I play real. But I’ll show you dirty after we have dinner. Right now, it’s all about you, Katherine.”
 
   “There are about a thousand scenarios going through my head right now,” she murmured. 
 
   “Couch, no shorts, no panties, ass to the edge and spread.”
 
   “No. No, no, no. I need to put the brakes on. You tricked me with your big cock, and I’ve seen it.”
 
   “Don’t over think it.” I moved my hand to the top of her shorts and popped the button to push my hand inside, over her panties, and found them soaked. I pushed into the fabric and rubbed my middle finger between her folds and said quietly, “I require an appetizer. On the couch, no shorts, no panties, ass to the edge.”
 
   I took my hand from her, the moan of protest all the coaxing I needed to keep pushing her to her limits. I followed and watched as she let the garments fall, one by one, exposing that beautiful treasure I’d hoped was waiting under her golden gown that day. 
 
   First, she moved to the edge and looked everywhere else but me—the coffee table, the television, my jeans—until I kneeled in front of her while I stared at her face and demanded, “Eyes, baby.” Hers flashed, darkened by her arousal, but never leaving mine. “Open for me.”
 
   I placed my hands on each knee and journeyed with them as they spread before me: soft pink folds, neatly groomed light brown hair, and a glistening pussy ready to be devoured. I moved the tip of my tongue into the wet and lapped upward against her hardened clit, then softened the stroke to move gently around it. Her thighs quivered while I worked her, not hard, not soft, until I found the perfect pressure that made her moan, and when it did…
 
   I thrust my hands under her ass and sucked her clit while she squirmed beneath me. Her hands went to my hair, pulling then pushing when I would not stop. She was about to come when I heard her beg, “Please…Holst.” And when she came, shaking and gripping my hair so hard I delighted in that pain, I flicked her clit with my tongue when she cried, “Stop!” And again, and again, until she moaned and pushed her pussy into my face, riding my mouth as she came a second time. 
 
   Panting, sated by two orgasms in less than five minutes, I watched her soft expression as I pulled the lips of her pussy between my own, lifted my eyes to her, and slowly took my head from between her legs. 
 
   “Now, I think you should eat something, Katherine,” I said with a satisfied smile. I loved to eat pussy, and if I had to choose between giving and receiving, I preferred to give or to fuck. And now that I’d had Katherine’s pussy in my mouth, the way she responded to me, the way she tasted, I was very much looking forward to doing it again. 
 
   And often.
 
   “You’re an asshole,” she mumbled. “You manipulated me with your cock and then you made me come. Twice.”
 
   “Yes. I can see how that’s a problem for you.” 
 
   She gave me the finger, but her hand flopped down onto the couch. 
 
   “I’ll get the food. You recover. And while we eat, I’ll tell you…everything.”
 
   She took her time finding her clothing and joined me in the kitchen. I spoke to her while I took the delectable chicken from the oven, emitting my own groan as my mouth watered at the sight and scent. We moved together, an all too natural dance while she went one way and I went the other. Just like at the shop, we inherently seemed to understand the intention of the other. 
 
   When we were seated and she began to slice into a potato, I began my tale. 
 
   “My ex and I worked together. She was a vegetarian. I was weary of hearing her complaints that I ate meat…and the thing she hated more than anything…when I ate veal or lamb.”
 
   “That explains the food orgasm you had that night.”
 
   “Because of that, I gave up everything but chicken and fish. She drank, too much, and when she did, she was an ugly drunk. I don’t drink to get drunk…I need to stay…in control. We were living together, hadn’t made love in months because, when I touched her, she wanted that control.”
 
   “I couldn’t help but notice you’re kinda bossy.”
 
   “Not bossy. Perhaps a bit dominant. There’s a difference. And her need for control was not the same as mine.”
 
   “Bummer you’re not a dom. That could be interesting.”
 
   “Let me say now, Katherine, that when it comes to sex, your pleasure is my focus, and, in turn, my reward. My nature is to be dominant, but I require equality. I wish to be no one’s master.”
 
   “Your ‘nature’ makes it sound like, if I do what you want, you’ll make sure I get a happy ending.” She grinned. 
 
   “Yes.” I returned her smile. “That’s one way to look at it. Anyway, my ex decided she no longer loved me and used the fact I had to fire her as an excuse to drink more.” 
 
   I looked at my plate, trying to decide if now was time to tell her everything, but something stopped me. If the relationship grew as I hoped it would, I’d tell her more when the time came. 
 
   “We did not part well. We sold the house and I put some of my share into Bear Claw. During that time, my father, an equally abusive drunk I hadn’t seen or spoken to since I was eight years old, died, and left a half a year’s lease on an apartment here in Laguna. When he passed, I finished the tattoo of an ankh on the back of my calf, Nico having done the first on my left leg, Frodo having done the second on my right. I mentioned my need for a fresh start and what I hoped to do. In the meantime, I gutted my father’s apartment and made it into a place I would be happy to walk into at the end of a long day. And so you know, I haven’t been with a woman since Chelle.”
 
   “Why?” she asked without hesitation. “You’re hot.”
 
   “Because I’m thirty-six, and, despite the rantings of your ex, I do not require thirty-year-old pussy to fill the void. I require strength of character, determination, independence…a woman who knows her own mind, who will allow me to give her the world, a woman with beautiful eyes, long legs, and a pussy that drips when I whisper in her ear.”
 
   “Hurry up and eat,” she commanded and began to shovel food into her mouth.
 
   “Is there a fire?” I asked. 
 
   “Yeah, in my pants.”
 
   I chuckled as her phone began to ring on the kitchen counter. “It’s probably Tori checking in. We had a kind of…argument and haven’t really talked about it yet.”
 
   “She was there today; she seemed fine,” I commented. 
 
   “She’s waiting for me to make the next move. Hang on…Hello?” she said into the phone. But the smile on her face vanished. “Dad…” She held her finger to her lips, asking that I remain silent as she put the phone on speaker.
 
   “Dad, hang on a minute—”
 
   Katherine smiled. 
 
   “He hung up on me.” Her reaction to the phone call, which I’d only heard one side of, seemed amused. “Bet my dad kicks your dad’s ass in the emotionally abusive department.”
 
   “Katherine—”
 
   “We’ll eat, Holst. We’ll have some dessert, and then I think you’d better go.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere,” I told her firmly.
 
   “Okay then, here’s what I’ve never told anyone, and then, I really need you to go, and I’ll see you at work in the morning.”
 
   “I’m not going to do that.”
 
   “You wanna know my story, Holst? You wanna know why I’m so fucked up?”
 
   “Kather—”
 
   “When I was fourteen, I fell in love with an older man. He took my virginity, and we carried on a relationship for just over five years, until he left me when I was twenty.”
 
   “Katherine, please…I—”
 
   She dropped her fork to the plate and continued. “I had to keep it a secret, but I knew what I was doing. I went into it knowing exactly what dating an older man meant, but I loved him, Holst. I loved him in a way I’ve never loved since, and probably never will again.” 
 
   Her head dipped lower, and though her voice didn’t betray the emotion, I watched her tears hit the table and plate in front of her while I remained silent through her colossal admission. 
 
   “He was loving where my dad was cruel. He told me I was beautiful, inside and out when neither one of my parents ever had a kind word for me. I told him my dream of having my own café, and he told me never to let that dream die, and never, not once, did he make me feel useless.” She raised her head, eyes glassy with tears. “I asked him if he would come back for me. I gave him…everything,” she said as she shook her head, and, in her utter disbelief, told me what I already knew. “He never came back.”
 
   And that was when Katherine fell apart. I had no idea how long she’d been holding onto that pain and the secrets that kept it buried, but telling me was huge, and the catalyst had been the berating phone call from her dad.  
 
   Maybe it was the wrong thing to do, but to me, it felt absolutely right when I moved to her, one arm behind her back, the other beneath her knees, and carried her into the bedroom.
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   Katherine
 
   The door was wide open, the bed unmade, because I’d been up before the sun that morning. I’d been nervous, because it was Bear Claw’s first day. I lived alone; I could be a pig if I wanted to. But at the moment, I didn’t care about my bed. I didn’t care that I was being carried in the arms of this man, my business partner, an acquaintance who I’d just shared my deepest, darkest secret.
 
   Part of me wanted to scream each and every emotion I was finally allowing myself to feel for the first time in years, but all I could do was weep.
 
   He laid me in the middle of the bed with such care, so gentle, his touch feather-light as he carefully undressed me. I had no energy to fight him, and, more importantly, I didn’t want to. I was so tired of carrying this burden, this pain…
 
   Tired of being alone. 
 
   “Holst?” I asked, the raw sound of my voice sounding foreign to my ears.  
 
   He stood at the side of my bed and undressed. His shoes and jeans first, followed by his boxers. As he pulled off his tee, starting at the bottom and lifting it over his head, the evening summer light bathed his naked body in a warm, pink glow. 
 
   “Shh,” he cooed softly.
 
   “Mark…I mean, Goya…he’s a good man. Despite the attitude he gives off, he really is a good guy. I knew he was in love with me. I pushed him to say those cruel things.”
 
   He kneeled on the side of the bed and situated himself beside me, lifting the sheet over us both, brushing his knuckles over my cheek. 
 
   “No, baby,” he said, letting his fingers drift through my hair. “He wasn’t what you needed, and you knew it. Even worse, so did he, but instead of admitting defeat, he threw it in your face, and his aim was true.”
 
   I didn’t acknowledge what he said, but he was right.
 
   “Why are you here, Holst?” I asked quietly.
 
   He pressed his naked body against mine, the feel of him, strong arms, lean body, muscular thighs…just enough hair on his chest to make him the ideal man for me, and the beauty of his cock the answer to my hedonistic prayers…it was as if I’d found the perfect fit. 
 
   He pulled my hand from under my cheek and laid it against his chest. I let my fingers slide through his hair, feeling the planes of his body when he said, “It isn’t just that my cock gets hard when I see you; it’s not just sex. It’s that my heart starts beating faster. Probably for the first time ever, just the thought of you makes my heart beat faster, Katherine.”
 
   “You hardly know me,” I replied to his amazing statement. 
 
   He lowered his forehead to mine and took a breath. “I have to ask you something, baby, and I need you to tell me the truth.” 
 
   “Okay,” I nodded and closed my eyes. 
 
   “How much older was he?”
 
   For the first time ever, I felt shame about my past when I told him, “Fifteen years.”
 
   I felt his heart begin to race, but outwardly, he remained calm. “This man had you at fourteen. That would’ve made him about thirty?”
 
   “Yes,” I confirmed. 
 
   “Did he tell you he loved you?”
 
   “All the time.”
 
   “Do you understand he was a predator?” 
 
   I didn’t answer him. 
 
   “Katherine, he preyed on a girl—”
 
   “It wasn’t like that, Holst.”
 
   He moved his head to look at the ceiling and then came back to rest against my own again. 
 
   “I’m a thirty-six year old man. The idea of taking the virginity of a fourteen-year-old, no matter how close she is to fifteen,” he breathed. “Jesus. Imagine for me…and I need you to look at me…now.” 
 
   I didn’t do as he asked. 
 
   “Open your eyes so I know you hear what I’m saying.”
 
   “Please stop,” I begged quietly.
 
   He then requested calmly, “You opened the door for me, now let me the fuck in.”
 
   At those words, I opened my eyes. 
 
   “Imagine,” he began quietly. “Imagine we’re at the shop and a group of girls come in after school. Imagine I say to you, ‘See that girl? She’s probably a freshman. I bet I can get her to fuck me. All I have to do is tell her she’s beautiful, earn her trust, tell her I believe in whatever the adults in her world don’t. Daddy issues? Even better. I can train her to do and say and obey my every word.’”
 
   “Stop,” I sobbed.
 
   “To understand a predator, you have to think like one, and I might be able to appreciate the beauty of a younger woman, but I would never fuck a child, Katherine.”
 
   “I can’t…let him go,” I sobbed, and when I did, he wrapped his arm behind me and pulled me even closer.
 
   “Listen to me,” he said gently, taking care, being firm when he needed to be, because he knew it was the only way I’d hear him. “This is you, and this is me. We have an obstacle standing in the way of an ‘us.’ I want this, whatever’s happening here, I want it, and I believe you do, as well. Am I wrong?”
 
   “No,” I replied. “You’re not wrong.”
 
   “Then you should know, I will be relentless in my pursuit of you and in the destruction of that obstacle.”
 
   “Why?” I whispered again.
 
   “Because I’m about to claim you, to make you my Katherine,” he whispered against my mouth. “I’m going to slide inside your body, and when I do, there’s no turning back. I tasted you and plan to do it again…often…and I will not abide any other man to eat you, to fuck you, or make love to you as I plan to do right now.”
 
   “Oh my God,” I whispered. 
 
   “Tell me you understand,” he demanded. 
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “When the time is right, you say the words, and you do so without fear and without that other man in your bed. I will not share you with his ghost.”
 
   I swallowed as my body shook against him, but I nodded my consent.
 
   “And when that time comes, if you let me fall in love with you, Katherine, you have my word I will never leave you.”
 
   “Fuck me,” I begged.
 
   “Not tonight,” he replied. “Tonight, I show you how a man makes love to a woman.”
 
   His hand moved between my legs and slowly spread me open, his thigh coming to rest against my pelvis as his fingers explored every dip, every curve, until his hand reached my mouth, his thumb sliding across my lips, and he said, “When you come, you say my name, always.”
 
   “Yes,” I said, kissing the tip of each finger as they played against my lips, his thigh pressing against me in a slow steady grind. “I ache,” I told him. 
 
   “Are you ready for my cock?” he asked, but he didn’t do it smugly, there was no ego.
 
   “Yes,” my breath shuddered. 
 
   I opened my legs and propped my knee on his thigh, inviting him in. The hard tip of his cock slid between my folds as he pushed inside me, a little at a time, a slow, languid advance until he pushed himself to the root, and that was when he took my mouth, pulling just that little bit away so he could whispered the word “mine” and connect to me again, our mouths, our tongues, our hands, him buried inside me, claiming me, and I felt, for the first time…not just in the last thirteen years…but the first time ever, I felt like an equal. He gave me everything and did it facing me, both on our sides until I cried my orgasm into his mouth, and he groaned his into mine. 
 
   Together. 
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   Katherine
 
   The next morning, I woke when I felt movement beside me. Holst had showered, the fresh scent of my soap on his skin. I’d almost forgotten he brought a bag to spend the night.
 
   “Baby,” he said at my neck. “I told Frodo you were sick. He’s going to cover your shift. I need you to do something today. Can you guess what that might be?”
 
   “Rid myself of the domineering fuck-buddy I just landed who’s a God in the sack, but a pain in my ass?”
 
   He chuckled at my way of saying Good Morning. 
 
   “Your ass and I will get acquainted eventually, but for now, I need to go to work. We have Monday’s off, eventually we’ll hire someone to run Sunday’s so we can have a weekend.”
 
   “I…” I hesitated, but felt I better come clean before things progressed to the point where I might have to, I don’t know, buy a gun and shoot him with it.
 
   “What’s on your mind, Katherine?” he asked with a smirky grin. 
 
   “I think I told you before, this isn’t me. I’m not all weak-girl, needs-a-man-to-rescue-her sorta thing.”
 
   He looked around my bedroom for some weird reason, then said, “Baby?” He dipped his head so he was right against my ear. “You aren’t weak, and I’m sure you can take care of yourself, but I think it’s time you let a man help who will make sure, when all is said and done, you have someone to walk out of battle with at your side.”
 
   Fuck, I was gonna fall in love with him, that dirty, sneaky, big-dicked, perfect-mouthed, motherfucker. 
 
   Apparently, he got all that from the look on my face and smiled. “At least you didn’t say what you were thinking out loud.” 
 
   “I’ve never called in sick to work.” 
 
   “Would you rather me tell him I fucked you so hard and so thoroughly you needed a day to recover?”
 
   “Yes!” I snapped, but couldn’t hide the fact his statement forced a giggle from me. 
 
   “I’m sure Frodo and Zack will love that.”
 
   I settled into the pillow and closed my eyes. “I’m going back to sleep until the planet crashes into the sun. But feel free to come over and fuck me whenever you want.”
 
   “Katherine.” He chuckled. 
 
   “I’m a cock-whore. I could live on a solid diet of cock.”
 
   “Good to know, but remember…” He leaned down and kissed my cheek. “You’re my cock-whore. Okay?”
 
   I mumbled my response and tried to hide my face and the huge smile on it, but he kissed me again. “I’ll take that as a yes.”
 
   When I heard him moving toward the door, I called out, “Hang on…what am I supposed to do today?”
 
   He walked back to me and smoothed the thin sheet over my naked body. With one hand slowly drifting down between my breasts to below my belly button, he said, “Something that’s just for you, my Katherine.”
 
   ***
 
   I fell back to sleep, which was glorious, but woke up feeling like I’d just finished army boot camp. Not just regular soldier stuff. I was training for special secret ops. I had people depending on me. I had to determine which wire was the detonator and save the world with less than twenty-two seconds left on the digital display…
 
   And I needed to talk to Tori. 
 
   On my way to her, I stuck my head in the front door of Bear Claw. Our second day, a decent number of customers inside and a smiling Holst taking orders while Frodo—a man who seemed to have a multitude of skills—made coffee. 
 
   Zack was walking toward me with two take-out cups and said, “Hey, heard you and the Holster got it on.”
 
   “Yeah,” I confirmed without argument. No smartass comment from me because, when Holst saw me, his face immediately softened, and it was him and me. No Zack, no Frodo, no customers. He gave a nod to Frodo and came out from behind the counter and straight to me. 
 
   He moved us out front to the sidewalk. The door closed behind him, and he stared down at me. “Hello, Katherine,” he greeted. 
 
   “Hello, yourself…Holster.” I chuckled. 
 
   Zack walked away, giving us privacy—strange for him since he was kind of in your face and obnoxious in an endearing sorta way—‘and even though cars whizzed behind us down Pacific Coast Highway and pedestrians walked past, it was still, only the two of us.
 
   He put his hands on either side of my face and asked, “Are you…” He shook his head and tried to find whatever word he was looking for. 
 
   I saved him the trouble and declared, “I’m in.”
 
   “You’re in,” he confirmed. 
 
   “You’re going into battle with me?” I asked. “Because I woke up and had this vision of myself, like I was in an episode of 24, and I had to diffuse a bomb with minimal time on the clock, and not only that, I had, like, the lives of thousands of people in my hands.”
 
   “That’s a great deal of pressure on one person.” He chuckled. 
 
   “It totally is. And he never even stops to pee! When does he pee?” I moved my eyes toward the green gate at my right. “I need to talk to Tori. I opened up to you. Now I need to tell my best friend all the shit I kept from her.”
 
   “She’ll understand, baby.”
 
   “You seem pretty sure about that.” Though, I didn’t doubt it at all. Tori got me, she was patient, and she was sweeter than anyone I knew. 
 
   “From what I’ve observed, the social dynamic between you all…there’s a bond that goes beyond friendship. Blood doesn’t make a family, Katherine.”
 
   He leaned down and kissed me…deep and slow and so deliciously hot, the world around us once again melted away.
 
   He pulled back and said, “I’d like to take you out tonight.”
 
   “Okay,” I agreed in a daze. 
 
   “Katherine.” He said my name with a seriousness, like I was being scolded, but it definitely got my attention. 
 
   “Yep?” I replied, but I was distracted, so much going on in my head, thinking about what I would say to Tor…
 
   “There’s more to know about me.”
 
   That sounded ominous. “Did you do time?” 
 
   “No.” He grinned. 
 
   “Then I think we’re good here.” I glanced around him into the shop. “Frodo doesn’t need you, but I need to get this done before I lose my nerve.”
 
   “I’ll see you later.” He didn’t let me go, but I moved out of his hold to put some distance between us. 
 
   “Yeah, you will. But I’m walking away now. I can’t think when you kiss me.” I smiled. 
 
   “Good to know, Katherine.” 
 
   ***
 
   I didn’t find Tori at home. She was at work, and when I walked in, it wasn’t just her. It was Dee, it was Ruby, and in the middle, like a girl gang ready to beat the shit out of me, was Tori.
 
   “You slept with Holst and didn’t even tell me?” Tori accused.
 
   “Hang on—”
 
   “No, no, no! You’re supposed to tell me these things!” 
 
   I might have misjudged my bestie and her potential for being a bitch. But I had to assume this was the baby talking.
 
   “Give me a fuckin’ break.” I smiled, bringing my own skills of deflection to the conversation. “I just got out of bed, like, forty-five minutes ago.”
 
   “Nice,” Dee chimed in with a wide, knowing smile. 
 
   “Yeah.” I smiled back in agreement and announced dramatically, “It looks like I’m entering into a relationship with Holst.”
 
   “You make it sound…so formal,” Dee commented. 
 
   “I’m new at this. Cut me some fucking slack,” I countered, but again, I did it with a huge grin. “Can I steal Tori? I’m not trying to leave you ladies out, but it’s kind of…” 
 
   I hated to be a bitch, and maybe I shouldn’t have stormed into Tori’s shop and put her on the spot in front of our friends, but I was…I couldn’t narrow it down to one feeling since I was experiencing so many at the same time. 
 
   “Go,” Dee said gently. 
 
   “Come on, whore,” I beckoned my bestie. 
 
   “Who are you calling a whore?” she said and moved past me, grabbing her purse and shoving sunglasses onto her face. “Call me if ya need me, Rubes.”
 
   “No worries,” she said back.
 
   “Hey,” Tori said as I followed her down the steps to Pacific Coast Highway, Coastal Ink and Bear Claw just below us. “I know this great little coffee place that just opened and—”
 
   “Keep walking.” I chuckled. “Beach. Sand. Then we’ll eat. I haven’t had lunch, and since you’re eating for two now…”
 
   “Oh, ha, ha, ha,” she laughed, but this was us. We always had a good time, she was my girl, and I was hers, but when I spilled my guts about my past, I didn’t know how she was going to react. Therefore, the beach was a better option.
 
   Twenty minutes later, Tori was staring at the surfers, and I’d just finished telling her everything…from the man who destroyed me, to the man who wanted to give me the world. He hadn’t said it, but I knew he intended to do whatever he could to make me believe in happily-ever-afters.
 
   “Kath…”  She said my name long and drawn out, like that one syllable was too painful to utter. “Your parents have no idea?” she asked.
 
   “I didn’t have any friends, I was a straight-A student, and my dad was a dick. I think they just thought I was an introvert. They didn’t even ask where I was going or what I was doing.”
 
   “I need to do some fact-checking on this, but I’m pretty sure that what he did to you…age of consent and crap like that…”
 
   “It doesn’t matter now,” I told her, looking out at the waves. 
 
   She moved and knelt right in front of me. “He took something that wasn’t his to take, Kath. He made promises he had no intention of keeping. I remember what it was like to have a big crush at fourteen, how intense those feelings are to a teenage girl. I didn’t have anyone to talk to about it, but I wasn’t being groomed by some pedophile to pick up the slack when my dad was an asshole. He knew everything about you, and I think he took advantage of that.”
 
   “Holst pretty much said the same thing,” I told her, holding back tears, because I didn’t really want to start crying. Again. “I needed to let him go. I get it; I know what he did was wrong and only started coming to that conclusion myself after things with me and Mark ended. I know I was too young to have that kind of relationship, and, if anything, he should’ve waited until I was old enough to deal with it when it ended. But that’s not what happened, and I can’t just go back and change it. It’s done.” That sounded convincing, even to my ears.
 
   “I kinda think…maybe…” she began.
 
   Edgewise, sideways, or on the freaking moon, I couldn’t let her get a word in. She knew I wasn’t someone who shared, and I needed to get this all out. So she did exactly what I needed her to and didn’t speak another word.
 
   “This thing with Holst…I mean, it’s been, like, five minutes, but if it works out…I know it’ll be bigger than what I had with that man. If it goes bad…” I shook my head and looked her in the eyes. “I drank and fucked my way through my twenties, just enough to dull the pain, to make me forget, but it’s been getting harder. When I had you…”
 
   “Kath,” she whispered. 
 
   “Honey, I’m a grown woman. It wasn’t and isn’t your job to distract me from reality. I don’t care about the shop failing or my dad being pissed at me because I invested in it. I mean, I do, of course. But none of that’s gonna matter if, for the first time since I was twenty years old, I let a man into my heart and it fucks me up.”
 
   “He won’t.” She smiled. “Dee hears everything from her kitchen. And since she ended things with Frodo—”
 
   “She is nuts,” I interrupted.
 
   “We’ll get her head screwed back on right. Anyway, he called you…My Katherine.”  
 
   “My Katherine,” I whispered.
 
   “Yeah, like proper proprietary Mr. Darcy style.”
 
   That’s when I started crying and admitted, “I thought I’d already had the great love of my life.”
 
   “Kath.”
 
   “I thought he’d come back for me, Tor.” She held me as I let it all out, a mess of snot and emotions. “I asked him, point blank, if he’d ever come back. ‘If I said yes, you’d spend your days waiting, not living.’ Then he was just…gone. I lied to everyone. I had no friends at all, because I couldn’t and keep seeing him.”
 
   “Come on,” she prompted and pulled me up by my hands
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “I’m taking you to the great distraction of tacos and huge iced coffees before I need to get back to work.”
 
   “Honey,” I said, gripping her hands tight to keep her at my side. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. It wasn’t you, Tor. I just needed to come to it in my own time, and, apparently, that time is now.”
 
   “I know,” she said, giving me a huge hug. She was going to be a great mom, great at the listening, the hugs, the reading stories, and rocking them to sleep, so I told her exactly that. 
 
   “You’re gonna be a great mom, Tor.”
 
   “I know.” She giggled. “And you, someday, are gonna make a great wife, Kath.”
 
   I didn’t argue with her. I just smiled with sand between my toes, the sun on my back, and my best friend at my side. 
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   Holst
 
   My BMW had belonged to my mother. She now lived on a new estate, with her new husband, and new BMW.
 
   She gave me the car for free. 
 
   After being a single mom for years, living with my grandparents in San Clemente, she began dating again, and, about ten years ago, she met Alan. He was a farmer, they met online, and when I met Farmer Alan, I did not expect he was going to be “Al” of “Alpaca Orchards.” His company was part of a citrus co-op, struggling at the time, but when my mother suggested a small side business of candied fruits, preserves, and lemonades in fancy jars and packaging, he felt she was on to something big, and now, Alpaca Orchards was international. 
 
   Mom was quite proud. 
 
   Alan offered to help Chelle and me when we bought our house. He also offered me a job, but I wanted to be my own man, which meant working my ass off. Somewhere inside me, whether it was possibly to prove I was nothing like my father—the jury was still out on that one—or simply to see if I could, I wanted to achieve as much as I was able without asking for help. 
 
   But I never felt at ease. Something in my prior relationships was never quite right. I was an affectionate man, sometimes too intense, according to Chelle. That became a part of me I denied and quelled through being active. But from the moment I met Katherine, I did not hold back. She responded positively to it, and that was when I knew, I’d found the right woman at last. 
 
   I opened the screen door of her apartment and called out, “Katherine?”
 
   She appeared before me, the woman I knew I was going to fall in love with: long legs, lithe arms, bronzed skin, and beautiful blonde hair spilling over her shoulders. I could tell she tried to look understated, but with her, it was simply not possible.
 
   “Hey.” She smiled, but didn’t move. 
 
   “I fear if I move closer, I won’t be able to control myself,” I said, returning her enthusiastic smile.
 
   “I think you should face that fear,” she encouraged.
 
   “Do you?” I grinned and slowly moved forward as she stood with her feet planted.  When I reached her, I could see her chest rise and fall with her quickening breath.
 
    “You have got to know what it does to me when you look at me like that,” she said.
 
   “Like what?” I asked, only inches from her body.
 
   “Your eyes go all weird and intense.”
 
   “And how does that affect you?”
 
   “I think if you put your hand between my legs, you’d find out,” she invited.
 
   “Katherine,” I whispered against her neck, just below her ear, and lifted my hand to cup her breast. I found her nipple through the thin fabric of her tee and pinched it between my fingers, quick and rough, and listened as her breath caught and she gasped. “You like a rough touch?” I asked. 
 
   “So far, I like everything you do,” she breathed.
 
   “Excellent news.” I chuckled and stepped back from her.
 
   “Damn, it was just getting good.”
 
   “I think…for us, perhaps…considering your recent revelations…we should probably talk more. If you recall, it wasn’t that long ago you found me irritating…to say the least.”
 
   “Are you gonna keep throwing that in my face?” She laughed.
 
   “No, Katherine. I will not. But with the enormity of what I’m feeling for you, I want to ensure I’m doing all I can to keep what’s happening between us…balanced.” I smiled. 
 
   “You don’t want to fuck it up,” she surmised, a sexy little grin playing at her lips.
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “Is your cock hard?” she asked, but instead of waiting for my response, she cupped her hand over my crotch and discovered the answer herself. 
 
   I closed my eyes and exhaled as her grip tightened. 
 
   “You like it rough, too.”
 
   “Yes,” I confirmed as every muscle in my body tensed at her tight grip. 
 
   “Awesome.” She grinned wider and pulled me by the waistband of my jeans to her front door. 
 
   ***
 
   I took her to a wood-fired pizza place downtown. The wait was always long and the prices astronomical for dough and canned sauce, but it meant we were in a crowd, surrounded by people with time to kill. 
 
   And there was nothing boring about the company. 
 
   “So,” she asked just as appetizers of deep-fried cheese arrived. “How about twenty questions?”
 
   “Good idea. Your suggestion, so please, ask away.” I smiled and took a drink from the beer I ordered. 
 
   “Do you want kids?”
 
   “I was recently asked this same question. My answer was, if my partner wanted them, then I was fine with that.”
 
   “Doesn’t sound like an answer. It sounds evasive.” She laughed. 
 
   “The answer is yes, I would like to have children. I’m just not sure I should. And you?”
 
   “Totally didn’t think it was even in the cards for me, so I never really let myself entertain the idea.”
 
   “And?” I asked. 
 
   She laid her hands flat on the table and stared at the heavily lacquered surface. “So, I guess I’m answering this question then.” She thought for a minute, and I gave her the time, letting her absorb all the new possibilities her future now held when she replied, “I’d like a little boy and…I’d call him Ryan,” she declared.
 
   “Any particular reason why you chose that name?”
 
   “The Tom Clancy books. Jack Ryan. He took on the Russian Navy, the Irish mob, and a dirty president. Ryan is the name of a baby-badass in the making.”
 
   I couldn’t stop chuckling, but she hit me with another question, one I wasn’t expecting. “Why didn’t you ever try to make peace with your dad?”
 
   I took a long, deep breath. Then I took a long, drawn out drink. Then I replied, “When I was eight, my mother was heavily pregnant with my sister. My father tended to get quite violent when he drank. Never with me, but always with my mom. He pushed her, and she fell on her stomach. She told me years later that when the police came, he kept shaking his head and repeated over and over again, ‘I never touched her belly, only her face. Never the baby. I would never hurt the baby.’”
 
   “Holst,” she whispered. Her fingers threaded through mine and held on tight. “I knew there was something heavy there. That’s why I asked the way I did. I thought it would somehow be easier to tell me while we were happy and laughing. I didn’t think—”
 
   “Baby, you didn’t know. This was one of the things I was going to tell you tonight. My sister was in distress. My mom was so badly beaten, the stress on her system…but my mother was never the same. Not until she met Alan. They’ve been together for over twelve years now.”
 
   “Is that why you think you shouldn’t have kids? Because of your dad?”
 
   “Not exactly…”
 
   “Are you rescuing me, Holst?” she asked, never taking her eyes from mine. 
 
   “I’m rescuing myself,” I replied.
 
   “From what?”
 
   “Solitude.”
 
   She chuckled lightly. “So, you’re afraid you’re gonna die alone?”
 
   “No, Katherine. I’m afraid I’ll miss the opportunity to live, love, and die without regrets, all in the knowledge I had the most incredible woman with the purest heart to share my life with.”
 
   “Damn,” she whispered, her eyes glittering. “That was a great fucking answer.” And just when the pizza slid onto the table, a familiar voice accompanied it. 
 
   “That didn’t take very long. How are you, Kath?” The unwelcomed guest pushed his way past the waiter.
 
   She turned her eyes to her former boyfriend, Mark “Goya,” and acknowledged him with a nod. “I’m good. You?”
 
   “I miss your mouth on my dick. Have you had your mouth on his dick yet?” he asked, clearly drunk, then turned his attention to me. “Has she done that thing where she practically swallows it whole?”
 
   I moved out of the booth, thinking my presence would be all the warning this asshole needed to leave, but he continued. 
 
   “Amazing shit right there, Kath. You have some real talent. But with the amount of dicks you’ve sucked over the years…hell, let’s look around the room. I’m sure it’s not just me and this guy.” He laughed, and that’s when I turned to face him, but before I could open my mouth, with her hand on mine to stop me from taking action, Katherine did.  
 
   “I’ll tell you what I don’t miss,” she returned. “I don’t miss fucking a woman. I’ve had pussy, don’t get me wrong. I have no problem taking a dip in the slit for something to break up the Fiesta of Cock I’ve had all these years, but yours was the first pussy that left a bad taste in my mouth. You might want to head on down to the police station and file a missing person report on your cock and balls, Mark.”
 
   His face was set in a smirk, and I knew he had more to say. He would do whatever it took to wound her like she’d wounded him. 
 
   That was not going to happen. 
 
   I squeezed her hand, let go, and said, “Shall we go outside, Mark?”
 
   “Is that your way of challenging me?”
 
   “No, that’s my way of saying I can kick the shit out of you in front of all these people, or we can talk to each other, man to man, without the audience.”
 
   “Fuck you, man.”
 
   The manager had now come to join us. 
 
   “Your belligerence will not win her back, Mark. She believes you to be a good man, and your behavior sullies that belief. Not only that, you have a standing in this community. Do you really want to fuck that up?”
 
   “Sir?” the manager asked.
 
   “Hang on,” Mark said to the man. He lowered his head to Katherine and said loud enough for myself and the manager to hear, “Puta.”
 
   “Sir,” the man warned, and it was apparent he knew exactly what that word meant, and so did I.
 
   “Consider this your only warning from me,” I said, meeting his stature as I equally met his glare. Then, leaning close to his ear so only he could hear me, “You’re obviously drunk, and, knowing what I know of her, I get why you’re upset over losing her, but Katherine is my future, and if you cause her any further pain or come near her again, I will glory in besting you physically, not because I’m stronger…but because I’m smarter.”
 
   Mark gave me a departing arrogant lift of his chin, a smug smile and walked away in silence, the manager escorting him to the door. When he was gone, the manager returned and informed us that dinner was on the house: beer, pizza, everything. We both tried to argue, but he wouldn’t take no for an answer. 
 
   “Well, that could’ve been worse.” I grinned.
 
   “I feel terrible, Holst,” she admitted. 
 
   “I’m sure I can find him and beat the shit out of him. And enjoy it.” I smiled.
 
   “No, not like that.” She shook her head. “I feel guilty. I hurt him.” She looked out the windows, but I took her hand and forced her to look back to me. 
 
   “If I had to guess, he’s been spoiled, skated on his looks and talent, and never matured beyond the selfish, macho stage he’s in now. There was a painting at his show,” I began, but regretted as soon as the words left my lips. 
 
   “Which one?” she asked. “The creepy one with the forked tongue?”
 
   I knew exactly the painting she spoke of. “No.” I chuckled. “There was one at the end of the exhibit of a woman. I thought it was composed by someone else, but it was his. I told him he should paint like that. He’s trying to be someone else, because he’s scared to be who he is. But if he embraced that specific ability, Katherine, I have no doubt his fame would outgrow this community.”
 
   “I wish I’d seen it,” she said as I finished my beer. 
 
   I was glad she hadn’t.
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   Katherine
 
   It was the end of October, the day before Halloween. Summer was officially over. The first cool days began, and things between Holst and me were…fantastic. I don’t think I’d ever been happier, and comparing—which I tried not to do, but couldn’t seem to help myself—my relationship with Holst to the one I had when I was young…this was no comparison. Just like I’d told Tori, my hope was confirmed. It was the biggest. It was the best. My heart was full, and I had bruises on the insides of my thighs from all the delicious sex. 
 
   And I couldn’t stop smiling. 
 
   Holst hired a new employee, a tattooed guy named Leo that Frodo introduced him to. He’d been a manager for another café in town and was more than happy to work weekends. It seemed Coastal Ink was a great way to network. 
 
   Meanwhile, Ruby, Tori, and I decided to have an intervention with Dee. From what we could see, she was pretty unhappy since whatever had been going on with Frodo had ended. But she wouldn’t tell us what happened or why. 
 
   And that wasn’t cool.
 
   I decided to be the leader since I was the most tight-lipped of all of us. Actually, Ruby still hadn’t explained what happened when her ex took her for three days, but that was different. We all respected Ruby would talk if she needed to. But Dee? This was Frodo, unnaturally blue eyes, random huge-ass tattoo of Gandalf the Wizard on his back, large, silver plugs in each ear, a great beard in the making, and never mind he was short. Apparently the guy packed a jackhammer. 
 
   So, what the fuck?
 
   Oh, and most important of all, she was clearly in love with him. 
 
   Operation carve-the-pumpkins was set. Paper Petal had a huge, rustic table in the middle of the shop, all shabby-chic style. But my girl Tori covered it with plastic trash bags, big, silver bowls for pumpkin guts, and Ruby provided all the tools we would need for what she called, “The best decorated pumpkins on the West Coast.” Her tools included an actual electric drill and a small hand saw which, to be honest, kinda scared the crap out of me. I considered myself a handy, do-it-yourself gal, and if I couldn’t figure out how to do something, I called in a professional. But using a saw on a pumpkin? I was having a hard time envisioning why a good, old-fashioned serrated knife wouldn’t do. 
 
   Then Ruby pulled a little, red wagon out of the back with a giant-ass pumpkin and all was clear to me. 
 
   I leaned my head to Dee, who was laughing at the orange monstrosity, and said to her, “Power tools. I get it now.”
 
   An hour later, we were all carving, and I let out a long, happy, satisfied sigh. This was part of the plan. 
 
   And, as planned, Tori commented with faux sarcasm. “What happened to you?”
 
   “What?” I asked innocently, just beginning to carve my little pumpkin. I was past the goopy-pumpkin-guts stage and onto the creative, make-it-awesome stage. 
 
   “I seem to remember you being irritated with me when I was falling in love with Cam,” she teased.
 
   “Well, that was annoying, because I never thought I’d have a shot at what you did. Now, I’ve got my shot. All we need is you two whores to get your asses in gear and find good men.” I then turned my attention to Dee. “By the way, what happened with Frodo?”
 
   It wasn’t subtle, not at all. But we needed to corner her and get some answers.
 
   She stabbed her pumpkin, which was looking very pretty with a little bride silhouette on the front. 
 
   “So, guessing the bride dies in your horror movie pumpkin carving theme?” I joked, doing my very best to keep things light. 
 
   But then she began hacking away at the thing. Ruby grabbed her wrist mid-stab and smiled. “I can rescue this pumpkin if you stop the bloodshed now.”
 
   And Dee began to cry. Not a pretty cry. Not a nice dainty cry. This was face-contorting, guttural, animal-sounds crying. 
 
   We all surrounded her, and finally, she said, “He married her.”
 
   “Who married who?” Tori asked.
 
   “My ex. He married the girl from Exeter. They worked together, but not for a few years. He kept her in a flat, spent long nights working, sometimes didn’t come home…that’s where he was, with her. He married her.”
 
   Tori rubbed her back and said, “I’m so sorry, honey.” Ruby and I were both looking at Tori, letting her take the lead, and to my total surprise, she powered on with the plan. “I, uh…” She paused.
 
   Dee looked at her and asked, “What?”
 
   Tori carefully asked, “Sorry, Dee, but I’m still wondering why Frodo’s out of the equation?”
 
   “He’s had a lot of women, and he has a lot of secrets,” she replied. 
 
   “Frodo?” I asked with surprise.
 
   “Yeah,” she returned.
 
   I decided to add my own two cents, but did it as gently as possible. “From what I hear, your future brother-in-law, Nico, was a total man-whore before Lark came along. And he worships the ground she walks on, right?”
 
   Dee gave a humorless laugh and asked, “How many woman do you think Cam has slept with, Tori?”
 
   My bestie blushed a little and said, “His numbers are well under twenty. Mine, not so much.”
 
   She then turned her head to me and asked, “What about Holst?” 
 
   I actually didn’t know, so I filed that away for more twenty-questions nights. “I have no idea, but I don’t care. Mostly because I know my number is probably higher, for one, and two, it’s in the past, babe.”
 
   “Okay,” she said, “let me rephrase: how many women do you think he’s had at the same time?”
 
   We all shared a look, and I, for one, needed more information. “Wait. What? What do you mean?”
 
   “It can’t leave this room, and I mean it. You share with anyone, and it gets back to him, I’ll never trust any of you again.”
 
   Ruby was the first to speak. “I don’t have any friends except for all of you, and I don’t want to screw that up. So your secret is safe with me, Dee.”
 
   Tori seemed more reluctant, but was honest. “I don’t keep things from Cam. Not when it’s important stuff. But I know he absolutely detests gossip, so if it’s something juicy, he’d rather not know.”
 
   It was down to me. “Yeah, you’re just gonna have to tell me and trust I won’t go blab it from the rooftops. That’s not my style. So honey, fucking talk!”
 
   Then she laid it on us.
 
   “He has a series of pornos.”
 
   Ruby made a screeching noise and threw her hands over her face. Tori’s eyes bugged out as a smile spread from ear to ear. Me? I was a big fan of porn and had a pretty good collection of clips on my Tumblr page to prove it. So I had to ask, “What was his name? I’m assuming he isn’t doing that anymore.”
 
   “Frankie Fastlight.”
 
   “Oh my fucking fuck,” I whispered.
 
   “Of course.” She threw her hands up and looked livid.
 
   “He didn’t have tattoos then,” I told her, and, unfortunately, the image of Frodo and his huge schlong popped into my head. 
 
   “You’re picturing him, aren’t you?” she asked. 
 
   “I’m not gonna lie, yeah, but here’s what I can tell you. He must’ve been a lot younger, Dee. His hair was super long then.”
 
   “I’ve seen pictures,” she said. 
 
   I was pretty open-minded, and really, he wasn’t still doing porn now, so I tried to reason with her, help her see the bigger picture. “He was an actor doing a job, Dee. It isn’t like he was a hitman or something.”
 
   In no way was I trying to make light of his past or her feelings about it, not really. But that’s exactly how she took it, and her next words dripped with acid as her eyes narrowed on me. “Listen, you may be able to just forget that about, oh, five seconds ago, you were not in a good place, Kath.”
 
   “I know that, and I’m not exactly out of the woods. I just got lucky I found someone who opened my eyes—”
 
   “No, you got lucky you opened your legs to a good guy for once,” she bit, and when her words went through my ears and finally arrived at my heart, I decided it was probably best I leave.
 
   I wiped my hands on the towel Ruby had thoughtfully laid out for each of us and grabbed my purse from the floor by my feet. “I better get going.”
 
   “Kath,” Dee said in a small voice, “God, I didn’t mean—”
 
   “Yeah...yeah, you did, honey. And every word of it was true. But I’m telling you, the day you started playing matchmaker with my life and called Frodo to get Holst into your bridal shop…I might as well have been naked. He saw me completely vulnerable, and you manipulated that, babe. So, thank you. If you hadn’t, I’d still be trying to fuck away the pain I’d been living with since I was twenty. I was just trying to return the favor, before you let the best thing in your life get away. See ya, Dee-ya,” I said, choking back tears, because she hurt me. She knew it, and I wasn’t going to stick around and let her try to kiss my ass and make up for it. 
 
   I walked out the front door of Paper Petal, the sun setting on the horizon, and headed home. I used to have a car, one I shared with Tori, but after she and Cam got together, I sold it. I never drove it, and all it did was sit there, free room and board in the guise of insurance and registration. But my place wasn’t far, and I knew Holst would eventually find his way to me. He’d have a late surf after closing, go to his place and do whatever he had to do there…but we always slept at my place. Always. 
 
   I was in the alley behind the cottages and just at Tori and Cam’s back gate and garage when I heard Tori behind me. 
 
   “God, you’d think after all that hiking I did on the honeymoon, those stairs wouldn’t wind me, but they totally do. Every time!” she huffed.
 
   “I’m gonna go home, Tor,” I said over my shoulder. I’d slowed down, but didn’t stop. 
 
   “If you make me chase you to the apartment, I’m telling Cam on you,” she threatened, and I smiled, because I didn’t think Cam would hurt a fly, let alone raise his voice to me. Then again, knowing how he felt about Tori, I probably shouldn’t poke the bear.
 
   I turned around and made my way back to her. She was trying to be pissed, tapping her foot, hand on her hip, but Tori, try as she might, could not give good attitude. 
 
   “I love you, and I love Dee, too, for that matter. And I don’t think there’s gonna be a time I’m not reminded I used to be an easy lay. I just don’t need to hear that from my friends. She’ll get over that scene, and so will I. But I’m gonna need a couple of days to regroup. Got me?”
 
   “I’ve got you, Kath, but I’ll raise you,” she said softly. “Her ex married the woman who stole him, and, in the same week, the guy she was reluctant about because she thought he might be the one,” she air quoted, “doesn’t just tell her he used to be a porn star, he opens up the laptop, goes on some porn site, and says, ‘that’s me. The one with the long hair.’ But it wasn’t just that. It was all the women. Her ex didn’t cheat on her once. He’d done it before, a few times, but she forgave him.”
 
   “Frodo isn’t her ex.”
 
   “I know, but Kath…”
 
   “Yeah, I’m hearing all that, but as many women as Frodo was paid to fuck, it’s probably the same as I have fucked, and it wasn’t my job. It was my crutch.”
 
   “Kath, there’s no way you’ve slept with hundreds of men. I lived with you for most of your sexual history.”
 
   I was choosy, but still... 
 
   “Thirteen years, Tori. There’s a lot of mileage on this car, and I’d like to say I have no regrets, but right now, I’m feeling them. I love you, big time, but I gotta go home, honey.”
 
   “Kath…” she whispered, but said nothing. 
 
   I stood there and just tried not to cry, but I failed, and that’s when she threw her arms around me. 
 
   “Thanks, Tor,” I said, trying not to squeeze the life out of her. 
 
   “Dee isn’t used to friends. We were there once. We just need to teach her and Ruby how it’s done.”
 
   “Going now,” I said, pulling away first. 
 
   “Call me if you need me. My fairy costume doesn’t fit, so I’m gonna wear a big hat. Are you and Holst handing out candy tomorrow? I’m sorry, I didn’t even think to ask.”
 
   Holst decided we should hand out cups of hot apple cider on the sidewalk in front of Bear Claw to promote the business. I’d planned on getting a costume that night, but now, I didn’t really care. In fact, my entire attitude was now ambivalence, which told me it was time to go home and bake. 
 
   “We’re handing out cider and one-dollar-coffee coupons,” I told her.
 
   “Okay. Tell Gozer hi for me.” She smiled. It was sympathetic, but not filled with pity, and I loved her for that.
 
   “Yeah. Tell that whore, Zuul, I’ll see her tomorrow.”
 
   And with that, I walked home. 
 
   Then I baked my ass off. 
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   Katherine 
 
   Later that night, the minute I walked in my front door, I took out the food processor, a stick of unsalted butter, and plain flour. Within five minutes, I’d blitzed the mixture for pâté brisée, or pie dough, wrapped it into two discs, and popped them into the fridge. Then I opened the cupboard to see what fillings I had on hand. I settled on cherry. I had this bad habit, almost like a weird fetish, for buying fancy jars of berries with the intention of making some kind of dessert with them. And this wasn’t some willy-nilly “Hey, what’s that jar in the back of the cupboard that expired four years ago” fetish. No, I baked…a lot, especially since Tori moved out. 
 
   While the dough chilled, I ran down to my neighbor, Terry’s. He left me a text that said we had a suspected plumbing problem bigger than his skills, and probably my own. I stood in his living room and saw the color difference in the wall. First things first, I went back upstairs and checked to see if anything was leaking or running, and the last place I looked was Tori’s old bathroom.
 
   “Motherfucker,” I sighed, with a wrench in one hand and a bucket under the S-bend of the sink.
 
   I went back to tell Terry that I’d get a plumber in the next day, but it was obvious to us both, the water damage was pretty bad and probably extended into Frank’s apartment, as well. 
 
   “I noticed it smelled a little damp, if that makes sense,” he said apologetically. The leak had probably been going on for months. “I’m so sorry, Katherine.”
 
   “Terry.” I smiled and waved it off like it wasn’t a big, thousands-of-dollars deal. “It’s cool. We haven’t had any problems for years. I know a guy who knows a guy.” I laughed. “You mind if he comes inside tomorrow?”
 
   He smiled back at me. “Make sure he’s hot.” 
 
   “I’ll make sure he’s hot and a good plumber.”
 
   ***
 
   By the time I called a plumber—one I’d picked up a card for in the grocery store and now hoped he was good looking and skilled—then cleaned up that mess, Holst was walking through the front door.
 
   I was baking a pie. 
 
   “Honey.” He smiled and wrapped his arms around my waist. “I’m home.”
 
   “I’m baking,” I murmured through each delicious touch of his lips on the skin of my neck. 
 
   “Why are you baking?”
 
   “I’ll tell you later, when we eat it.”
 
   “What are you baking?”
 
   “Pie,” I managed to get out while I let my hands move into his thick hair.
 
   “Okay then. Your pie first. Can’t stop thinking about your pussy, Katherine.”
 
   “I had a bad day, Holst,” I said quietly. 
 
   He turned me in his arms, his hands slowing, and said, “Thank you, baby.”
 
   “For what?” I asked, letting my head fall against his shoulder.
 
   “For telling me. New guy is opening, and he’s training a woman who has two kids who just left the nest and doesn’t care how much she gets paid…which means, we get to sleep in tomorrow.”
 
   “You’re not…running a marathon or surfing the coast of our great state?” I teased. 
 
   “Even better, I’ll be waking up with you and getting my exercise another way.” He grinned, but when he did, his face softened. His eyes searched my own, and out of nowhere, he said, “I told you to say the words when you’re ready…”
 
   “Holst—”
 
   “I’m in love with you, Katherine.”
 
   My entire body began to shake when I asked, “Is it this easy?” 
 
   He brushed a loose strand of hair behind my ear and said, “Apparently, when you’ve found the one, it is.”
 
   “Damn,” I mumbled. 
 
   “Damn?” he enquired with one thick, dark eyebrow raised. 
 
   “I wanted to say it first.”
 
   “Baby…” He laughed quietly, his chest moving up and down as he held me. 
 
   All I had to do was say the words I knew were inevitable, ones that rolled off my tongue without reluctance, without fear right from my heart, to him. 
 
   And I did. 
 
   “I love you, Holst.”
 
   “I hoped so, my Katherine, but to hear you say the words…I’ve never heard anything sweeter in all my life.”
 
   ***
 
   I made us sandwiches and hot cherry pie for a late dinner. We always tried to get to sleep before ten, since six came early, and for Holst, even earlier if he wanted to go for a surf. We also had a healthy sex life, and late nights might have started with the intention of a quickie, but lasted much longer. 
 
   I told him I’d had a bad day, but hadn’t elaborated yet. Not until I asked, “How many women have you slept with?”
 
   I was eating pie, so was he, my feet in his lap with CSI Miami on in the background. 
 
   “Would you really like to know?” he asked. 
 
   “Actually, it never mattered to me before because I’ve never been emotionally invested in the men I sleep with. Hm, let me think about that for a sec,” I told him and continued to chew. 
 
   “What prompted this inquiry?” he asked and finished his last bite.
 
   “Ah, something I think you already know. About Frodo.”
 
   He contemplated his response. I could only assume, if Frodo did tell him, he must’ve asked him to keep it quiet, like Dee had asked us. 
 
   “Is his past the reason he and Dee are no longer not dating?”
 
   “Yeah. I mean, there was more to it than that, stuff with her ex, but in addition to all that, she basically called me a slut in front of Ruby and Tor.” I waved my hand like it was no big deal, deciding at that moment to make light of it. I didn’t want Holst to think badly of Dee. “It was the heat of the moment. She was pissed. I pushed her—”
 
   “That’s not an excuse.” 
 
   He set his plate down on the floor and took mine from my hands. He wiped the corner of my mouth with his thumb and sucked the gooey pie filling into his own. For a minute there, I forgot what we were talking about. Then he hit me with. 
 
   “If the fact you had many men before me, and I had many women prior to you, infers we are both…sluts…” He grinned. “I’m grateful. I’ve learned your body, your tells, what sends you flying, and what makes you moan deep in your throat…something I now strive for, by the way. But I hold no judgement over you or your past, and, unfortunately, Dee slung her arrow to a wound that seems to be frequently opened for you. I can’t tell you how to feel, but I can tell you I’m exactly where I want to be, no care of who came before me, with the woman I intend to spend the rest of my life with and—”
 
   “Excuse me?” I started to push back from him. I needed distance. I needed CPR.
 
   “Katherine, relax.” He chuckled and grabbed my ankles to keep me put. “I’m not hiding a gold band in my pocket, waiting for that perfect moment. I also won’t lie to you about what I’m feeling, but if it’s too intense, too much too soon, I won’t mention it again.” He paused and studied me before his smile widened again. “Until I’m hiding a gold band in my pocket, waiting for that perfect moment.”
 
   “You did it,” I whispered, tears clogging my throat. 
 
   “What did I do, baby?” He put his hands on either side of my face, his long lashes closing down over his deep brown eyes.
 
   “I had this top-of-the-line force field built around me…and you got through. I mean, I’m kinda bummed in a way, because I worked really hard on that thing.”
 
   “Katherine.” He smiled and brushed his lips against mine.
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered. “But after tonight, I think I’m done with this crying bullshit. For years, I kept that shit locked up tight, and then you come along, and it’s a Sob Fest.!” I let out a dramatic crescendo at the end of my brief tirade. But Holst held me, didn’t say a word, and let me slow down enough to say, “I can handle the arrows, as long as I don’t have to handle them alone.”
 
   “You don’t have to handle them alone,” he said gently. “Pace yourself, Katherine.”
 
   “Pace myself?”
 
   He let his long fingers glide down the outside of my neck, over my collar bone and shoulders, until he reached my bra straps and pulled them down, one by one. “Arms up,” he requested and lifted each garment over my head and down my arms. Then he set my body on fire as his lips moved across my skin. Every curve and dip from my jaw to the top of each breast was explored. He was slow and casual in his actions, but every single one of them counted. 
 
   His lips touched the corner of my own, his breath awakening my mouth with the promise of his kiss. 
 
   “I like waking up with you,” I breathed and let my tongue give the briefest touch to his bottom lip. 
 
   “I do, too,” he agreed. 
 
   “I also like going to sleep next to you.”
 
   That time, he didn’t reply. He only chuckled.
 
   “I want you here, Holst. Before the gold band, I want this to be your home.”
 
   Fuck, I couldn’t believe those words just came out of my mouth. And as he pulled back, slowly, painfully slow, his hands moved to my hips and squeezed. 
 
   “Living together and working together…” That was all he said. It wasn’t no. It wasn’t yes. It was noncommittal, and that freaked me out. 
 
   I didn’t move or even bother to cover myself up, but I called him on that shit. “Thirty seconds ago, you were preparing me for a future of china patterns.”
 
   He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and, once again, opened them. “And I need to make sure you get there with me. It’s all new,” he said, his hand brushing across my bottom lip. “You’ve never done this. I have, and I know all too well how it can end,” he breathed. “I’ll be next to you every night and wake with you each morning, and when the time is right, we’ll talk about what comes next. But…” He grinned. “I’ll tell you what that is and when it’ll happen, and I promise, you’ll be ready for it when it does.”
 
   “So…you’re not thinking that, by keeping your place, you have an escape if you get sick of me?”
 
   “No.” He laughed.
 
   But I didn’t. I didn’t at all. 
 
   Carefully, I tried to explain why I was freaking out. “Because, see, when I was twenty, there was this guy, and for five years, I went to his place, and then one day, there were packing boxes lined up against the bedroom wall, and all the furniture was gone…except for the bed. That was there. That was there so he could have one last fuck before he threw me away.”
 
   “Don’t do that,” he said gently. 
 
   I was being matter-of-fact. I didn’t raise my voice or get bitchy. I was simply telling him what I knew. “All I’m saying is, the fact I felt you retreat just scared the shit out of me.”
 
   He grabbed my hips and yanked me forward, flush against his body. “I cannot and will not give you guarantees, Katherine. There are too many unknowns in this world that could conspire against either one of us. My intentions are to keep you bound to my heart until the day I die, fuck you hard and often in between, and if I pass before you, know that you’ve built a shrine to worship my memory, wear black and wail from morning till night, because nothing else would even come close to what we had. Are you understanding now why I don’t want to rush you into all of that and fuck it up?”
 
   “I was wet before,” I said on a shaky breath. “I’m very wet now.”
 
   “Do you understand?” he asked. Maybe his patience was wearing thin, because he seemed almost angry, but I couldn’t help myself; it was hot. 
 
   “I like your cock,” I teased, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
   “Katherine…” he warned, and I felt the tension build in his body. 
 
   “I understand,” I whispered.
 
   My voiced shuddered as the words left my mouth, and that’s when he pushed me back and ripped the zipper open on my jeans, yanked them down along with my panties, over my ass, turned me around…
 
   And spanked me. The sound of the smack still echoing in the room, my nipples instantly hard, and I just could not believe he fucking did that!
 
   “Oh…my…Jesus! Did you just…spank me?”
 
   “You’ve never been spanked?” he asked, with surprise I might add.
 
   “Who do you think would dare spank me?”
 
   “That sarcasm is going to see more than my hand on your ass. You deserved it for making me wait.”
 
   Smack! 
 
   His hand came down again, and this time, he let three fingers glide down the small of my back, between my cheeks and through the wetness gathered at the opening of my sex. 
 
   “More?” he asked with a rough voice, and that made me instantly want to submit to whatever the fuck he asked of me.
 
   “Just fuck me,” I requested, but it sounded like a ragged plea.
 
   “Hard?” He moved from the couch to the floor, stepping on a plate and cracking it in the process. Then he pulled my jeans and panties free of my feet. 
 
   “Until I scream,” I replied. 
 
   And when I knew he was behind me, preparing, the clack of his belt buckle, the tracks of his zipper, the fevered movement of cotton on skin, he curved the long fingers of each masculine hand on my hips and said, “I can do that,” and surged inside me, a moan from his throat and a whimper from mine accompanied it. “Every time I fill you with my cock, every time I feel you wrapped around me, I feel like I’ve come home, and I’m telling you now…” He pushed further and stayed buried to the hilt as he leaned down and promised, “No one else but me, my Katherine. Ever.” 
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   Holst
 
   Halloween had always been a favorite holiday of mine as a child. I enjoyed the fact I could be a superhero, never a villain. With a cape and a mask to hide my true identity, I was able to pretend I had the power to fix everything that was wrong with my mother’s life. When you’re a child to a single parent, your happiness is entirely wrapped up in theirs, even if they make you the center of their universe and try as they might to shelter you from reality, which my mother had. If she was unhappy, I always knew. 
 
   And she often hid that unhappiness. 
 
   I did my best to make things as easy as possible. I was a good kid and stayed that way until I left home at eighteen and moved in with friends. Those years, from eighteen to the time I bought the house with Chelle, I always took care of the women I was with. I took care of their feelings, let them down easy when it ended…because it would inevitably end. Even with Chelle, I loved her, but I made the commitment with the intention to “settle down” and think about having a family. I became serious with her because I thought it was time.
 
   But Chelle was the worst possible choice. As a person, she was fun, she had a great smile and laugh. However, those qualities masked the fact she was not a good match for me. When I asked Katherine if she was an alcoholic, I needed to confirm her drinking, as I had suspected, was to hide her pain. I needed to know she wouldn’t turn to alcohol any time something came along she couldn’t handle. Because I had given into temptation in a moment of weakness. I may not have been that man anymore, but the fear of becoming him again was always there. Katherine simply taught herself to cope by any means possible. It was just lucky that she’d come to realize this on her own, before I entered her life, her bed, and her heart. 
 
   One of the reasons I hired an employee so soon after opening Bear Claw was the simple fact I wanted a future with Katherine. Working together six days a week, sleeping together each night…with the exception of going to my place to get clothes or do laundry, working out or surfing, we were together. 
 
   I wouldn’t say I was terrified she would burn out on this sudden relationship; concerned was probably a more apt term. And in feeling the anxiety of this realization, as we handed out free hot cider, I turned to her and said, “You’re done for the night, Katherine.”
 
   “I’m…I’m what?” she asked, confused. 
 
   “I’ve got this under control. I’ll see you later.” I poured two cups for two men waiting on the sidewalk as their trick-or-treaters traipsed up to Paper Petal and Beachy Bride for candy.
 
   “I don’t…” She stopped when she realized the two men were hanging on her every word. 
 
   Quietly, I asked, “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I don’t need you to manage me. It doesn’t make me feel equal. It makes me feel like an employee…amongst other things.”
 
   “Katherine, we both work long hours. I’m simply suggesting that I’ve got this. We don’t need two people, and it would be fine with me if you want to do something for yourself. Maybe join your friends upstairs,” I said.
 
   “First of all, I haven’t broken the seal with Dee yet, and second, you didn’t suggest, you told me. You bossed me. It’s all in language, babe.”
 
   Babe. Her thinly veiled annoyance reared its head. 
 
   “Yes, you’re correct. I will be more careful about that in the future. But if it’s all the same to you…”
 
   She didn’t let me finish. The strong, independent Katherine misunderstood me when I suggested she pace herself. 
 
   “I guess I’m breaking the seal now. Bye,” she said and began to storm off. 
 
   Only seconds later, Frodo joined me. “I believe I saw stomping,” he mused. He now had a full beard. I heard Zack one day refer to it as his “winter beard.” But he was changing, and not just his appearance. 
 
   “I’m forcing her to spend time away from me.” I smiled, and I did it with unadulterated, male pride. 
 
   “The pull of a great man to a beautiful woman is powerful, my friend.”
 
   “Yeah.” I laughed. “Let’s hope it stays that way.”
 
   “These are unchartered waters for our Katherine.”
 
   “I’m aware,” I confirmed, and looked across the street at the small hotel and the ocean beyond. “I dissolved the relationships in my life when I took this on,” I told him. Frodo had this…thing about him that encouraged confession. I wasn’t Catholic, but I felt Frodo would’ve made a good priest. 
 
   “Why?” he asked.
 
   “My roommates’ main goal in life was to work as little as possible so they could surf and get high. Those friendships were based on a shared interest, paddling out, having someone else as a witness to what you could achieve on the board. When I moved in with my ex, it was all about her, all about work and those people. My life was never about me and my needs, even when I was in the water.”
 
   “And now?” he asked.
 
   “Now, I have friendships based on mutual respect. They’re not dependent on those outward interests, and my emotional needs are met and sustained by the woman who just stomped off in a huff.”
 
   “Yes,” he agreed and stared in a daze upstairs.
 
    “I’m sorry about Dee.”
 
   “As am I,” he said. “I took this job as a fresh start, as well. I had this great, ideal vision of the future here….Zack and Teensy, their child who I’m told is a girl. Nico and Lark, their twin boys and another girl on the way. Then came Victoria and Cameron, a little family of their own in the works. Ruby, I’m not sure who her beau will be, but he will be strong, virile, someone she feels safe with, then you and Katherine. I fear the road ahead will be rocky for the two of you, but a straight road to anywhere isn’t very interesting. You’ll make it because her love for you is so powerful, she doesn’t know what to do with it. It’s your job to guide it, not control it. Deirdre…Dee, no longer my dove, and thus, I wonder what my place will be amongst my new friends.”
 
   There wasn’t much more I could say in response. He pretty much nailed it, and I knew he understood the odd position I found myself in when I took on a new relationship and a new business.
 
   A woman nodded at him as she walked past and into Coastal Ink. “My next appointment. I must away. Guidance, not control,” he said and went to work.
 
   Then one of the dads I’d completely forgotten was standing there said, “I feel like I just watched a movie with my wife.” 
 
   “Everyone’s life is a movie.” I chuckled, and luckily, their children arrived with bags significantly fuller than when they went up the stairs. 
 
   When it was clear the remaining Halloween revelers were more interested in booze than cider, I closed the shop. Sitting in one of the giant, leather chairs and looking around the place—decorated, homey, warm, familiar—I called Katherine. 
 
   “Hello?” she greeted, but continued, “I can’t come to the phone right now, but you can talk to my evil twin who might call you a dickhead overlord.”
 
   I smiled into the phone. “Don’t be angry.” 
 
   “I’m not angry. I’m pissed. There’s a difference.”
 
   “You do understand, I was trying to give you some space.”
 
   “Loud and clear…dickhead.”
 
   “I don’t require space, Katherine.”
 
   “And that means what to me?” She wasn’t trying to hide the bitchiness in her tone, but my words had disarmed her commitment to that attitude. 
 
   “It means that I had a conversation with a friend who helped…guide me, and if you feel that the time is now, I will eventually find someone to take over my lease, and your garage will be filled with surfboards and skis, your closet will be filled with my clothing, and my name will be added to the utilities.”
 
   Then, without warning, she hung up. 
 
   And promptly called back. 
 
   “Hello, Katherine.” I chuckled. 
 
   “Stop fucking doing that!” she demanded. 
 
   “Doing what?”
 
   “Making me happy. Just…try to piss me off a little. Like, leave the toilet seat up or something.”
 
   “I’m going to take this opportunity to remind you I pissed you off an hour ago, and less than a minute ago, you were still holding tight to that anger.”
 
   “Whatever,” she huffed, but I could hear she was fighting a giggle.
 
   “Where are you?” I asked, rising from the chair and turning off the lights as I went. 
 
   “I’m home. I chickened out on the face-to-face with Dee. I was already pissy and didn’t want to take it out on her.”
 
   I walked out the front door and locked it. “We have things to discuss, baby.”
 
   “I figured. You’re all about the fine print on my feelings, aren’t you?” she laughed. 
 
   I began the walk up to her place…our place…and asked, “You like the way I fuck you?”
 
   “Hang on,” she said, the phone muffled for a moment. “I had to turn down the TV and put down my drink.”
 
   “Why?” I asked with a grin. 
 
   “My legs are parted, heels on the coffee table, and now I’m playing with my nipple. So, ask me again how I feel about the way you fuck me.”
 
   “You like the way I fuck you?” I repeated. 
 
   “I really, really do.” She laughed.
 
   “And you’re not going to argue with me about utilities?”
 
   “No. Sneaky how you’re using the sex thing to get your way though.”
 
   I turned the corner to the beginning of her street, right behind the high school. “I’m also thinking you need an herb garden. You’re a great cook. I could plant you a little garden off the deck so you would have fresh basil, tomatoes in the summer…”
 
   “Back to the fucking-me talk.”
 
   I smiled, and not for the first time, I took great pleasure in knowing I was going home to her. “I’m not far away. Pinch your nipple, baby.”
 
   “Yes…”
 
   “Hard, don’t let it go.”
 
   “I won’t…”
 
   “Harder. I’m walking with an erection, one block away. You know what I want to do with my cock?”
 
   “Tell me…”
 
   I lowered my voice and slowed my approach, mostly because I was wearing jeans. My cock was straining against them, and the thought of Katherine, her legs open on the couch, wasn’t helping. “I’m thinking about your…”
 
   “Say it…,” she begged.
 
   “I’m thinking about your pussy. The way it tastes, the way it feels when I slide one finger inside of you and whisper against your lips…and now, I want you to let go of your nipple and move your hand into your panties. Then I want you to pinch your lips together, over your clit. Have you done that?”
 
   “Yes,” she rasped. 
 
   “Good girl. Now, rub them together, back and forth until you can feel your clit beg to be released.”
 
   “I fucking love you,” she breathed. 
 
   I climbed the stairs to the apartment and asked, “Can you hear that?”
 
   “You’re home.”
 
   “I’m home, baby. And when I get inside, I’m coming inside.”
 
   “Hurry,” she urged. 
 
   I opened the door to find her exactly as I imagined she’d be. I locked it behind me and shimmied off her jeans, which were already mid-thigh, along with her panties. “You kept your clit locked up for me.”
 
   “I listen when you talk, Holst.”
 
   “Say it again,” I demanded and took off my jeans and boxers, my cock springing upward, pre-cum across the head.
 
   “Holst…damn, that’s a beautiful cock.”
 
   I leaned forward, my hands braced on the couch as her lovely face rose to meet me. “You’re beautiful,” I told her as I bent down to kiss her mouth, not a coaxing kiss, an aggressive kiss, claiming her, and in turn, she showed her gratitude in every magnificent sweep of her tongue. 
 
   “Holst,” she whispered, pulling her lips from mine.
 
   I breathed my response against her mouth. “Yes, my Katherine.”
 
   “You’re in love with me?” she asked, her eyes pleading that I answer her question exactly how she wanted to hear it. 
 
   I moved my hand between her legs, over her own and held it there as I explained. “We’re good together. I knew at Tori and Cam’s engagement. The way you reacted to me, the way you fought it…You knew we’d be good together, too.”
 
   She then told me something I’d known, though I never expected her to confess. “You remind me of him.”
 
   “I figured, baby.”
 
   “No competition. None at all, but I needed to know. I needed more. Tori went through the same thing with Cam; she needed more. And you know what made tonight worse? I wanted to go to her and Dee and Ruby and talk to them…but I couldn’t. ”
 
   My voice was gentle, content in the knowledge I was exactly where I should be, and told her, “I’m here.”
 
   “If you leave me, don’t do it like he did.”
 
   “Katherine…that’s not something you will ever have to worry about.”
 
   She took a deep breath, shaking, and on the exhale said, “I’m in love with you. I know I’ve said the words, but you need to hear me. You need to know…I…”
 
   Her eyes filled with tears, and my response was to fill her in every way I knew how. I moved her to lay on her back and fell between her legs. Her arms instantly wrapped around me, her feet at the back of my thighs, urging me on as I pushed inside. 
 
   She gasped as I entered, keeping our eyes locked as she asked, “What made you fall in love with me?” 
 
   “For me, my Katherine, it was your heart. The day in the bridal shop, standing in that dress…I discovered treasure…I knew, in that moment, I’d found treasure. You were my Katherine in gold.”
 
   My lips and tongue gathered every tear that landed at her temples as I made love to the woman I loved. All we needed now was time, for her to trust my feelings for her were genuine, to know I would never do anything to hurt her, and to build a foundation for both of us, for our futures. 
 
   Together. 
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   Katherine
 
   Bear Claw was busy. Not people lining down the street busy, but steady for sure. We hired Leo full-time, and Gloria was now on twenty hours a week. I was so fucking happy I hardly recognized myself. I doubted anyone else really noticed, because the novelty of happy-Kath had worn off. But for the first time in years, thirteen to be exact, I was happy, I was in love, and I’d followed my dream. 
 
   Keeping firm on my determination to maintain that happiness, I didn’t return the forty-four messages my mother had left hot on the heels of the conversation with my dad. Six months ago, I would have returned a text or email to my mother, feeling obligatory daughter guilt. I supposed that was what I should feel, but no more. I had nothing to say to her or to him. If they happened to stop by the shop, so be it, but I was done taking his abuse, and though I’d like to think differently, I was sure my mother didn’t call because she wanted to; she called because Dad told her to. 
 
   Fuck ‘em.
 
   It had been four days since the tiff with Dee, and I finally decided to bite the bullet and walk up the stairs to Beachy Bride. I needed to make the first move, and Tori was right; Dee didn’t have a lot of friends, except for us. When she left England and her asshole ex, she left that life and the friends she’d made there, too. 
 
   “Hey.” I bumped Holst with my hip and smiled up at him. 
 
   He leaned down and said into my ear, “I think we need a week somewhere with complete and total privacy.”
 
   “That’s so spooky, it’s like you’re reading my mind.” I laughed. “Listen, I’m going upstairs. I gotta make the Dee thing right. You cool?”
 
   “I’m cool. And, uh, Katherine?” he asked as I grabbed my purse from under the counter. 
 
   “Yep?”
 
   “Thanksgiving. I know we’ve been invited to spend it with your friends…”
 
   “They’re your friends, too, Holst.”
 
   He gave me a small smile and asked, “Do you mind if it’s just us this year?”
 
   This year. Meaning, there were going to be more.
 
   I put my hands behind his neck, my purse hitched on my shoulder, and stared into his beautiful brown eyes. “I think that’s a great idea.”
 
   His thumbs moved in circles on the sensitive skin of my ribs. “Dee probably feels terrible, baby.”
 
   “It’ll be fine. Besides, I’d like to go in and check on my dress. It might be wondering where I went, and I would hate for something so pretty to have abandonment issues.” I giggled, not really even thinking about what I’d just said to him. 
 
   “Katherine.” He squeezed me in his hold, his face stern, all signs of happiness gone. 
 
   “Whoa, what just happened?” I asked. 
 
   He shook his head then pinned me with his eyes. “Buy the dress,” he ordered.
 
   “What?” I asked, like he was suddenly speaking to me in Greek. 
 
   “You heard me. Buy the dress.”
 
   I tried to take my hands away, but he held my arms tight. “Remember when I said you need to piss me off more?” 
 
   I tried to shake off his hold again, but nope, no good. The man was stronger than me.
 
   “Katherine…” he began, still not letting me get away.  
 
   I didn’t want to make a scene since there were customers and Leo was only standing a few feet away. 
 
   “Katherine…this is happening.”
 
   “It’s barely been three months,” I countered. 
 
   “And it’ll be many more.” He squared his shoulders, actually growing in power right before my eyes. There was no denying this man was in love with me. He saw marriage and babies, the whole enchilada.
 
   “What happened to taking things slow?” I asked.
 
   “You didn’t want slow,” he reminded, his lips curving into a small grin. 
 
   “You’re right,” I agreed and grinned as heat hit the back of my eyes and tears threatened. “You fucking motherfucking fucker.”
 
   “Buy the dress,” he said with a full smile then let me go. 
 
   “Okay, but just so we’re clear, fuck you.” I giggled and wiped under each eye.
 
   “I understand you feel the need to keep the emotional playing field level by swearing at me, but what I just heard is that you’re madly in love with me and cannot wait until I kneel in front of you with a ring and ask you to be my wife. Am I wrong about that?”
 
   I nodded and flipped him off at the same time.
 
   “I didn’t think so.” He chuckled. 
 
   With my purse over my shoulder, I went out the back door, behind Bear Claw and Coastal Ink, and up the stairs to Beachy Bride. 
 
   First, I stopped in to see Ruby and check on my always nauseous bestie. “Hey, what’s happening?”
 
   Tori looked miserable. The kind of miserable you see on a commercial for cold and flu medicine. 
 
   “If you whisper the words egg roll, I’m gonna throw up everywhere,” she warned. Her face was actually a very pale shade of sage green. I’d never seen anything like it.
 
   “Did you have a craving?” I asked. 
 
   “Don’t talk about it,” she whimpered and tried to make a paper crane, which I assumed was for wedding favors…or Chinese New Year. 
 
   “Why don’t you go home? Ruby’s here. She can make paper cranes in her sleep and run the shop.” I nodded to Ruby, who saluted me with a hot glue gun in one hand and a white cardboard butterfly in the other. 
 
   “I need to be productive,” she moaned.
 
   I dropped my purse on the closest chair and moved behind her. She’d been leaning over at the big table, probably uncomfortable considering her body was accommodating another person now. 
 
   I put my hands under her armpits. “Come on,” I coaxed. 
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “Slowly now. I like these shoes, so don’t get semi-digested egg roll on them.”
 
   “Don’t…just…don’t,” she begged. 
 
   I moved her to the corner, where her big comfy armchair sat, and held onto her arms until she was settled. Then I pulled off her shoes, one by one, wrapped her afghan over her and started to rub her feet. 
 
   “You don’t have to do that.”
 
   “Close your eyes, babe.”
 
   “Really, I took something for the nausea. It just hasn’t kicked in yet,” she said.
 
   “Then when you wake up, you’ll feel like a million bucks.”
 
   “Kath—”
 
    “Don’t argue with me, and I promise, when you wake up, Dee’ll have some gossip for you. You don’t get it unless you go to sleep.”
 
   “I am pretty tired.”
 
   And not two minutes later, she was sleeping soundly, her hands under her cheek in her big-ass flamingo-colored armchair. 
 
   I walked back over to Ruby and sat across from her. “You’re, like, the greatest friend ever,” she told me.
 
   “That chick over there would walk through fire for me. The least I can do is rub her feet. Listen, I’m going next door. I need to make things right with Dee…and I was told to buy that beautiful gown in the window.”
 
   “By whom?” she asked, setting down the glue gun. 
 
   “Who do you think?” I smiled. 
 
   She said nothing and stared at me with a blank face. 
 
   “Yeah, I know,” I replied. Even though she gave nothing away, I knew exactly what was on her mind. “Fast. But there aren’t any plans or anything. That dress is mine though, and dude, I never, ever thought I’d be buying a wedding dress.”
 
   Still no smile, but her eyes were wide. “Not fast at all. Go forth and buy. Remember, I have all the decorations and everything in my head.”
 
   “See ya later, Rubes.” I smiled.
 
   “I’ll be here with my butterflies.”
 
   ***
 
   I walked in the door of Beachy Bride and watched as Dee moved like lightning across the room to me. “Listen, I was an asshole. I don’t want to talk about Frodo. Please, please forgive me.”
 
   I quickly returned, “It takes one to know one. We won’t talk about him, but it sucks, and of course I forgive you.” Then I took a big breath. “I have to buy a wedding dress.”
 
   “What the…?”
 
   “No,” I shook my head, then explained exactly what happened with Holst. 
 
   Dee bent to a wood box that sat on the table, opened it, and took out a little parchment card with the word sold in gold letters. “I’ll keep it for you. You pay whenever you want.”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about what it does or doesn’t mean. I just need to know it’s there when I want it, because I really love that fuckin’ dress.”  
 
   “Yeah. Kinda like when Tori saw her dress. It was just…made for her.”
 
   “Yeah. So, we’re good? And by that, I mean, are you good?” 
 
   It was then I watched as Dee crumbled. She fell onto the couch behind her and burst into tears. I joined her and wrapped her in my arms while she sobbed. 
 
   “He’s too much for me. I can’t, Kath. I just can’t be who he needs me to be.”
 
   I stayed with her for half an hour, just letting her cry, telling me more about her ex, and how her friends in England knew about the other women, but none of them wanted to be the one to tell her. The worst part was knowing just how deep her love for Frodo went, but her reluctance was driven by fear. And I knew that fear. It was still there in the back of my head, pushing and prodding, never letting me forget. But I told my fear to fuck off, and Holst never gave me any reason to doubt. 
 
   And now…
 
   I had a wedding gown. 
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   Katherine
 
   Thanksgiving Day brought Holst and I closer to being one of those housebound, obese couples that require one of those grabby-handle sticks to reach the TV remote. Basically, we’d eaten our way through the holiday. I wanted to show off my culinary prowess to my man. Therefore, I left no yummy stone unturned: a roast turkey, brined in a salt bath of bay leaves and citrus rinds for two days. I then filled it with porcini and herb stuffing and braised it lovingly with lemon butter. I’d found a recipe for sweet potato pie, a savory side that pretty much combines every vegetable on earth into one dish. 
 
   We were eating pecan pie with a buttery, chestnut crumb crust when Holst turned to me and said, “I want you to know, that as much as I want to finish this day, our first holiday together, by making love to you, I think it’s physically impossible for me to move.”
 
   The very next day, we were suddenly propelled into Christmas. Bing Crosby sung carols in the background at Bear Claw, and, at my insistence, we were knee-deep in eggnog lattes, hot apple cider, mince pies, and coffee, of course. Christmas had always been a non-holiday for me. Mom and Dad went somewhere for him to schmooze clients and ski. Most of the time, I was looked after by the non-skiing women or older kids. Not once did we ever have a tree or presents.
 
   But I was determined to change all that. First off, shopping. I went to Tresso and paid our old boss, Greg, a visit. I needed to stock Tori up with Christmas decorations and holiday crap she absolutely didn’t need, but I knew she’d love. I didn’t own any Christmas decorations at all, so I stocked up for myself, too.  But me, being me, I also went into the baby section and found coffee mugs for Cam and Tori that said Mama Bear, Papa Bear and a little one that said Baby Bear. They were so freaking cute, I couldn’t help myself. 
 
   And what kind of auntie would I be if I hadn’t?
 
   After dinner, on an unusually brisk December night, Holst announced Bear Claw needed a real tree. I bought fake ones that looked like they’d been felled and plonked into a stand. Gloria taught us how to make angels from paper cups, and she and Leo placed them around the shop with our names and a few regular customers’ likenesses. I commissioned Christmas garlands from Ruby, which had cinnamon sticks, paper oranges with cloves glued to them that smelled awesome, and paper coffee mugs with our logo. Two in the windows, and one across the faux fireplace, and if anyone ruined them, I’d kill them. They were fabulous. Holst said the only thing we were missing was the smell of real pine trees. 
 
   Walking through the Boy Scout lot, Holst held his coffee in one hand and my hand in the other and asked, “Hey, can you hold my cup a sec?”
 
   “Sure,” I said and watched as he bent down. At first I thought he was tying his shoelace…but he was wearing leather boots, the kind you just pull on. 
 
   He bent down.
 
   Then he looked up with his eyes smiling, his face smiling, and his palm flat with a little black box in the middle. 
 
   “I’ll give you a hint,” he said. “It’s gold.”
 
   I looked around at the pine trees and asked, “Am I being punk’d?”
 
   “No.” He shook his head and chuckled. 
 
   “It’s too soon,” I whispered. 
 
   “It’s not too soon. Getting married tomorrow would be too soon. This is just an engagement, and this part can take as long as you need it to.”
 
   “Can you hold this for me?” I handed him my cup, nodded yes, and flipped him off at the same time. 
 
   “This is a thing now…isn’t it.” He chuckled. “You give me the answer I want, it just comes with the bird.”
 
   Then, God knows why, because it was freezing down there, I kneeled in front of him and closed my hand over his and the little box. “I love you. But I need more time, Holst. Not a few more months. I don’t know how long. I just…I need…”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere.” One at a time, he set both our coffees on the ground and, surrounded by pine trees, he pocketed the ring and placed his gloved hands on either side of my face. “I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   I couldn’t say anything. They were just words, and I knew he meant every one of them, but that didn’t change the fact I was scared. 
 
   “Can I see the ring?” I asked. 
 
   “Are you going to wear it?” he returned.
 
   “I…” …should not have hesitated.  
 
   “No.” He smiled. “But it’s ready when you are, my Katherine.”
 
   “You’re too much,” I choked out. My eyes welled up, and I was pretty sure I was going to cry, but all of a sudden, and a great surprise to me, I changed my tune. “What the fuck is wrong with me?”
 
   “Baby, I’m not going to answer that question.” He grinned.
 
   “It’s like I’m bipolar or something! I love you. You love me. We’ll have a long engagement because we haven’t been together long. The business is new, we’re new, so we’ll just do it when it feels right. So, give me my goddamn ring!” I stood up, and he tried to stand up, too, but I pushed him back down by the shoulder and said, “No way. You’re kneeling motherfucker.”
 
   With his former huge smiling face, he joked, “When we have kids, you might have to curb that mouth.”
 
   “And you might have to make me,” I returned, and that’s when he opened the little box. All I could see was a sparkling, emerald-cut diamond. Not quite ostentatious, but definitely gorgeous. I immediately demurred, “I won’t swear in front of the kids. And if I do, you can spank me.” 
 
   “That, I fear, will only make you swear more.”
 
   “Can you kiss me now?”
 
   He stood up and faced me. He looked concerned, his eyes moving back and forth, studying my own and probably trying to determine if I was crazy. But then, he leaned in and kissed me softly, a gentle peck, and said there, “I will not leave you.”
 
   I nodded, though I wasn’t entirely committed to that belief. First, life had no guarantees, just like Holst had said before. Second, it wasn’t about him. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust him. It was the damage done to me by the man who’d had my heart before him. But what I realized standing there, Holst absolutely knew that, too. 
 
   He confirmed this by saying, “We will always have ghosts, Katherine. But they don’t get to determine our futures unless we let them. I believe your ghost is gone, just not forgotten. But remember, I’m beside you in battle now.”
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered then pressed my lips to his. 
 
   “You’re my Katherine,” he said. “Mine.”
 
   “Yours,” I replied. 
 
   And I wasn’t even sure when he did it, but at some point, he slipped the ring on my finger.
 
   A perfect fit. 
 
   ***
 
   Two days before Christmas, Holst and I were sitting on the couch, watching The Sound of Music—as you do, or I do anyway—when he turned to me and said, “I have to talk to you about work stuff.”
 
   “Okay.” I muted the TV. It was the part when the Von Trapps are on the run, not much music. “You have my full attention.”
 
   “Someone asked if they could hire out Bear Claw for a regular meeting every Monday night.”
 
   “So, we need an employee there, right? I’m happy to do it, or if you want to trade off…”
 
   He squeezed my hand and said, “This person is someone we trust, someone that can make coffee, clean up the place, and close it at the end of the meeting.”
 
   “Holst…” I began, but he continued. 
 
   “Katherine, I have to share this with you because you’re my business partner, but also, my fiancée.”
 
   “Your delivery of whatever you’re about to tell me is freaking me out. And not because you threw the ‘fiancée’ part in there. Just so we’re clear.”
 
   “You’d possibly stop by, or the girls might ask you questions…”
 
   “Stop beating around the bush. I’m not a blabber; I think you know that about me, babe.” Now I was getting kind of pissed-off. 
 
   “There’s going to be an AA meeting at Bear Claw every Monday night. They have a few meetings around town, but a few were looking for a new venue. As far as anyone else knows, that meeting is a bunch of nerds reliving their teens playing Dungeons and Dragons or Warhammer, one of those.” He chuckled. 
 
   “I have no problem with this, Holst. Tell me who it is.”
 
   “Frodo, baby. He opened up to Dee, and when he did, he told her everything about himself. He didn’t want to keep any secrets from her, the good or the bad. She couldn’t handle it. I don’t know everything, but I know enough that, yeah, it would take a strong woman to handle his demons.”
 
   “She is strong. She’s just scared of getting her heart broken again, and that, I totally understand. So, I’m gonna guess his demons are more than just a porn career?” I asked. 
 
   “He’s struggled with alcoholism, and the first time he found someone he believed he could have a future with…anyway, he started to drink again. I know him being at a meeting held at Bear Claw puts you in a position where you might have to lie to your friends.”
 
   “It’s not my secret, Holst.” 
 
   “It’s going to come out eventually. Zack knows because he and Nico have had to cover for Frodo when he went downhill. They had a girl working for them, but she quit, and apparently, Zack’s sister helped cover, as well, but all those people saw a very drunk Frodo lose his proverbial shit in front of customers and co-workers and basically tear the place to shreds.”
 
   “No shit?”
 
   “No shit.”
 
   “That seems…totally out of character for him.”
 
   “Alcohol, or anything in excess for that matter, is poison. But the mindset of an alcoholic—I went to Alanon meetings for a while, just to wrap my head around the man my father allowed himself to become—they can rationalize anything for their addiction and the behavior that comes from it. Whether it’s beating your wife or hurting the people you love, they will find an excuse. Anyway, Frodo’s strong enough to start his recovery again, and that’s what matters now. Well, he has started his recovery again. But there’s something else, and this is the part I think is going to be the hardest for you.”
 
   I turned off the TV. “Hit me.”
 
   “Interesting choice of words,” he commented.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “The day after he tore up the shop, he and Dee had final words. He hit her, Katherine. He doesn’t even remember doing it, just like my dad, and…he hit Dee.”
 
   “Oh my God,” I whispered as he went blurry before me and tears streamed down my face. “She didn’t tell anyone, Holst. She went through that all alone?”
 
   “Lark. Nico called Lark. She wasn’t alone, baby.” He pulled me into his arms, and I felt even worse, him comforting me when I wished I could comfort Dee. “That’s why he got help. His job comes with a lot of pressure and I think—”
 
   “Giving people tattoos is a high-pressure job? What’s he afraid of? Misspelled words and Chinese symbols that mean fork instead of love?” I asked.
 
   “That’s a story for another time, but yes.”
 
   “I don’t want to hear anymore. It’s time for some happy. I want to open some ornaments, and I know we’re late on tree decorating, but I figure we can make this tree last until next July. We just won’t put any fire or electricity near it.” 
 
   He chuckled and closed his eyes. That was a lot for him to tell me, and my quick change in topic wasn’t for him; it was for me. The enormity of what Dee and Frodo were going through was extreme. 
 
   “So, Christmas day, we head out to your mom’s. Are we still on for drinks at Tori’s?”
 
   “Yeah, we’re still on for drinks at Tori’s.” He brushed my hair away from my face, his body strong and sure before me as he said, “You’re a good friend, baby. You have no control over the choices your friends make.”
 
   “I don’t know how to feel about Frodo,” I admitted. 
 
   Holst looked away from me and waited for what felt like minutes. “He’s a man with a disease. It doesn’t excuse what he did, but I believe he is a good man who reached his limit of all life has thrown at him. He reached out to hold the hand of a good woman, someone who would help him in his battles, and she chose not to take that on. The loss of the one person who holds the fate of your heart is a terrible pain, and it’s a pain you’ve felt before, Katherine. If for no other reason, you can empathize.”
 
   He was right. Frodo and I had a lot more in common than I’d ever admit. 
 
   “Love you, Holst.”
 
   “My heart, Katherine.”
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   Holst
 
   I’d often mentioned to Katherine that I was now her partner in battle, because to me, that’s what life felt like sometimes. It was comforting to know you had someone by your side, through the thick and the thin. To pick you up when you fall, to help you be the man you were destined to be, but only fully realized when you had a good woman at your side. 
 
   I’d found that woman, like a prospector finding gold where no one thought to look. No one saw beyond her veil, beautiful as it was, as if they couldn’t be bothered. But I did, and there I’d found treasure within Katherine. Her heart was big, but too many people in her life, the ones that mattered, had discarded it. And though she accepted my ring on her finger, something wasn’t right. 
 
   And today, more than usual. 
 
   Early in the morning, I heard her phone buzz with a text message. She didn’t mention it, and I didn’t question it. I had no reason not to trust her, but she’d been on edge ever since. 
 
   We arrived at work after Leo opened in the morning. Our day and evening was planned, and tomorrow, Christmas morning, we would drive out to Temecula and see my mother and Al. This would be another first for Katherine, and I worried she was nervous, but since her entire being was nervous, I knew there was more. 
 
   As far as my mother was concerned, Katherine had covered her bases well. She bought the biggest gift basket I’d ever seen, which seemed to include the entire Yankee Candle collection—I mentioned they were a favorite of hers—and Al was covered with a box of cigars and a beer gift basket from Trader Joes. 
 
   I’d hefted presents she bought for all of her friends into the store room since we were to meet at Victoria and Cameron’s house that night. And now, she was busy, on fire, scrubbing and cleaning and tidying to the point each Bear Claw coffee mug on the display shelf was angled so the customer could see the branding when they walked in the door. 
 
   Finally, as the morning rush died down, I asked her what was in that message.
 
   “Katherine?” I tried to pull her away from literally making the cash register shine—it was plastic, but she was relentless. 
 
   “Yeah?” Her task had reached a level of cleanliness often classified as OCD.
 
   “Stop.”
 
   “Stop what?” 
 
   “Stop doing that before you rub through the plastic and hit the motherboard.” 
 
   “What?” She finally turned to me, completely distracted.
 
   “Katherine, what’s going on?” I held her wrist gently, because I’d learned from my previous relationships that there are days when you should not cross a woman. 
 
   My caution wasn’t enough. 
 
   “Let go of me,” she demanded, though my touch was light and only meant to take her attention from whatever was on her mind. 
 
   “Katherine,” I said more quietly. “Talk to me.”
 
   “I need a break,” she said and yanked her hand away. 
 
   “Okay,” I replied without argument.
 
   Her phone buzzed with a new text. She took it from her pocket and looked at the screen.
 
   “No,” she whispered. 
 
   “No…what? What’s going on?”
 
   She looked to the door and moved in its path, and the second she planted her feet, a woman walked in, and I knew immediately that woman was Katherine’s mother. 
 
   “Leave,” she told her, standing as tall as she could, her body rigid like she was preparing for a fight, protecting her territory. 
 
   “Katherine.” The woman came right to her and desperately urged, “They’ll be here any minute. You need to listen to me—”
 
   “No. I told you I didn’t want to hear from you or Dad, and yet, here you are, trying to fuck this up for me. When are you gonna stand up to him, Mom? When—” 
 
   That was when the door opened… 
 
   There was one customer seated in the far back corner with headphones on, completely unaware of what was happening. Leo stood back and watched, then silently moved toward me with a small nod, letting me know he was there for whatever we needed. 
 
   I nodded toward the back and said, “Get Tori.”
 
   Then I stood with Katherine. Not behind her. I stood at her side.
 
   A man walked in with the same eyes and jaw structure as Katherine. Her father loomed before us. I hated him instantly, a pig of a man, the kind of man that would save himself before the women and children. 
 
   But the next man…I reached for Katherine’s hand and squeezed it. I said one word into her ear so she could hear me, “Battle.”
 
   “Dad,” she said, holding her ground, still standing proud and tall, surrounded by her dream. With me at her side, and, hopefully, Tori not far away, I hoped it would be what she needed to fight. 
 
   “Katherine,” her father said. “You’re a difficult girl to get a hold of.”
 
   “Woman,” she corrected. “In case you didn’t notice, I’m a woman.”
 
   “Female,” he countered. “All the same.”
 
   “Max, you always had a way with her. Tell my daughter here what a terrible idea this was,” he said, nodding to the man behind him as he took in the shop. 
 
   Max was younger than her father, but not by much, and when Katherine began to shake beside me, her resolve fading, I looked to her mother, who shook her head, trying to communicate something to her daughter.
 
   “Why?” Katherine rallied. “Why did you come here?”
 
   “We have an engagement party over New Year’s, which I’m sure your mother explained to you. You did give her that message, am I wrong?” he asked his wife. She nodded her answer. “That one does what I ask. You…do not.”
 
   I wanted to turn our café into the set of a horror movie and paint the walls with the blood of these two men, but I contained my anger for Katherine. I needed to allow Katherine to take this stand against her oppressive, asshole father. 
 
   “This is my business partner, Holst. We’re making a profit, and that’s all you need to know. Now go away.”
 
   He raised his brow and looked at our clasped hands. “Looks like he’s more than a business partner.”
 
   Her grip tightened as she flipped her hair over her shoulder and declared, “Yeah. I’m gonna marry him. Now, we sell coffee and we have,” she looked over her shoulder, “two lemon poppy seed muffins and one cinnamon roll left. But I insist you make your order to go,” she spat.
 
   And that was when the identity of the second man became clear. I surmised that he worked with her father, but now I understood as he stepped forward and told her, “You’re making a mistake, Katherine.”
 
   “No, I made a mistake when I was fourteen and gave my virginity to a predator that took his fill of my body and my heart then left me…” she faltered, “…broken.”
 
   I moved my hand around her waist as the other man approached.
 
   “Katherine.” Her father said her name like an accusation. “What in the hell are you talking about? Whatever you got yourself mixed up in as a teenager is not the point of this conversation. This conversation is to determine if I need to clean up your mess. And your mother said you’d renovated the apartment building? You cannot throw money away on an investment like that unless it’s completely necessary—”
 
   “Dad!” she shouted. 
 
   “Do not raise your voice at me!” he returned. 
 
   Quietly, evenly, she explained…everything. “It’s not an investment, you asshole, it’s my home, and I will live in it until I’m ready to have a family. Then I’ll eventually convert it back into a house when we outgrow the two bedrooms upstairs.”
 
   “You’re an idiot,” he retorted. 
 
   “Fuck you,” she returned, and with that, he moved to stand above her, his fat finger pointed in her face, and that was when I pushed him—not hard—but I pushed him all the same. 
 
   “You need to back off,” I warned. 
 
   “And you need to know your place.”
 
   “This is my place, right beside this woman. Back off.”
 
   “Ron, back off,” the other man spoke in agreement. “Ron,” he urged, and the second time did the job. Katherine didn’t move, but the other man did. 
 
   “Max,” she whispered. 
 
   “My darling, Katherine,” he returned in a way I knew he’d said it before to watch her face soften, to watch her bend to his will, and the power he held over her. And when I felt the weight of her body slacken beside me, as if she was going to fall to her knees, that’s when I knew…
 
   He still had that power. 
 
   “What…?” her father asked as her mother came forward. 
 
   I never let go of her hand even though that scum…Max…reached his hand to touch her face.
 
   “Do not. Fucking. Touch her!”  
 
   “Someone tell me what’s going on here? Claire?” he demanded of his wife. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Wait outside, Ron,” she told him. “Just…wait outside.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere!” he shouted.
 
   The man in the corner was now standing behind the counter next to Leo, essentially watching the drama unfold. 
 
   Then, Max spoke. “Thirteen years ago, I left the woman I loved.” 
 
   I moved Katherine back a fraction of an inch, not for her sake, for his. Any closer, I’d have to hurt him.  
 
   “Afraid of what people would say,” Max continued. “Afraid of what my mentor and business partner would think, of how it would affect my future. And I thought…staying away from her was the best thing I could do, and it killed me, Katherine. It killed me not to come back to you.”
 
   “You…!” her dad bellowed with what appeared to be a forced reaction. “You screwed my daughter?”
 
   Max ignored Ron for the most part. He only turned to him and said, “You treated her like she was nothing but a disappointment. I treated her like a queen,” he countered. 
 
   “Ron.” His wife moved in and pulled her husband by his jacket toward the door. “Ron, they need to set things right.”
 
   “You knew!” He pointed his finger at his wife. “You fucking knew?” Then he slapped her across the face with the flat of his hand and yelled, “Get in the fucking car!”
 
   “No,” she screamed. “No, I will not get in the fucking car.” 
 
   “You forced my hand with the apartments for Katherine. You told me she was in a bad way, that she needed to stay here, and you didn’t think to tell me why?”
 
   “Do you think, Ron, if I had come to you and said our daughter is in love with a man who is fifteen years older than her, who she’d been seeing right under our noses since she was fourteen, and that man happened to be your business partner, you’d be happy about that? By the time I put all the pieces together, it’d gone on for so long, my only option was to pretend like I didn’t know, so I could get you and Max as far away from her as possible. One man who should’ve protected her, the other, who you should’ve protected her from. Both of us, Ron. We both should’ve protected our daughter.” Her tears came silently, a reaction I thought was familiar to her. “I knew Max would leave her, and if she came to Florida with us, he’d keep hurting her over and over again, because, just like you, he has no spine.”
 
   “You knew?” Katherine asked her mother.
 
   I could hear her own silent tears next to me and wanted this all to end as quickly as possible. It was time to put a stop to Katherine’s pain. 
 
   As I took in the situation, Max lifted his hand to wipe her face.
 
   I felt every inch of my body ignite in pure hatred. My hands began to shake as I tried to control my temper, and told him, “Touch her again and I will break your hand.”
 
   I’d never felt hate like I felt it then, but it was nothing compared to the pain that seared right through me when Katherine looked at me, took her hand from mine, her eyes red and swollen, and said, “I have things I need to say to Max without an audience, H.”
 
   I took her hand back, too hard, and watched her face wince at the pain, but she gave me a soft squeeze and implored softly, “Please.”
 
   And then, I let her go, and watched, as everyone else did, her mom and dad standing to the side. Victoria, who was behind us now, moved beside me, sobbing, and just like that, Katherine led Max out the front door.
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   Katherine
 
   Max tried to wrap his arm around my shoulders, tucking me into the side of his body, and for a few seconds, I fell right into place, protected from the big bad wolf that was my oppressive, asshole father. 
 
   “He slapped her,” I said, my eyes on the sidewalk as we walked down Pacific Coast Highway. 
 
   “Not the first time, darling.”
 
   “It should be the last time.” I yanked free from him and turned around, back toward Bear Claw. 
 
   “Katherine, she’s a grown woman,” he said, impatience in his tone. 
 
   “What did you say to me?”
 
   “She’s a grown woman. She needs to make her own choices. You can’t make them for her.”
 
   I turned back to him and got in his face, “Why are you here?”
 
   “Katherine…”
 
   “Why are you fucking here?” I screamed.
 
   “Lower your voice,” he warned. 
 
   “No. I want to know why you’re here. I know my parents are here for some engagement thing. Why are you here?”
 
   “We should go somewhere and talk. We’ll go to your apartment and talk.”
 
   “I live in that apartment with my fiancé, you asshole. I just walked away from him so I can tell you to your face what I’ve finally figured out: you should be in fucking jail! Done! Now, I need to get back to Holst!”
 
   “I didn’t expect you to be like this, Katherine…” he commented. And I was pleasantly surprised to know, I didn’t give a fuck what he thought. I might change my mind later, after it all sunk in. But for now, seeing him in person for the first time in years, I felt nothing for him. 
 
   “You…don’t…know…me!” I yelled then began my walk toward Bear Claw again. With his footfalls loud behind me, I kept talking. “You know what I’ve been doing the last thirteen years, Max?”
 
   “Katherine.” He grabbed my arm. “Please, let’s…”
 
   I spun around and got in his face. “Waiting! Waiting and fantasizing that you’d come back to me, and you never fucking did. And then, I figured out exactly who and what you are. And here I am, finally taking a stand against my dad, following my dream, and letting a fantastic man into my heart. God…he makes my heart sing, Max. He makes my body cry tears of fucking joy, and what I have with him is so much more than what we had. There’s no comparison. None. And you came here with my dad for a reason. So, tell me why? Feeling nostalgic for the good old days when you were fucking underage, virgin cunt?”
 
   “Jesus, Katherine…you’re so…”
 
   “Awesome,” Tori chimed in. “I think the word you’re looking for is awesome.”
 
   “And you would be?” he asked. 
 
   “The pregnant best friend who is going to feed you your dick if you hurt my best friend any more than you already have. Are we done here?” she asked me, calm as can be. “The baby wants a taco.”
 
   “Katherine, we’re not finished,” he warned, trying to make me bend to his will with that demanding tone. 
 
   “Why are you here?” I asked again.
 
   He lifted his chin, his jaw ticcing in anger, but answered, “The engagement party…”
 
   “Is yours,” I finished. 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Taking me for one last spin?” I surmised, and he said nothing. 
 
   Max had aged remarkably well, but I knew he would. He looked…weathered, greys mixed with the brown and blond strands, obviously in good shape, nice tan. And then I asked the question that would tell me exactly what I needed to know. 
 
   “How old is she?”
 
   “Ka—”
 
   “How old?”
 
   He took a breath and told me after a long silence, “Twenty-six.”
 
   “Oh my God…”
 
   “Katherine,” he tried to interrupt.
 
   “You’re…I pray you don’t have daughters,” I whispered. “You’re not a good man, Max.”
 
   “It wasn’t like that,” he defended with conviction. He moved to touch me again as I stepped back. “I loved you, Katherine, and I’ve never forgotten what those years were like, and the years since—” 
 
   “If you loved me, you would’ve come back so I wouldn’t have been in pain anymore, but you didn’t. I was too young, Max. And you know it. I was lost. I was…You countered everything my dad did and said, but rewarded yourself with my affection and my body. You manipulated me until you were my entire world.” 
 
   “Katherine…”
 
   “My entire world. And I wasn’t yours.” I never wanted to believe it, but Holst was absolutely right. “I was your prey.”
 
   I turned with Tori, and, arm in arm, we headed  back to Bear Claw. 
 
   And I never looked back.
 
   I stopped in front of her gate. “Did I sound convincing? I mean, about feeding him his dick?”
 
   “Tori.” 
 
   I stopped her and shook my head. 
 
   “Please, tell me whatever it is that’s going on inside your head right now. Come on, this is it,” she urged. “You and me…my soul sister…talk to me,” she pleaded, shaking both my arms.
 
   “It’s over,” I said.
 
   “More…”
 
   “I’m free,” I whispered. 
 
   “Yeah. I think you are. You want a taco?”
 
   “No, I want my man, and I want a beer,” I told her and looked her in the eyes. “I love you, Victoria Muir. But I really need to get back to Holst.”
 
   “We’re gonna name the baby, Lana,” she told me randomly.
 
   “Sorry?” I asked, confused by the topic change. I took out my phone and checked to see if Holst tried to reach me.
 
   “It’s a girl. And you know how Cam said I brought sunshine back into his life? Lana means sunshine.”
 
   Her chit-chat made me think something was really fucking wrong.
 
   “Tor—”
 
   “I think Cam’s brother might have the hots for Ruby. Wouldn’t that be awesome?”
 
   Finally, I lost my thin patience. “What the fuck!”
 
   “I’m pretty sure Holst freaked on your mom and dad…” 
 
   I didn’t let her finish. “I love you for what you did back there, but I gotta go, Tor.”
 
   I ran to the front door of Bear Claw, but a tattooed arm shot out and stopped me. 
 
   “Kath,” Frodo said.. 
 
   “I…I gotta go. I’m sorry, Frodo, but—”
 
   “He’s gone.”
 
   “Gone?”
 
   “He said he needed to clear his head. When you left, you left behind a man who looked as if the smallest thing could force him to detonate. He’s my friend, Katherine.”
 
   “Where is he now?” I asked, but Frodo seemed…not very cooperative since he didn’t answer me. Therefore, I had to yell in his face. “Where in the fuck is he, Frodo?”
 
   And as calm as can be, he asked, “What are your intentions, Katherine?”
 
   “What are my…intentions? Are you fucking insane? My intentions are to live happily-ever-after and get married in a golden dress and make babies and fuck that man until I die doing it! Happy?” I yelled. 
 
   But when I yanked my arm free and walked into Bear Claw, I was right back into the drama. And that was when my father, waiting in one of the big chairs, rose and said to me, “We have a few things to discuss, Katherine.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “I don’t have time for you, you fucking, misogynistic psycho. Where’s Holst?” I dialed his number and put the phone to my ear. When it went to voicemail, I practically screamed into it, “Where are you?”
 
   “You seem to have a proclivity for choosing men who leave you behind, Katherine.”
 
   “Fuck. You. Where is Holst, Dad?”
 
   “Probably as far away from my toxic daughter as possible.”
 
   I put my hands out and said, “Stop.”
 
   I asked Leo, who was standing a few feet from me, “Cover the shop. Call Gloria. She’ll be happy for extra hours. You have everything you need to take care of the banking, and if you run into a problem, ask Frodo first, then call me. Make sure you get the pastry order in early on Friday, or we won’t get enough for the weekend. We’re getting busier, so better to do a bigger order. And Dad…” I turned back to him. “Get the fuck out of here. You have no hold over me, my finances, or what I do with my fucking life. You’re an abusive asshole bully. Sorry, ladies,” I said to a woman and her friend who were seated in the corner. “Family.” I shrugged. 
 
   They both gave me understanding nods and inconspicuously went back to their lattes.
 
   “Dad, I’m going now. If I find you here again, I’ll call the police and have you removed. They like me. I flashed my tits for the department to show my appreciation for their stellar community service at a parade two years ago, and they haven’t forgotten me. They won’t like a man who, not one hour ago, slapped his wife in front of witnesses, and I might also have to tell them your second-in-command has a habit of fucking underage teens. You come back after that, I’ll file a restraining order. And Dad?  Mom’s a beautiful woman. I hope she leaves you for a younger man who doesn’t need a pill to get his dick up.”
 
   I grabbed my purse from under the counter and asked Leo quietly, “Do you know where he is?”
 
   He shook his head. “Sorry, babe.”
 
   Then the first pang of fear hit me when I realized he might not understand. He might not get why I walked out that door. 
 
   I only had one thing left to say to my dad. 
 
   “I was fourteen. The night he had me, he lit candles and poured us red wine, which I don’t drink to this day because of the association. He said I was a woman, his woman, wise beyond my years. He told me I was beautiful, that I’d be his forever. And then he was gone. He broke me, and Holst put me back together again. And you can spin this any way you want, but I was underage. He knew better, and you’re taking the side of my abuser. Never, ever contact me again. Not when you’re old and feeling guilty and regretful, because I will never forgive you. Not ever.”
 
   “You done?” he asked. 
 
   With nothing else to lose, I asked. “Why have you always hated me?”
 
   He stared at me for a long moment and finally replied. “I wanted a son. But even as a woman, you could’ve been a part of my business…but you never wanted it, Katherine.”
 
   “Yeah. Did you ever wonder why?” I said, sarcasm dripping from my words. “We’re done, Dad.” 
 
   Then I stormed out and headed toward the apartment. 
 
   I didn’t run. I took my time, because when I checked my phone, there wasn’t a single missed call or message from Holst. I kept checking in hopes that something would change from the five seconds before. 
 
   Less than a block away, I tried to call again.
 
   “Listen, when you get this, come home, H.”
 
   I was trying to figure out all his thoughts when all this could be alieved with one phone call. 
 
   When I reached the apartment, my heart dropped when I didn’t see his car in the driveway. That was when the doubt really began to sink in. Considering the closest thing I’d had to a relationship was with Mark, I had no idea what to expect. But tomorrow was Christmas, and if Holst wasn’t waiting inside the apartment with eggnog and carols…
 
   I didn’t know what to think. 
 
   Now, I needed to figure out what was next. I assumed, wherever Holst was, he needed space since he hadn’t called. So, I went into the bedroom and grabbed my Roxy duffle bag and matching roller suitcase. It was brown with big, pink Hibiscus flowers, and I loved it. It was brand new, tags still on, ready for that big adventure I’d never taken. I hadn’t even started packing for the trip to meet Holst’s mom, but I needed to keep busy.
 
   This day…it was all too much. I began to throw random bits and pieces in the suitcase and let the tears fall. My dad…confirmation that he was an unrepentant asshole was witnessed by all. Max…I almost wish I’d had more time to tell him exactly what he’d taken from me, all those year wasted, but he would never get anything else from me. Not my words, not my accusations, and not my tears. All of that led me to Holst. 
 
   Then, there was my mom... 
 
   My mom.
 
   To think that my mother knew…I wouldn’t have listened. Back then, I would’ve done anything to protect Max. But I knew in my heart, if I had a daughter, I’d do whatever it took to protect her. Even if she hated me for it. Because that’s what you do as a parent. You have to make the hard choices for your children when they can’t. I heard my parents argue, mostly my dad yelling at her, berating her, but I thought that was just their screwed up relationship. Whenever I saw her, she was chipper, well put together, a smile plastered on her face. But it was all an act, and I knew that act well…like mother, like daughter. Though I understood she’d suffered mental and probably physical abuse at the hand of her husband, it wasn’t enough for me to forgive her. I needed time to sort out my feelings, not just about her, about everything.
 
   The only person I wanted to talk to was Holst. Since he still hadn’t called me back, I went to the one place I thought he might be. I had to call Tori and tell her where I was going. The guilt of worrying my pregnant best friend would kill me if I didn’t. 
 
    Then I called a cab, and, thirty minutes later, I was sitting on a bench, watching the ocean, wondering when the next train was coming, and waiting....
 
   For my man.  
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   Holst
 
   I had to let Katherine go with him. It was the kind of scenario I’d never faced and hoped to fucking God I’d never have to again. 
 
   It seemed once Katherine gave herself to me, to us, she’d done so with the acceptance of what Max really was. That first night we were together, I’d told her exactly what I thought of the man, whose identity had been unknown until today. 
 
   When she left Bear Claw, I asked Leo to watch the place then went next door to Coastal Ink. 
 
   Frodo saw me and noticed the struggle. It was a struggle he’d known and faced through the years. Luckily, he was reading, Zack chattering away while he tattooed a man’s sleeve. 
 
   “Friend,” Frodo said, with his rich blue eyes staring at me. “I heard there’s been unrest in your kingdom.”
 
   “Yeah,” I chuckled, but the sound was an angry one. “You could say that.”
 
   “The past has shown itself.”
 
   “In Technicolor,” I spat. “I have to get out of here before I tear the place apart. Would you mind checking on Leo?”
 
   “No worries, Holst. May I give you some advice?” he asked. 
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Take it out on anything else but her.”
 
   My chest tightened at his warning, but he was absolutely right in giving it. 
 
   “Yeah.” I nodded. “I’ll be back.”
 
   I left Coastal Ink and was face to face with Katherine’s father. 
 
   “I’d like to speak to you,” he demanded.
 
    “You know, my dad wasn’t a good man either. He knocked my mom around just like you do to your wife. Still, I know he loved me. But you…” 
 
   “You think you know me?”
 
   “Nope,” I replied. “But that doesn’t change the fact, at this particular moment, I want to beat the shit out of you.”
 
   “She secured a loan with my apartments.”
 
   I stepped closer to him, not heeding my internal warning that I should get as far away from him as possible. 
 
   “They’re hers now.”
 
   “She’s living in a million dollar property she did nothing to earn.”
 
   I stepped even closer and warned quietly, “She did earn it.”
 
   “Get out of my face,” he countered, just as quietly. 
 
   “She earned it!”
 
   With an arrogant confidence that made me hate him all the more, he said, “Get the hell out of my face.” 
 
   I ignored his words. “She should’ve been your first priority.”
 
   His reply was to laugh, and, feeling a tumult of anger well up inside me, it was only a matter of time before I released my rage onto him with my fists. 
 
   “You’re not a part of her life now, and unless she wants it, you won’t be a part of her future either.”
 
   With a small feeling of accomplishment that I didn’t physically harm or threaten him, I brushed past her father and left. 
 
   He wasn’t worth it. 
 
   If he’d tried to say anything further to me as I walked away, I didn’t hear it. 
 
   ***
 
   I had yet to rent my apartment to anyone, not because I thought things would go badly between myself and Katherine; I just hadn’t bothered yet. I kept my favorite longboard there and went through the motions of grabbing a wetsuit and securing the board to the car. Then I made my way to a spot I’d been going to for years.  
 
   When my relationship with Chelle began to grow more and more difficult, I came here. I loved that I could see the people on the train, the Amtrak Oceanliner. On my board, out in the Pacific Ocean, I was part of their California scenery.
 
   I paddled out, letting my arms dip into the cold water, my chest flat against the board as a wave crashed over me. 
 
   Then I was there. 
 
   That calm spot where you wait. To my left were three other surfers, waiting for the next set to roll in, and I replayed the entire scene with Katherine in my head. 
 
   That’s when it hit me, I should’ve waited. I should’ve ignored my rage and waited for her. 
 
   There was history and heartache all wrapped up with Max, her mother, and her father, but as I turned and took the first wave that came my way, more became clear to me. Most importantly, she was going to be my wife, my future, she just needed to say goodbye to her past. 
 
   I rode one last wave in, the positive release of adrenaline renewing me and then, I wanted nothing more than to be with her. Right then and there I knew, I would never leave her alone like I had that afternoon. Today was an exception, because if there was one thing I should’ve remembered about battle…
 
   Never leave your partner behind.
 
   ***
 
   I showered quickly and dressed in whatever I could since most of my clothes were now at Katherine’s place. Then I made my way back to Bear Claw. 
 
   I hadn’t been gone long, forty-five minutes, an hour at most. I checked my phone and saw several missed calls from Katherine, but when I tried to call back, she didn’t answer. I walked in and was first greeted by Leo, who’d given me the play-by-play of what had happened between Katherine and her father. 
 
   “Fuck,” I bit out, murmuring that, if I ever saw that man again, I would break his neck with my bare hands.  
 
   A woman who had been there for a while approached me and asked, “Are you Holst?”
 
   “I am,” I replied, not really wanting to have a conversation at the moment, but not wanting to be rude to my customers either. It was almost closing, half-past three, and Christmas Eve at that. 
 
   “I’m Lynn, and that’s Rue. We’re friends with Gloria.” 
 
   “Nice to meet you,” I returned with as much polite enthusiasm as I could muster in the moment. 
 
   “A couple of things. My friend and I saw the whole show. Apparently, we missed round one with the ex-boyfriend and all that. But we saw round two, and, of course, Gloria has kept us all abreast of the goings-on of your little soap-opera world here.” She leaned in to whisper, “We know all about Frodo and that lovely girl, Dee. And that poor girl, Ruby,” she pursed her lips and gave me a sad expression as she hemmed, “Well, I think something will happen with that carpenter.” 
 
   I smiled at her. This fifty-something woman was very well-informed. 
 
   “I need to find Katherine,” I told her.
 
   “I know you do.” She winked. “One more thing. We actually came in because we have a book club that meets every Friday night. We need somewhere that has good coffee and won’t mind us drinking an excessive amount of wine. We’re happy to make it worth your while…and him. We want him.” She nodded toward Leo. “Eye candy, you understand.” She winked. 
 
   I gave her a genuine smile. “I think we can accommodate you, Lynn.”
 
   “Wonderful.” She clapped. “I’ll be back in a few days to get the scoop on what happened with ‘Your Katherine.’ Everyone loves a happy ending.”
 
   I turned my attention back to Leo. “Any idea where I can find her?”
 
   “I’d ask her friend, Tori,” he suggested. “But she told me to take care of the place and give Gloria some more hours. If I ran into any problems, ask Frodo.” Then he looked out the window and back to me. “He grabbed her on the sidewalk.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Frodo. Not rough, not like that. Just talking to her. Then she screamed at him, came in and had the showdown with her dad, and left.”
 
   I hoped this would be my biggest fuck-up in our relationship—leaving so I wouldn’t beat her father or that Max asshole to death. I should’ve taken a walk, not a surf.
 
   I ran my hands down my face. “There are way too many people in my relationship right now.”
 
   Leo commented with monosyllabic effectiveness. “Word.”
 
   “Thanks, Leo.”
 
   “No worries.”
 
   I went to Victoria first, but Cameron answered the door with his chest puffed out, his eyes burning, and asked, “Did you make my wife cry today?”
 
   “Absolutely not,” I replied. 
 
   “Crying makes her throw-up. Throwing up makes her cry. So unless you have something nice to say to her, get the fuck off my porch and go fuck yourself.”
 
   I took a deep breath because I understood his protectiveness of Victoria. Then I glanced inside their home. It was Christmas…everywhere. Not overly done, but beautifully done. You could see the light touches of a woman with an eye for detail who knew when enough was enough. A fresh tree stood in their living room to the right, and if I hadn’t been so caught up in my thoughts, I would’ve seen it through the front window. Even their garden gnome that Katherine had given them with pride had a matching Santa hat. A nice touch I thought. 
 
   “I need to find my fiancée. I need to bring her home to have Christmas Eve with our friends, and then I need to take her to meet her future mother-in-law. That is, if you think she still wants me after my huge fuck-up today.” I had no doubt Katherine and I were solid, but I thought her best friend might not understand my absence of the last hour and a half. 
 
   Tori moved to stand next to Cam, looking, I hated to say, terrible. 
 
   “You’re not wrong.” She burped and tried to be lady-like about it. “Hang on.” She held up the finger of one hand and covered her mouth with the other. 
 
   Cam pulled her hair back, and we all waited to see what was going to happen next.“Okay,” she breathed. “I’m okay. Kath said she was going to find you at your favorite surfing spot. She said you mentioned it when you needed to clear your head.” She put her hand to her forehead and closed her eyes as if she was waiting for the room to stop spinning. 
 
   “Victoria?” Cam smiled down at her. 
 
   “I’m good…” She attempted a shaking smile and tried again. “I’m good.”
 
   “Did you see the ring?” I asked. 
 
   “Pretty,” she said, her face moving into a beautiful, soft smile. 
 
   “We probably won’t make it tonight,” I told her. “I’m sorry, Victoria, I will try. I know you were looking forward to having this holiday eve with your friends and family. But I hope you know it won’t be the last time my future bride and I share a celebration with you and yours.”
 
   “I was kind of hoping you’d say something along those lines.” She grinned, though it looked painful for her to do so as a grimace warred with her smile. 
 
   I turned to go, but she stopped me with her hand on my shoulder. “Holst?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “She’s new at this whole relationship thing. She’s an awesome friend, but relationships are new territory.”
 
   “Today, I made the first of what I’m sure will be many mistakes. And when I get to Katherine, I’ll tell her exactly what those were. But I assure you, lovely Victoria, I’ll spend the rest of my life giving her what she needs, because today, for a brief moment, I had to watch her walk out a door with another man. When I get her back, I’m never letting her go again.”
 
   “Swoony,” she said on a sigh and smiled that smile that apparently made Cam fall in love with her. 
 
   “I’ll let you know when I get to her. I’ll send a text so you don’t worry.”
 
   “I’d wish you luck, but I don’t think you’ll need it,” Cam told me, pulling his wife into his arms. 
 
   “Drive safe,” Tori called as I made my way back to my car…to find Katherine. 
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   Katherine
 
   I still hadn’t seen or heard from Holst, and though the hot surfers that had come and gone into the ocean were nice to look at, I needed only one in particular. 
 
   I didn’t want to go back to the apartment. Holst was there, in every way a person could be…except physically. Finally, my phone rang in my pocket.
 
   Unfortunately, not the call I was hoping for.
 
   “Mom,” I answered.
 
   “Please don’t hang up on me,” she said quickly. 
 
   She couldn’t see it, but I shook my head, “No, I won’t hang up.”
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “I’m sitting on a bench, looking over the train tracks in North San Clemente. Low tide. It’s gonna rain, I think.”
 
   “Katherine…I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “It’s done, Mom. I think…I don’t know…under the circumstances, you did the best you could?” She didn’t speak, so I did. “Has Dad been smacking you around all these years?”
 
   “Let’s not talk about that.”
 
   “Mom…”
 
   “Only when I do something he thinks is stupid.”
 
   “And do you do a lot of stupid things?”
 
   There was a long pause before she said, “Yes, honey. Apparently I say a lot of stupid things. But…he won’t hear me say stupid things anymore.”
 
   “You’re leaving him?”
 
   “I left him. Eventually, honey, you and I need to sit down so we can discuss all of this, but I have to know…are you somewhere with Max?”
 
   “Are you high? Of course not! I got the closure I needed.”
 
   “I kept trying to get in touch with you…emails and messages.”
 
   “I know,” I choked out, tears threatening again. “But Mom? You should’ve tried harder, and I don’t mean to warn me you were all coming here for Max’s engagement whatever.”
 
   “Katherine—”
 
   “Mom,” I choked out. “I’m gonna talk to someone…a professional…but I know now, I was young, Mom and he…he was…” I couldn’t bring myself to say the words. It sounded…wrong somehow. I wasn’t a child. So to put the word “molester” after it…
 
   “I’m sorry—” 
 
   “Hang on…let me finish. This isn’t just about Max, Mom. Dad…he doesn’t like me. I always felt it, but what he’s done all these years…it’s way worse than what happened with Max.”
 
   She’d started to cry. “I’m so sorry I didn’t stop it when I should have, honey. Where exactly are you? I rented a car. I’ll come and get you.”
 
   “No,” I argued. “No, I need to think about what happened today and—” 
 
   “Katherine,” a stern voice barked not far from me, footsteps pounding on the pavement grew close.
 
   “Mom, gotta go.” I disconnected immediately and stood up to see Holst only a few feet away. 
 
   When he reached me, I couldn’t read him. Then he whispered his next words, each one with a desperate emphasis, “Don’t you ever fucking walk away from me again. I’m sorry I can’t bend on this.” 
 
   “What?” I asked. 
 
   “I shouldn’t have let you walk out the door with him.”
 
   “I asked you to!” I returned, a little attitude, hand on my hip. 
 
   “I know you don’t need a man to boss you around, and I know you don’t want it, either. And I’m standing here, looking at the woman I love, basically scolding her because I fucked up!”
 
   I squinted my eyes in confusion. “What?”
 
   “I told you I’d always be by your side in battle, Katherine. I let you go in alone because I…” He ran his hand through damp hair and exclaimed, “Fuck it!”
 
   One hand grabbed the back of my neck through the thick jacket. His other arm went around my waist as he knocked me off my feet, over his knee, and slammed his mouth against mine. 
 
   I held onto him as hard as I could, gripping the skin of his back through his clothing. 
 
   He broke the kiss, but kept his lips against my face. 
 
   “Don’t let me go,” I begged. 
 
   “Never, baby.”
 
   “I’m sorry…earlier…” I breathed through my tears. “God, I’m sorry. I know how it must’ve looked to you, but it wasn’t like that.”
 
   “Katherine,” he said, pulling back just enough to look into my eyes. His voice thick as he said against my lips, “My Katherine.”
 
   “Your Katherine,” I confirmed. “Always. There was never one, single moment today when I wasn’t your Katherine. Even when I couldn’t find you.”
 
   The rain started to fall. It was overcast; it was the end of December, and somehow, there, in the moment with him, we could’ve been pelted with hail and probably not even noticed. 
 
   But Holst, being the practical man he was, righted me to my feet and said, “We should go to Victoria and Cameron’s holiday party.” 
 
    “Do you want to know what happened today?” 
 
   He brushed his thumb across my lips, the sensation causing me to close my eyes at the tenderness, the beauty of his touch. “Did he taste you here?” he asked. 
 
   “No.” I shook my head and tried to hide my disgust. “Everything that is me belongs to you, Holst.”
 
   “Katherine…”
 
   “Are you listening? Because I think, today, it’s my turn to remind you about the fine print.” 
 
   I opened his shirt and yanked it to the side as the cotton tore with my force. I ran my fingers through the dark tendrils of hair and stopped above his heart. I pressed my lips there, soft, gentle in a single kiss, then replaced it with my hand and pushed the emerald cut diamond with its claw setting into his skin as hard as I could. 
 
   I looked at the perfect indentation of the engagement ring and said, “The next tattoo you get should be this, the mark this ring has left. Then, when you’re in doubt, you can look at your chest and remember this moment, this day, when I tried to break through your skin to get inside your heart so you would never forget.” I hiccupped. “Never, ever forget, Holst.”
 
   He placed his hand over my own and pushed harder, his dark eyes searing me with a heated intensity I’d never seen before. “No, baby,” he said, his voice gruff, but strong. “I won’t forget.”
 
   “I want to go home, Holst.”
 
   “Then let’s go home, Katherine.”
 
   While the heavens above seemed to open with a deluge of welcomed rain, I observed people running to get out of the sudden flash flood. But not us. We were there together, side by side, in the moment. Things might happen around us, or even to us, but together we could weather anything, and a little rain was nothing more than that—weather. 
 
   ***
 
   After we went home and took a hot shower—together—we drove to Tori and Cam’s. Tori pulled me upstairs into “the nursery,” and there, I gave her every single detail of what had happened.
 
   “I love a happy ending,” she said, grinning from ear to ear.
 
   But I wasn’t really thinking about myself. I looked around the room and saw it was all ready for their little girl, Lana.
 
   “I can’t wait to meet her, Tor. I can’t wait to sit in this room, decorated like sunshine, and rock-a-bye your little bean.”
 
   “Kath.” Her warm smile and bright eyes said all she needed to say. No words, just the love that two best friends embarking on the next stage of their lives would share together. Tori’s mom had stepped up to the parental plate only recently, and I supposed mine would, too, in time. But for so long, it was just the two of us girls, trying to figure out how to become women, wives, mothers, and friends…the roles often guided by your own mother. But we’d come through.
 
   “You know,” I told her, feeling the heat hit the back of my eyes. “Fucking tears. Dude, I don’t think I have ever cried this much in my entire life. Anyway…” I chuckled. “I was sitting on that bench, waiting for Holst and thinking about how much time I wasted on the idea Max would come back to me. But…even if there hadn’t been Holst, I hope I would’ve been strong enough to see Max for what he is.”
 
   She took my hand, gripped in hers, and asked, “And what is he?”
 
   “When I was talking to my mom earlier…I wanted to think what I had with him was different, but that’s what a child molester wants you to think. It wasn’t like I was a little girl, I was older…so at first, I didn’t think I fell into that…category. Like I should’ve known better since I was older. But Max was a thief. I was…” I looked down at the ring, then out the window of the nursery. “I was like a property he didn’t want anyone else to get their hands on. As beautiful as he made my first time, and every time we were together after that, when he left, he took the pieces of me that would allow anyone else to get in. He took the handles to all the doors, locked all the windows, and after that, I didn’t let anyone in, because I couldn’t get the ghost of him out.”
 
   “I like that analogy, honey.” She hesitated, but only for a moment. “But it’s only been a day.”
 
   “No. It’s been thirteen years,” I told her, sitting straighter as my face morphed into a smile. “But…I had to heal, and I needed closure or whatever, and today, I got it. I would’ve married Holst without that, Tor. I’m in love with him. And like I said before, it’s bigger than the obsessive crush-love of an inexperienced girl. I’m a woman, in love with a man who let me have his heart. I need to take care of that.” I smiled. “But first,” I said. “I couldn’t help but notice Frodo isn’t at your holiday shin-dig. Was he invited?”
 
   “Yeah,” she answered. “But…with Dee…he’s keeping his distance, I think.”
 
   “Damn.” I so hated that. I hated that I couldn’t share that he’d hit her with our friend, and I equally hated that he wasn’t ready to fight for her yet. It was too raw, too fresh…but I suspected he would be. 
 
   Eventually.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I’m gonna go down to the tattoo shop and check on him. You good?”
 
   “Yeah…” She looked around the room. “I’m absolutely good.”
 
   We walked arm in arm back downstairs, and I nodded to Holst. He and Cam were talking in front of the Christmas tree. 
 
   “Hey,” I interrupted.
 
   “Excuse us a sec,” he said to Cam. He pulled me to the foyer and asked, “Everything okay?”
 
    “Yeah. But…I kinda want to check on Frodo. You okay with that?”
 
   “Yeah, baby. I’m definitely okay with that. See you soon,” he said as he kissed my cheek.
 
   “Love you, H.”
 
   “H.” He grinned.
 
   “You like it,” I confirmed and moved to the front door. 
 
   “Yeah, baby. I like it.”
 
   ***
 
   All the lights were off in Coastal Ink. I’d heard that Teensy went into early labor, and Zack left that afternoon. This meant Frodo was alone on Christmas Eve. I heard music through the door, so I knocked. I waited for a minute, but no one answered, so I knocked again, and that was when he peeked through the blinds on the door then unlocked it.
 
   I walked inside and was hit with the smell of a distillery. 
 
   “Frodo…” I said quietly, looking around the room, and on the floor were at least a dozen empty bottles. 
 
   “I emptied them into the sink, not my person.” He grinned and locked the door behind me once I was inside. “All is well?” he asked. 
 
   “Why did you pull me away today?”
 
   “Because you hold the power in your relationship, Katherine.”
 
   “And…? I need a little more explanation than that. You pretty much manhandled me.”
 
   “I like Holst. He and I had an enlightening conversation after my incident and subsequent destruction of my relationship with the fair dove, Dee.”
 
   “Speak fucking English, dude,” I asked, my impatience at his riddle-speak growing by the millisecond. 
 
   “Have you ever heard the phrase ‘she could drive a man to drink’?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Katherine…the idea for an AA meeting at your coffee shop was not mine. Inspired by my actions, yes. But the idea had been stewing in your partner’s mind for some time. And I asked today what your intentions were because Holst and I have a great deal in common. He left his old life behind and endeavoured to create a new one: new job, new friends, new life. He’s my friend, and if I can save him the pain I’ve caused others and myself…that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”
 
   I flopped down on the green couch in the little waiting area of the tattoo shop and looked around. “You know, I’ve never asked Holst what those tattoos on the backs of his legs mean.”
 
   “Would you like me to tell you?” he asked. 
 
   “Nope. You know why?” I turned my attention to him as he leaned against the far wall from me. 
 
   “Please,” he prompted. 
 
   “Because I have plenty of time to find out. We’ll have a long engagement, not because it’s the smart thing to do, because, I think you know by now, I’m a fly-by-the-seat-of-my-pants kinda girl. No, the long engagement is for everyone else, because I’m gonna have a big fuckin’ wedding.” I grinned. “I want to get married in the Congregational Church over on St. Ann’s, and I want a golden wedding, with pale pink roses and creamy, froofy pom-poms hanging everywhere, and candles…I want to see a glow of candlelight, and that shit needs to be organized and done right. If I’m going the way of the girl, I’m going all girl.”
 
   “Sounds expensive.” He smiled. 
 
   “Somehow, I’m making my dad pay for it,” I replied. “And however long it takes us to plan it, I’ll eventually ask what those tattoos mean and what his favorite color is and all that inconsequential crap. Because the important things are already covered.”
 
   “Like what?” he asked. 
 
   “Well, he thinks Valentine’s Day is a bullshit holiday, so do I. He watched the movie Ghostbusters with me and enjoyed it, big plus for me. And Frodo? He’s a good man, with a good heart that said he’d go into battle with me. And he meant every word.”
 
   He stood there for a moment then walked to me and offered his hands to lift me from the couch. “Katherine…” he said and kissed me on the lips. It wasn’t romantic, it was familiar. “Merry Christmas."
 
   I walked to the door and, with my back to him, asked, “You really don’t remember hitting her?”
 
   “No, Katherine. I really don’t.”
 
   “I think you should know; I’ve seen your movies, Frodo.”
 
   “You’ve seen Freddie’s movies,” he corrected. 
 
   “How come you quit?” I asked.
 
   “Several reasons. I was lonely is probably the biggest. Next to that, and I think you’ll understand me when I say, sometimes it’s easier to fuck away the pain.” 
 
   “Yeah. I did that for a good, long while.” 
 
   I waited to see if he would share anything else. Then he finally said, “It would be good for Deirdre…lead her to another man, one who is good and kind, no surprises, no darkness in his soul…a good man.”
 
   “When the time is right, I’ll lead her back to you, Freddie.”
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   Holst
 
   Katherine was sound asleep, her naked shoulder and blond hair all I could see as I left the darkened bedroom and went into the kitchen. Katherine was a hell of a cook, but she loved to bake, and though she walked most places, no matter if the weather was poor, it was still a miracle to me she kept her figure.
 
   I’d called my mother and asked if she and Al wouldn’t mind coming to us. Considering the drama filled Christmas Eve we’d had, I wanted Katherine to be comfortable, in our home…together. 
 
   While Katherine was down speaking to Frodo, I called my mother. I gave her the rundown of the day’s events, to which she replied with complete understanding, but also a warning: I needed to be honest with my future wife about how Chelle and I parted. The very real fear that I would become like my father was always somewhere, buried below the surface, and Chelle was like a shovel, determined to expose that man. 
 
   She was terrible for me. 
 
   Katherine was not. 
 
   Time and again, I’d had the opportunity, but there was never a right time, because there never would be. I hated to lie to her, and that omission of truth was never far from my thoughts. I didn’t want to believe the omission of truth was a lie, not if it didn’t hurt or affect anyone else. But if so, it bothered me. I couldn’t live with it. And now, as Katherine’s ghost was finally eliminated, it was time for me to come clean. And for that, as much as I may have sounded like an absolute pussy, I wanted the only family I had left to be there with me when I did. 
 
   Three in the morning, I went into Tori’s old room and began to wrap presents. I’d planned to do it the previous day, but other events had changed those plans. I’d ordered items from Sur Le Table and William Sonoma, not to mention my mother would be indulging Katherine in all kinds of culinary delights, including dried figs, dates, cherries, and pecans. I was absolutely sure she would love everything.
 
   I also hoped they’d go into some kind of dessert. 
 
   But it was the very last items I wrapped that were the most important, more precious than any wedding ring, but something I would only give the woman who had my heart forever, and I believed Katherine to be that woman. 
 
   But only after I shared all there was to know about me.
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   Katherine
 
   There was a single kiss on the back of my neck and long fingers trailing over my naked back. “Merry Christmas, Katherine.” Holst whispered the words, and they were the single best holiday greeting I’d ever heard. 
 
   “You know,” I said into my pillow, “I knew I should’ve bought those mistletoe panties I saw on the Internet. Seriously, they were perfect.”
 
   “Really?” he asked, his lips moving to my shoulder.
 
   “Yeah. There’d be less talking and more eating of my pussy.” I grinned. 
 
   “Katherine?” he asked as his head moved slowly down my spine. 
 
   “Yes?” I replied, praying that my Christmas would start very merry indeed. 
 
   “We aren’t going to Temecula today.”
 
   “Why not?” I asked, now concerned. 
 
   “Because Temecula is coming to us.” 
 
   I stayed completely still, and Holst was frozen, right at the small of my back until…
 
   “Jesus!” I screeched and jumped out of bed. 
 
   “They say he’s the reason for the season, actually.”
 
   “You! Silence!” I pointed and looked for something to wear. I went with sweats and a long-sleeve tee, fuck the bra and panties. I didn’t have time for the bra and panties.
 
   “Katherine.” He chuckled, observing my freak-out from the comfort of our bed.
 
   “What the fuck am I gonna wear?”
 
   “What were you planning on wearing today?”  He flipped to his back and pulled the sheet up to his chest. 
 
   “Well, I was planning on wearing these black suede boots and this kind of long sweater thing with these red…Is your dick hard?”
 
   “No,” he innocently denied the obvious erection with a smirk.
 
   “Yes it is,” I accused. 
 
   “Nope.” He smiled. “It’s not.” 
 
   “Then what do you call that exactly?”
 
   “A branch of mistletoe?”
 
   “Unbelievable,” I murmured and stopped to take in everything that was happening at that moment. “Okay. So, when are they gonna be here?”
 
   “Noon…ish,” he said. 
 
   I covered my face. “I’m meeting the parents, and it’s on my turf. That’s a good thing, right?”
 
   “Katherine?”
 
   “Yeah.” I exhaled in defeat and dropped my arms to my sides. Really, I was freaking out for no reason at all. 
 
   “Get back in bed.”
 
   “Why? I have shit to do now.”
 
   “You know why.” He grinned. 
 
   I looked at the outline of his nude body, then his relaxed, smiling face. “Okay.” I grinned and got back into bed.
 
   When I was settled and just enjoying the fact we were in bed together after six in the morning, the mood shifted, and not in the sexual way I was hoping for. 
 
   “I really don’t want you to have any more surprises today. But I need to tell you something, and it’s important. I don’t think it can wait.”
 
   “Holst?” He kissed my cheek with his eyes closed then opened them, staring right into mine as I told him. “I think it can.”
 
   “Katherine…”
 
   “Really,” I implored. “Do you honestly think it’s something that can’t wait a day?”
 
   Holst’s phone buzzed with a text on the nightstand. 
 
   “Here…” I reached over and handed it to him. 
 
   He read the message and smiled at me. “You know I love you, right?”
 
   “The way you’re starting off…not sure I’m gonna when you’re done.”
 
   “They’re twenty minutes away.” He smiled, and I swear, I could’ve just punched that fucking beautiful smile right off his perfect face.
 
   I once again jumped out of bed and went on turbo-autopilot-mode, finding a simple outfit of nice turquoise sweater that complimented my tan and blond hair, dark denim jeans and my black boots. Into the bathroom, I found my hair wasn’t too far gone from the styling of yesterday…surprising since yesterday was so fucked up. I salvaged it, threw on make-up, and gold earrings that matched the engagement ring nicely. 
 
   I came back into the bedroom, and there was Holst, dressed, bed made, with one little present laying on top. 
 
   “We’re almost out of time, and this is important.”
 
   “Holst…” I approached the bed and picked up the little box. 
 
   “You’ve never asked what my tattoos mean,” he said.
 
   He had on jeans, casual, but neat, with a navy blue sweater and dark brown leather shoes. His hair was still mussed from sleep, but it looked like he meant it to be that way. Those caramel eyes looked down at me, soulful, but tired.
 
   “I always mean to…and…” Frodo mentioned this to me just the night before. I stood there thinking for a moment and concluded, “You never have more than one drink…”
 
    “Yeah.”
 
   “You made sure I wasn’t an alcoholic.”
 
   “Yeah,” he confirmed. 
 
   “Because you are one, or you don’t want to become one like your dad?” I asked. 
 
   Then the doorbell rang. 
 
   “They’ll wait, Katherine.”
 
   He looked almost scared standing there, revealing whatever it was he wanted to tell me. 
 
   “Hey,” I said, putting my hands on his face. “I told you. Remember that day when you covered me with a blanket and I agreed to open Bear Claw with you? I told you, once I give my word, that’s it for me. I’m loyal, no matter what. I’m wearing your ring without knowing all your secrets. You know why that is?” I didn’t give him a chance to reply. “Because I kept a secret for years. Never knowing why until yesterday: I was ashamed, H. Whether I should’ve been or not, I was. Whatever this secret is…Frodo knows. Doesn’t he?”
 
   “Yes,” he confirmed. 
 
   “And he has a deep respect for you; I can see that. So this can wait.”
 
   “Katherine…”
 
   “My future mother-in-law is at my front door, Holst. I don’t think I’m making a very good first impression, do you?”
 
   His face set in a smirk. “Are you gonna say ‘fuck’ a lot today?” 
 
   “I can dial the ‘fucks’ down a notch in mixed company, H.” I giggled, and put the little box back on the bed. 
 
   Then I squeezed his hand, let go, and walked into the hall. I kept a smile on my face, because, really, I had no choice, and also, I was really looking forward to meeting his mom. 
 
   But when I opened the door, it wasn’t just Becky and Al, my mom was there, too. 
 
   I started laughing. The kind of laugh that people look at you and stare because it’s awkward and they don’t know why you’re laughing. 
 
   But I opened the door wide and said, “This is gonna be interesting. Dad isn’t gonna show up and ruin my day…again?” I asked to the glances of Al and Becky to me, to her, and then to Holst, who appeared next to me. 
 
   “No.” She smiled. “He will not be joining us today. I was still in town, and I didn’t know what your plans were today…so I took a chance,” she said. “Oh, and I brought food,” She held up two bags from the hotel where she was staying. “Holiday meals, the works…I didn’t know…I wasn’t sure…um…I just got a little bit of everything.”
 
   Mom and I had a stare-off…hers pleading for my forgiveness and mine letting her know she was welcome, but not off the hook quite yet.
 
   “Well,” Al said to Holst with a huge, hungry grin. “I’m eating like a king today! Let me in.”
 
   We quickly settled into our new familial roles. Everyone found their place and claimed it. 
 
   Al took the end of the couch and quickly figured out the remote. “Grab me a beer if they have ‘em, honey,” he called to Becky. 
 
   “Sure thing, Al,” she said with a smile, then mumbled to us girls, “He’s really saying ‘I love you; you’re my entire world.’ It just comes out as honey, get me a beer.”
 
   We women all pitched in and laughed about the men doing men things as my kitchen table was filled with food for a buffet service. Holst had the task of “be a good son and get everything out of the trunk for me” and was on his last haul of booty which I was really, really looking forward to checking out. Our house was full, the little tree Holst and I put up finally looked like a real Christmas tree with the multitude of gifts beneath, and the place smelled fantastic. But the thing that really got to me was the laughter. 
 
   Standing with my head in the pantry, not looking for anything other than a quiet moment to get a hold of myself, Holst came up behind me. 
 
   “Talk to me, baby,” he said quietly.
 
   “This is our family, H.”
 
   His arms around me grew tighter. 
 
   “It’s awesome.”
 
   “Are you happy, Katherine?”
 
   I turned in his arms and said in an effort to divert attention from our sudden heavy convo in the kitchen, “I have a jar of pear chutney that might be nice with ham. I’ve been meaning to make something just to use it.” I chuckled, then whispered, “Marriage and babies. A husband I love, who loves me back. A business I never had the balls to do on my own. You did this, H.”
 
   “No, baby. You did this. We still need to talk,” he reminded. 
 
   “And we will. But right now, let’s be in this moment, okay?”
 
   He nodded, but didn’t seem real happy I was putting off this conversation he wanted to have. 
 
   “I need to make a few phone calls,” I told him. “Seeing as how I didn’t leave town after all. And Leo. I forgot about Leo watching the shop tomorrow.”
 
   “It’s all taken care of, Katherine.”
 
   When we closed the pantry door, Becky and my mom were standing there, staring at us with their hands together. 
 
   “Well,” I said. “I see the two of you are gonna get along just fine.” It was so weird, considering I really didn’t have a relationship with my mother to speak of until yesterday. 
 
   “Katherine,” my mom said. “If we could get a couple of minutes together…”
 
   I’m sure my mother wanted to have a conversation with me, too. Probably not with an audience, but I figured, what the hell. 
 
   “Becky,” I said to her new, kitchen soul-sister. “Up until yesterday, Mom and I didn’t really talk much. So, this is all new territory. I’m just gonna air our dirty laundry and say yesterday sucked. My dad is a giant asshole, and by that, I mean gaping—”
 
   “Katherine.” My mother chuckled uncomfortably and shook her head. 
 
   Becky was trying not to laugh. “Holst said you don’t beat around the bush.”
 
   “I only promised I’d try to control my use of the F-bomb.” I grinned. 
 
   After that little icebreaker, our day was so fantastic, we were up to the pie, coffee, and present portion of the afternoon, and I’d nearly forgotten to call Tori, Dee, and Ruby to wish them a Merry Christmas. 
 
   I excused myself into the bedroom and called Tori first. She’d invited Ruby and her dad to spend the holiday at their place, so I’d be able to kill two birds with one stone.
 
   “Hey,” I greeted. 
 
   “Hey, yourself. Everything still good?” I could hear the smile in her voice. 
 
   “Dude, you know it is, you whore.”
 
   “Whore with child.” She laughed. “And, um, by the way, thanks for buying out Baby Gap for me.”
 
   I had. Baby Lana was going to be Baby Gap from her cute little head to her teeny, tiny toes. 
 
   “That’s what aunties are for.”
 
   “Hey,” she whispered into the phone. “Cam’s brother, you know, the-almost-as-hot-as-my-husband, brother?”
 
   “Yeah.” I laughed. “I know Drew.” She was right though; the guy was hot. 
 
   “He has not taken his eyes off Ruby. Seriously, has not stopped looking at her. He brings her a drink, or smiles at her, and she smiles back. It’s so cute. She’s all…shy. So weird.”
 
   “Why is that weird? She’s always quiet.”
 
   “I don’t know. I guess you and me are different.”
 
   “Yeah, I would’ve fucked him by now.”
 
   “At someone else’s house on Christmas with your dad and his dad there?”
 
   I let my silence speak for itself. 
 
   “That was a stupid question. I would, too.” She giggled. 
 
   “I won’t bug her then. Where’s Dee?”
 
   “Oh,” she said sadly. “She went home when Frodo showed up. Well, by show-up, I mean, Cam saw him walking by and invited him up. And he, uh, wasn’t alone.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Like, he brought a woman with him. One that’s not Dee.”
 
   I sighed, because what else could you say about that? “I guess it had to happen sooner or later. But, you know…”
 
   “What…what do I know?”
 
   “Frodo…he’s…I bet you anything he’s doing it for her. He’s in love with her, Tor. But I think he knows she can’t be with him for whatever reasons, and that’s why. He’s probably making it hurt so she’ll be forced to let go.”
 
   “I hate a sad ending,” she told me. 
 
   “Me, too,” I agreed. 
 
   “Dee’s at home?”
 
   “Yeah. Cam went up to check on her.” 
 
   As I was listening, Becky came into the bedroom and shut the door behind her. 
 
   “Okay, well, I love you. Merry, merry, Tor.”
 
   “Merry, merry, honey.”
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   Katherine
 
   After I’d hung up, Holst’s mom moved closer to where I was sitting on the bed. 
 
   “They all went for a walk since it’s nice and sunny. I told them I’d let you know where we’re headed. But I wanted to make sure you’re okay.”
 
   “It’s been…” I closed my eyes and smiled. “This was my first real Christmas since I was a kid. And from what I’ve seen under the tree…it’s just getting better and better.”
 
   “What’s that?” she asked, nodding toward the beautiful box on the bed. 
 
   “Oh! This is from your son. I should open it now so I don’t have to start crying in front of him again.”
 
   “Your ring is lovely by the way. Maybe it’s earrings to match.”
 
   I started ripping at the paper. “I’ve been single, for, like…years so no one ever gets me jewelry but me. It’s a nice treat.”
 
   She sat on the end of the bed with an expectant smile on her face, probably matching my own when I discovered a plain white box. Then I took off the lid and lifted two velvet pouches out. 
 
   “Oooo, the presentation is excellent!” I grinned. Then I opened the first one and lifted out a silver ankh. The second was almost identical. 
 
   For a change, I wasn’t the one crying; his mother was. 
 
   “Oh my God, Becky…what…?”
 
   “My baby…” she sobbed. 
 
   “I don’t…”
 
   “His father sent me the first one. He had it made and sent a note that told me life was eternal, even if the body ended…the spirit went on. And when Chelle and Holst had that fight…”
 
   “He—” I began, but she didn’t let me get a word in.
 
   “It wasn’t his fault. I watched that woman, Katherine. She was a violent drunk, and when he pushed her…it was self-defense. He was going to work with bruises and cut lips from trying to control her. He thinks he’s like his father, but he’s nothing like him. He’s—”
 
   “Mom?” Holst asked as he entered the room and closed the door behind him. 
 
   She wiped her eyes as I sat there with the two pieces of jewelry in my hand. 
 
   “I was just…Holst, I was just…”
 
   He held her eyes with his own and asked, “Can you give us some time alone, Mom?” 
 
   “Of course,” she said and wiped her face. “Of course. I’ll catch up to Al and your mom,” she said to me.
 
   And left us alone.
 
   “So, the second ankh and the second tattoo?”
 
   “I got the first one for my sister. The second I got after I lost control with Chelle.”
 
   “And by ‘lost control,’ you mean…?”
 
   He took a breath and picked up the small box and took out the two ankhs. “I pushed her off of me…harder than I should have. It was two weeks after I’d fired her, and she wanted her job back. I said no, not until she got her drinking under control.”
 
   “That put you in a pretty tough spot, Holst.”
 
   “Yeah,” he scoffed. “She came at me with an empty wine bottle. It was then I told her I was done. I couldn’t do it anymore. In the months before, she wanted me to fight with her. She punched me, slapped me, threw anything she could find at me, came at me with a knife…twice…but that night, she pulled out all the stops and got the rise out of me she wanted. She hit me in the head with the bottle. You probably haven’t noticed it, but I have a scar at the back. It probably needed stitches, but she came back for another hit, and I pushed her. I did it to protect myself, but I also did it in anger, Katherine. I completely lost control.”
 
   I was watching him stare out the window, but the whole scene must’ve been replaying in his head. 
 
   “She landed on the coffee table with such force, it broke her nose, fractured a bone in her jaw, and knocked out two of her teeth. Even with blood dripping out of her nose and mouth, she smiled and said, ‘See? You’re just like him.’” He dropped his head and looked to the floor. “I live with the fear I’ll lose control again, and the second tattoo is a promise to myself that I will never lose it again.”
 
   “Please…let me say something,” I requested and spoke just as calmly as he had.  I walked up to him and put my arms around his neck. “You’re not him,” I whispered. “Remember yesterday, how pissed you were when you found me at the train station? You weren’t violent, and you were pissed.”
 
   “Katherine.” He shook his head. “I was pissed at myself. That’s completely different.”
 
   “And when Mark called me a slut, and when my dad came into Bear Claw and insulted me…I think with Chelle, you were faced with a violent drunk, and it stirred something up in you.”
 
   “I reacted, plain and simple, no other thoughts in my head, and unlike Frodo, I can’t use drinking as an excuse. I was sober.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me before?” 
 
   He blinked away tears and breathed deeply through his nose. “The time was never right. When would it ever be right to warn you I had the ability to hurt a woman?”
 
   “I should have let you tell me this morning, H. I’m sorry.” 
 
   “The night you told me about Max…when you opened the door for me and I asked you to let me in. I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t think you could handle this.”
 
   “We’re in this together,” I promised.
 
   He let his head fall on my shoulder and whispered against my neck, “Merry Christmas, my Katherine.”
 
   “Merry Christmas, H. Next year, let’s try to have a little less drama.” I smiled. 
 
   “Next year, let’s get married,” he suggested.
 
   “Okay,” I replied.
 
   “Okay?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   ***
 
   After all the drama, it appeared the world around us had called a truce. 
 
   I, for one, felt it was about fuckin’ time. 
 
   There were no more fights or break-ups, no more surprise visits from unwanted relatives or ghosts of the past. All was well in our little world. 
 
   And my best friend was having a baby.
 
   Paper Petal had a growing reputation for exquisite party packages created by Ruby. She’d gone baby-bonkers and had outdone herself for Tori’s shower. The nursery colors were pale yellow and muted turquoise with a theme of clouds and sunshine. Dee organized the food with Tori’s mom, Joan, and mother-in-law, Paula. Her dad’s wife, Jenny, was bringing some kind of white wine Sangria with tropical fruits to match the theme. It was all about the color scheme, according to Ruby, who, I hadn’t known before, was petite in size, but huge in bossy-bitch attitude—as far as I was concerned, a strength. First impressions, she was adorable and cute. But when there was a job to be done, she was like Mary Poppins on speed.
 
   I walked into Tori’s place armed with something called a diaper cake. I had my own crafting skills, so I trolled the Internet to come up with ideas for a gift. I’d already gone nuts with the entire Spring/Summer collection from Baby Gap. Now, I was on to practical items. This resulted in a three-tier diaper cake with little white and yellow socks fashioned into roses and each tier wrapped in muslin swaddling blankets in hues to match the nursery. 
 
   “Where’s your man?” Cam asked, divesting me of my giant diaper cake. 
 
   “Working. And he’s gone all garden-crazy. I know you’ve seen what he’s done at our place, but have you glanced down at the deck above the shop? When there’s a lull, he leaves Leo to it and goes upstairs like it’s his own little Zen garden. Give him a sandbox, some stones, and a rake…I think he’d be in Heaven. Next Christmas, I’m giving him a bonsai plant and a how-to book. That oughta keep him busy.”
 
   “It’s looking very nice.” He grinned. Cameron had a green thumb. The hillside that lead to their house had been transformed in just under a year: maples that matched the yellow of their eaves and little flowers he changed with the seasons to give the place color year round. I remembered, one day, when Tori had gone inside to get us a drink, I commented on how hard he’d worked on their garden. He told me, “When someone gives you happiness, try to fill their world with beauty.” 
 
   My bestie was a lucky girl.
 
   Five days a week, Dee ran Beachy Bride alone. Lark came in to bring new dresses and meet with clients by appointment to design a made-to-measure gown. Her two seamstresses actually worked from their homes, and all Dee had to do was take measurements and pin up hems, and one of the seamstresses would come to pick the dresses up and deliver them back when they were ready. Dee lived in the cottage next door, so it was all very convenient. After she’d delivered and arranged her part of the party food, she gave Tori a gift certificate for the expensive baby shop downtown then went up to work. 
 
   When the shower was in full swing and the Sangria flowing, I went down to Bear Claw to see my man. 
 
   Saturday afternoon was steady with most of the seats taken. Gloria’s book club had an impromptu meeting because today was a special movie outing. Apparently, if they read a novel with a movie adaptation, they re-read the book, saw the movie, then discussed all the ways the book was better. I had to agree, a lot of times the book was better. However, sometimes it was nice to see your favorite stories brought to life by a hot guy and some chick you wished you could hit in the face because she wasn’t you. But I had my own movie, and everything that could have gone wrong, already had…
 
   Or so I thought. 
 
   Standing behind the counter, Holst smiled at me. His hair had that mussed look of saltwater and sand from his morning surf. He had a navy blue, long-sleeve tee on that was fitted, not skin tight, but tight enough that, every time I looked at him, all I saw was abs and nipples. Honestly, it made me want to fuck him. Blow him, then fuck him, which, by the grin plastered on his face, he knew was exactly what I was thinking. 
 
   He was just finishing orders for a couple, so I kept myself busy and helped out by washing two mugs and a plate with custard tart remnants. When he was done, he came up behind me and put his hands in the soapy water to join mine. 
 
   His lips at my ear, he asked, “Are you wet?”
 
   “My hands are wet,” I clarified. 
 
   Then he licked the edge of my ear, sending a message straight between my legs, and asked, “How about now?”
 
   “Yeah. Yeah, that did it.” I laughed. 
 
   My happy little moment with Holst was broken when Cam’s brother, Drew, threw the front door to Bear Claw wide open. “Something’s happening.”
 
   “Leo,” Holst called out.
 
   “Got it,” he called back, and Holst and I were out the door, through Tori and Cam’s gate, and up her stairs. 
 
   “Get some towels,” Paula told her son, Cam, trying to calm him and everyone else down. 
 
   Me? I was shoving people out of the way to get to Tori. 
 
   “Babe?” I asked, that one word conveying the billions of questions I wanted to ask. 
 
   “Really sharp pains,” she said through a gasp, holding her breath as another pain hit her.
 
   “You think it’s labor?”
 
   “It’s…” she breathed. “Hurts,” she answered, tears falling down her cheeks. She leaned her head close, and I put my ear near her mouth. I could tell, whatever she wanted to say, she didn’t want anyone else to hear. “I’m scared,” she whispered. 
 
   “You want me with you? I promise I can keep my shit together, honey.”
 
   “Don’t let me go.”
 
   “I won’t, Tor,” I promised. “I won’t.”
 
   Cam was talking to 911. I heard someone call out that the car was ready in the alley out back. Before I knew it, Cam and Drew were both carefully helping Tori. When another pain hit, she let out a blood-curdling scream, and by the look on her face, I knew something was very wrong. So wrong, she let go of my hand, her head rocking from side to side as Cam decided slow was no longer an option.  
 
   Suddenly, the house, all the activity, chaos, and fear, just hung in the air and everyone else stood there feeling helpless and lost. 
 
    “Katherine,” Holst said, holding my hand as tight as I was holding his. “The hospital is only two minutes from here. Let’s go. She’s gonna be okay.”
 
   “Lana…” I said, not crying, just trying to keep my shit together, because I knew this day was going to be a long one. 
 
   “Remember Teensy went into labor early and they stopped it, and she and baby were absolutely fine.”
 
   “Yeah.” I stared out the window as he entered the parking lot. 
 
   I don’t know how they did it, but Drew was already there with his mom and Tori’s mom. Ruby had to go back to Paper Petal, but I knew, over the next few hours, the waiting room of Laguna Beach Private Hospital was going to be filled with Tori and Cam’s family and friends while we waited. 
 
   And prayed. 
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   Holst
 
   Three hours later and we were still waiting. 
 
   Katherine paced for a while then said, “Give me the car keys.”
 
   “I can get whatever you need,” I said. “She might need you—”
 
   In a calm, even voice, she said, “Give me…the goddam…car keys.”
 
   I dropped them into her hand. 
 
   Just over an hour later, Katherine returned with one of two loads from the car. The first was bags of burgers, fries, and cans of soda, which she gave to me with the directive, “Feed everyone.” The next, was a box of cake and sweets from the baby shower. “When it’s time, call Frodo, and he’ll bring coffees.”
 
   “Baby…” I said and tried to stop her as she stood in the doorway, the automatic door that led to the waiting room opening and closing behind her.
 
   “I have shit to do,” she said. “I love you. Be back in a little over an hour. If people are ready for coffee before that, call me, and I’ll bring it.”
 
   “Katherine,” I started.
 
   But she walked to me, squeezed my hand, and said, “I have to keep moving or I’m gonna go nuts, H.”
 
   For the next forty minutes, I watched Cam wait near the door that stood between him and his wife. Someone came out now and then and spoke to him. He nodded, his brother close by, the rest of their extended family in a huddle. All we knew was, Tori had been rushed into surgery. 
 
   I hadn’t called him, but Frodo did show up with an urn of brewed coffee, milk, sugar, and cups. He then went around to everyone and took orders. Dee was the last person he served, and instead of giving a coffee order, she threw her arms around him. He pulled her head into his neck, her body moving with tears. His hand gently brushed down her hair as he whispered in her ear. It was a sad and beautiful sight. 
 
   I kept my focus on my coffee, on the piece of yellow cake with white frosting and lemon filling, and waited until Katherine sat down beside me. She had two small suitcases, and before I could even ask about them, she explained.
 
   “The red one is Tori’s. It has all her stuff in it for the hospital, and she’ll be pissed if I didn’t bring it. The other one is the baby stuff. But she’s thirty-four weeks so everything is gonna swim on Lana. So when I left here, I called Baby Gap…” She turned to face me. “I know I shouldn’t talk and drive, but it was on speaker.”
 
   “Okay, baby,” I said gently. 
 
   “And they picked out a bunch of preemie clothes, took off all the tags, and let me pay for it over the phone. I picked them up, went to Tori’s, and got her bag and the baby’s bag, got the special laundry detergent she used on all the stuff we bought before, and put all this in to wash. Then I had to go and buy the tiny diapers. Holst, they are so little. I thought the newborn ones were little, but these are so small and…”
 
   “Baby, I think you need to—”
 
   “Don’t even say it,” she whispered. “She wants to give Cam a baby. He would never, ever be upset if she couldn’t or if something happened. But his ex was pregnant when they split. It wasn’t his, but for months before she left, he thought it was. He was devastated, Holst. He lost her, and he lost a baby that wasn’t even his. Then…he said it was seeing Tori smile that kinda made him start to live again. It was quick, I mean, like, he saw her, he wanted her, but she was someone else’s. Anyway, he wants this, and she wants to give him everything. So…it has to be okay, H. Tori and Lana have to be okay.”
 
   Half an hour later, a doctor came out and spoke to Cam, who pulled the doctor into a hug and was then enveloped by the entire Muir clan. Enthusiastic nodding went around the room, but Cam looked over the crowd and nodded our direction. Katherine silently stood up and took the bags in each hand. 
 
   “Love you, H.” She smiled down at me.
 
   “I’ll be right here, baby. Can’t wait to meet her.”
 
   Eventually, Cam’s mom explained everything to Dee, and Dee told everyone else that Tori had gone into premature labor, something about the placenta. I tuned out a little after that. An emergency C-section was performed when they determined the baby was in distress. Not only that, Tori was bleeding internally. But all had ended well. Baby Lana was perfect, early, but perfect. Tori, had lost a lot of blood, but she was going to be just fine and go on to have more children…but in the words of Dee, she’d be “watched like a hawk.” 
 
   Frodo sat down next to me as Dee left the hospital. “Your Katherine…she did well under pressure,” he commented. 
 
   “She did.” I smiled proudly. I knew Frodo was struggling. Regardless of his recent affection toward a new woman, that woman was not Dee. “And how are you?” I asked. 
 
   “Friend…” He smiled warmly. “I pray my dove will one day return. But today is not that day.”
 
   And with a wave of two fingers like a salute at his brow, I was alone in the waiting room and waited for Katherine. 
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   FEBRUARY
 
   Katherine
 
   “Katherine…”
 
   Holst loomed over the bed. I was dressed. I even had my shoes on. But I refused to go. 
 
   “Not going.”
 
   “Get out of that bed before I drag you out.”
 
   “Make me!” I snapped. But I had to admit, it was getting harder to breathe under the layers.
 
   The covers were yanked off, not just me, but the bed, so I couldn’t grab them back. Holst knew me; he knew my tricks. 
 
   He also knew my weaknesses. 
 
   Mainly his tongue. 
 
   His hands were at my waist, then at the button of my jeans, and…
 
   “Fine!” I threw my fists on the bed. I knew, if we got started now, I’d be late, and I hated to be late. 
 
   “You haven’t seen them since Christmas.”
 
   “What is it with moms? You know…” I plonked my feet down. “This happened to Tori. One minute, her mom is working for—in Tori’s words—‘the Dark Lord.’ The next minute, she’s mother-of-the-year and buying baby furniture with Cam’s mom. Your mom and my mom meet and it’s BFF’s forever. Jesus!” I yelled.
 
   Holst smirked at me and crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
   “You know they’ve taken over everything, right? Like, I might as well not be involved at all!”
 
   “Baby.” He opened his arms, feet spread apart, and motioned with his hands. “Come here.”
 
   “Fuck you! You’re in cahoots with them!” I accused.
 
   He smiled wide, cocked his brow, and said, “I can make you come here.”
 
   I needed to keep some of my energy for my next battles with the mothers. But I couldn’t just relent. I had to remind him that I was a woman not to be fucked with. “I just want to sucker punch you and run away.”
 
   “How about you stick your tongue in my mouth, put your hand in my jeans, and feel how hard my dick is right now. Then get this over with so you can come home and let me eat that fantastic pussy of yours.”
 
   I hadn’t realized my mouth was open until I replied, “That works, too.”
 
   I walked up to Beachy Bride, and even though Holst had dampened the fire, he hadn’t quite put it out. So when I walked in and was greeted with two fifty-year-old women, clucking and cooing at baby Lana, that fire started to rage, and I let everyone in my path know. 
 
   “Back the fuck off!” I leaned down and gently took my Lana-girl into my arms and smiled down at her. “Auntie K is here to rescue you, baby girl.”
 
   My mother turned to Holst’s mom, Becky, her co-conspirator. “When she hasn’t had a decent night’s sleep in three months, that’s when we’ll get our turn.”
 
   “No.” I practically sung the word like a lullaby. “When we have a baby, he’s going to come to work with us. Holst and I will take turns with him in the carrier. He’ll be able to sleep through a thunderstorm or a rock concert, and I’ll get him on a napping schedule right from the start.”
 
   And I couldn’t fucking believe it, but not only did my mom and Becky burst out laughing, Tori joined them. “Sorry,” she said, her shoulders shrugging with her apology. 
 
   “I’ll show them, baby girl. They will rue the day they ever doubted me. I’m the ‘baby-whisperer.’”
 
   Dee appeared with her hands on her hips. Her hair was slicked back, her lip gloss was on super-shine, and her toe was tapping with impatience. “Quit stalling!” 
 
   “Baby girl, I have to go be pretty for these party-poopers.”
 
   Tori stretched out her arms and smiled. “Give me my child and put on the damn dress.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and made a big production of walking…more like harrumphing…to the dressing room. “Fine!” I squinted my eyes and pointed my finger around the room at my audience. “Just so you know, you say one bad thing—one—and you are out of the wedding festivities! Got it?”
 
   They all laughed again, but now the curtain was pulled, and Dee stood back and studied me. Her eyes searched my own, her brows were knitted, and her beautiful lips sucked in on one side. 
 
   “What?” I asked. 
 
   She took a giant step back and asked, “Are you…having second thoughts?”
 
   “What’s wrong with you? Are you sniffing glue?” I demanded.
 
   “Well…” She hesitated.
 
   “Spit it out!”
 
   “You’re kind of being a bitch.”
 
   “Oh.” I waved my hand like my behavior was completely and totally warranted…which it was. “Do you know what they did?” I asked. 
 
   Dee gave me a careful, tentative smile. “How about you talk and I’ll listen while I get your dress ready. K?” She moved past me and instructed, “Start getting undressed.”
 
   I watched while she fluffed out the layers of tulle beneath its satiny overlay and began to unzip and unhook the top. “They went to Ruby’s, and the three of them picked everything. And paid for it! I haven’t had a single say in anything, and it’s my damn wedding!”
 
   Dee turned around and placed a pair of gold, strappy heels at the foot of the dais. 
 
   “You have nothing to say about that?” I asked.
 
   She kept her face pointed at the shoes. “Nope. Get it all out of your system.”
 
   “You’re on their side?”
 
   I was now standing in a balconette bra and panties called French Knickers. They were pricey, but super comfortable, pretty, and silk. Perfect bridal lingerie…but I had to try them out first, so I bought a simple baby pink pair to match the bra, because, well, like I said, they were super comfortable, pretty, and silk. 
 
   Dee looked me up and down. “You have such a good body.”
 
   “You’re changing the subject.”
 
   “And you told Frodo you were gonna have a gold wedding and make babies with Holst. Isn’t that right?”
 
   Damn. 
 
   “Yeah, I might have said that.”
 
   “He might have shared that information with me, and I might have shared it with Ruby, who told Tori, who told Holst, who told his mom, who told your mom, and here we are, and all you have to worry about is standing next to the man you love and saying ‘I do,’ you lucky bitch. So, stop being a jerk and embrace this moment. Because some people will never, ever have this, Kath. Some people will never find ‘the guy,’ or something will screw it up, and I don’t mean me. I mean most of the world. You’ve got the guy, you’ve got the dress, and you have two women out there who want to make it perfect for you because they didn’t get that. They both married men who didn’t take care of them. One was lucky enough to get a second chance, but those memories…you can see it on their faces.”
 
   “Dee,” I tried to interrupt.
 
   “Let me finish. I always tell a bride, it’s her big day. But sometimes I get a bride who I can relax with and give her some honesty. To them I say, it’s not really your day. It’s the day you host the biggest party of your life. It’s usually a funny thing, but to you, my dear friend, this is the day you give a gift to those women out there. They have no doubt you and Holst will be forever. And you’ve been fighting them tooth and nail, trying to take away their joy.” She brought the dress to the dais and made a hole in the middle for me to step into. “If you’re afraid something’s going to go wrong, tell them and let them fix it. Stop being a bitch.”
 
   “You’re hot when you’re bossy, you know that?”
 
   She rolled her eyes and said with a huff, “Put the damn dress on.” 
 
   I looked down at her, her hands keeping the mass of dress open for me to step inside. “Honey…”
 
   “Put it on!”
 
   “Honey,” I said again, softer, and waited until she looked up at me. “I promise, I’ll try not to say anything again…but I think you need more distance from having your heart broken. You met him too soon after the fact. It’s too raw. I don’t think it’s over for the two of you… not yet.”
 
   She looked back down, but said, “Yeah.”
 
   I held onto her shoulder as I stepped inside the dress. One by one, she put on my shoes, then zipped the skirt and back as she buttoned and laced and fussed. Finally, she arranged a creamy veil that glittered gold when the light caught it.
 
   “You need earrings. Turn around.”
 
   My entire body felt like it was covered in static electricity. I was shaking, jumpy, and could barely speak when I managed to say, “I look like a princess.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “This dress is my bitch,” I told her. I heard Lana making baby-fussy noises as Dee opened the curtain. I stepped off the dais and walked to the three women, who all sat in silence, looking me over, and whispered to them, “This dress is my bitch.”
 
   Tori was the first one to talk. “It totally is.”
 
   My mother was next. “Can I buy you earrings?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Her next words were genuine and heartfelt and made me realize just how much of an absolute bitch I’d been. “Thank you, Katherine.”
 
   See, I hadn’t let my mom get off with an apology. I was making her pay for her mothering-failure by being an absolute bitch. I was a smart-ass, I was rude, I was bossy, and I was about as unladylike as possible, until one afternoon, she turned to me and said exactly what I wanted to hear. 
 
   “I understand you’ll always remember what I didn’t do, but I hope now you’ll allow me to do the things I can, honey.”
 
   And accepting her offer to buy me earrings…I’d just put up a big ole white flag and called a truce.
 
   “Mom…”
 
   Becky interrupted our moment, which was a relief. “Al is waiting at that Mexican place. Would you all like to join us?” she asked me. 
 
   “I’d love to. But I need to check-in downstairs first.”
 
   Holst said he’d be down at Bear Claw if I needed anything. I knew he was only going to have a surf and tend the garden. Gloria and Leo now had a man named Harry to help out. Three employees: two part time, one full time. We could hardly believe our luck. 
 
   “You meet us whenever you’re done. Bring my boy, too.” Becky smiled. 
 
   “Okay.”
 
   It was a silent standoff until Tori announced, “I need to feed my girly-girl here and—”
 
   The door opened to Beachy Bride, and, I swear to God, Dee really needed to remember to lock that fucker. Cam walked in, smiling huge, and said, “It’s my turn, Fairy. Where’s my Baby Sunshine? Time to give Mama Sunshine a rest.”
 
   He was armed with a fresh bottle, took off the top, and scooped Lana into his big, manly arms. 
 
   My mom began to fan herself, Becky let out a little sigh, and I…well, I was me. “Dude, Cam, ovaries exploding all over the inside of my pretty dress.”
 
   His shoulders moved ever so slightly with a careful laugh. “Kath, just behind my gorgeous wife and baby girl here, you are third in line as absolutely beautiful.”
 
   “Holst has already seen it.”
 
   Cam teased Lana’s mouth open until she began her slumbering milk nap, and in a quiet voice, as he stared at Lana, he said, “He could see you in it before the day a thousand times, Kath. It wouldn’t matter. I can see the very moment when my Fairy appeared to become my wife. It’s a memory a man can recall in an instant, the moment he knew his life had changed for the better, when she was about to become his wife.”
 
   Dee stood with the mothers. 
 
   I joined them.
 
   And the four of us looked at the little family: Cam holding Lana, Tori leaning into him, his eyes closed, and his lips against her forehead…
 
   Dee whispered to me, “It all started with a dress.”
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   SEPTEMBER 
 
   Katherine
 
   Summer had seen some exciting changes at Bear Claw. The first and most important were the hours we operated. Five days a week, bear Claw was open from seven in the morning until eight at night. Friday and Saturday, we were open until ten, because we now had entertainment those days. We only allowed locals to perform, and the rule was, they had to be acoustic. I didn’t want to piss off the neighbors…since I knew most of them.
 
   It was exactly four in the afternoon on a Friday. Leo and Harry had just come in for the night shift, which meant Holst and I were done for the day. That was our new schedule. Harry and Leo alternated opening shifts with Holst, so we now worked five days a week, eight to four, and the rest of the time…
 
   Was ours. 
 
   Holst’s apartment had been rented out to none other than Frodo, who’d been living in Dana Point. He wanted to be in town, closer to work, since Nico was mostly a stay-at-home dad now. Zack and Frodo were relentless in their teasing of him, but Zack was busy, too, with his little girl, Zola. She was all white skin and black hair like his wife, Teensy. But her personality was shades of Zack, so, basically, they had their hands full. 
 
   In the last few months, I didn’t think it escaped anyone, least of all Dee, that Frodo never had the same girl with him. He was as discreet as he could be, but I knew he wasn’t serious about any of them. More than a few times, I’d watched him stare up at Beachy Bride and Dee’s cottage, his face awash with pain and emotion he was unable to hide with those sad, blue eyes. But I had hope. 
 
   There was always hope. 
 
   My mother now lived in Laguna Niguel. Just far enough away for me to be comfortable if she called and said she was on her way over. 
 
   And she had officially filed for divorce. 
 
   I climbed up the back steps to the roof deck of Bear Claw and right into our overgrown garden. Holst wasn’t pruning or watering. He was shouting into his phone as I approached. 
 
   “No, you listen to me!”
 
   I stood behind and gently touched my mouth to his shoulder. “H?”
 
   He turned to me, his caramel eyes angry, his jaw clenched, and one hand combing through his thick hair. 
 
   “No. I do not believe you, and I said no. Do not contact her.”
 
   He disconnected the call, and I was pretty sure who it was, so I guessed. “My dad?”
 
   He gave an abrupt nod. 
 
   My father had offered Holst a whopping five-hundred grand for our business. But it wasn’t for sale. He didn’t really want it anyway. He was just pissed I’d taken a risk and had succeeded without his help. 
 
   I chuckled and asked, “How much did he offer this time?” 
 
   He shook his head. “He didn’t.”
 
   “Really? What was all that about then?”
 
   He sat down on one of the benches. Leo was a smoker, and Gloria was a sneaky smoker, so we made sure the roof was their escape to not be shamed publicly. “He asked if he could give you away, baby. He also offered to pay for the honeymoon.”
 
   My mother had already paid for the wedding, which meant, he’d paid for it. Because of this, I couldn’t help but giggle. “Fuck off, he did not!”
 
   Instead of answering, he just gave me his serious face. 
 
   “Wow. I can’t believe that.”
 
   “There’s more.”
 
   He stood up and cupped my jaw in his hand. 
 
   “Hit me, H.”
 
   His anger began to fade as he said my name. “Katherine…”
 
   I knew Holst. I knew this man would never do or say anything to hurt me. Our wedding was only a week away. I decided I couldn’t wait until Christmas to be his wife…a church wedding, a sit down dinner reception, all very traditional, and I hadn’t invited my dad. He kept trying to find ways to apologize, even asking to be partners in our business, buy us out, the amount of the offer increasing each and every time. But according to my mom, it was his way of trying to be part of my success. His last words to me were ugly. Max had gone ahead with his wedding, of course. Since her parents owned two independent hotels, it was more like a business merger.
 
   But I still hadn’t allowed my father into my life. 
 
   “Just tell me.”
 
   His thumb brushed my cheek. I held onto his wrists to prepare myself, because I knew, whatever he had to say, it wasn’t going to be good. 
 
   “Is he sick?” I guessed. 
 
   He exhaled and tilted his head. “Yeah, baby. But he could sell venom to a snake and I couldn’t tell the difference.”
 
   I grinned at his perfect analogy of my dad. “Is it his dying wish to walk me down the aisle?”
 
   “He wants a chance to say he’s sorry in person…before it’s too late. Those were his exact words. Part of me thinks a dying man would’ve been more emotional though.”
 
   I closed my eyes tight and listened: the ocean, the cars, voices of people and music from Coastal Ink…
 
   “I’ll call him. I don’t need to see him, but if he is sick, I need say goodbye, or I’ll regret it. Not for him, for me.”
 
   “Whatever you want, Katherine.”
 
   “Love you, H.”
 
   “And I love you, Katherine.”
 
   Holst kissed my cheek as I took his cell from him. He left me alone in the privacy of the garden as I sat on top of the picnic table and dialed the last incoming number. 
 
   “Holst, I’m glad you called back. Please listen to me—”
 
   “Dad.”
 
   He said nothing. Dead air for well over a minute. I wasn’t going to go first. He could suck it up and say what he wanted to say. “Katherine…I’m sorry. I’m…I can’t change anything, but I’m sorry.”
 
   “Are you still in business with Max?”
 
   He again was silent. 
 
   “If you’re still in business with Max, Dad, there really isn’t anything to say.”
 
   “You and Mom get everything.”
 
   “Leave it all to Mom.”
 
   It was a simple request and a final request. I wanted nothing from him but an apology. I got it. It seemed heartfelt, so I needed that to be it. Except, as the wheels turned in his silence, something occurred to me. 
 
   “Are you actually dying? Or was that a ploy to get Holst to give me this message.”
 
   “Katherine…”
 
   I should’ve known. 
 
   “Dad, I’m in a good place. I’m happy. I was happy when you tried to come in and shit all over my life. And I should’ve known you weren’t really sick when you upped your offer on the business. ‘Long term investments are the payment for short term risks.’ Those are your words, Dad. I’m not an idiot. I know how much the apartment building is worth, and I know how much the business is worth. I also know it killed you to let that place go, and I know why you did. You knew, Dad. You turned the blame on Mom, and then you turned it on me, but you knew, or at least suspected…and you didn’t care. The Florida deal was worth more than your daughter, and you needed Max as your lackey to do all the schmoozing and heavy lifting. So do me a favor—”
 
    “Katherine, if you’d let me—” he interrupted, his patience and sweet overture waning.
 
   “Dad, and I mean this from the bottom of my heart…do me a favor and go fuck yourself.” 
 
   I hung up and had the sudden urge to rip every plant from every pot of the lovely little garden. Then I wanted to smash Holst’s phone into a thousand tiny pieces. But after all of those emotions, I closed my eyes and thought about the fact, in just a week, I’d be getting married. 
 
   “Hey,” Tori called from behind me. I wiped my eyes of the few tears that seemed to ignore the directive I gave my brain of, “Do not cry,” and watched her approach.
 
   “Where’s my favorite girl?” I asked. “I mean, my other favorite girl?”
 
   She sat on the table next to me, took the phone from my hand, laced her fingers through mine, and squeezed. It was then I turned into her and let every single feeling and fear that confirmed my dad had no redeeming qualities come to the surface through my eyes.
 
   Tori spoke softly against my hair, her words expressions of comfort given to someone in pain, because Tori knew. She knew it wasn’t me to let loose with the waterworks, and the few times in our relationship, all recent, that I had, those were huge, they were momentous, and that’s exactly what this was—the death of hope. It was just lucky I found a way to come to terms with my mother’s lack of mothering. Her fervent apologies, her details of our finances when I was growing up, how Dad needed Max for the business…more than he needed his daughter, and that right there, that was unforgiveable. 
 
   Tori brushed my hair to the side. I’d let it grow as long as it ever had for the wedding. I’d always kept it long, but now, with regular cuts and far less abuse on my body, it was at the middle of my back. 
 
   “Hey,” she said. 
 
   “Bet you never thought you’d see the day when I opened a business, cried…often…stood up to my dad, fell in love, and bought a wedding dress.”
 
   She closed her eyes slowly and smiled back up at me. “No, honey, I always knew. I’m a happily-ever-after kinda girl.”
 
   I smiled back at my bestie and decided, right then and there, plans needed to be made. “Can we die here?”
 
   “Like…right here?” She laughed. 
 
   “I mean…I want us to be here when we’re old ladies. I don’t care if we have to get an escalator installed up to your house.” I could look from Bear Claw’s rooftop and see the porch and yellow eaves of her home. And Cam took my advice from months ago and finally installed a porch swing.
 
   “Cam said this was our forever house. So, yeah. We can die here,” she agreed. “He's making me go to a specialist before I get knocked up again.
 
   I raised my eyebrows at her. “Can you blame him, babe?”
 
   “Shut up.” She smiled. “I better go. Love you, Kath.”
 
   “You, too, honey.”
 
   As she left, I looked at the surroundings from my rooftop perch and spied something I probably shouldn’t have seen. 
 
   Frodo. 
 
   He was at Dee’s front door. Beachy Bride was already closed for the day, and there was Dee, her arms around him, and it was beautiful. Beautiful because I had the same hope that Tori had, and maybe not now, but eventually, I hoped they’d get their happily ever after. 
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   Katherine
 
   My last night as a Miss. Tomorrow, I would be a Missus. I’d spent the afternoon alone on the beach with my thoughts, waiting for my appointment with Frodo. Leo and Gloria were closing early, and our friends would be coming up to our apartment for a little party. It was informal, casual, just a barbeque on the deck. I’d told Holst we should just have it at the shop, but he protested. Really, I think this was because he wanted to show off his hard work on our deck garden. He spent a little time out there every day, preparing the soil to plant herbs, then covering them with netting to keep away the little animals that would happily dine on the hillside buffet. 
 
   I entered Coastal Ink to see Frodo reading a paperback. Zack was talking the ear off a client, but it was all about his little Zola, which was adorable. 
 
   Frodo’s eyes met mine and asked, “Are you ready, dear Katherine?”
 
   “I am.” I grinned then turned. “Hey, Zack.”
 
    “Hey!” He lifted the machine from his client’s shoulder. “They should make a movie about a chick getting married who gets a tattoo. I have the perfect title: The Bride Wore Ink. Catchy, right?” he asked me. 
 
   “I think you’re onto something there, Zack. You just need a crew and a studio and a script and equipment and…”
 
   He was no longer listening to me. He was telling his client all about the storyline of his cinematic masterpiece. 
 
   Frodo led me to a far corner closed off from the public. My tattoos weren’t indecent, but I wanted them to be a surprise. 
 
   I sat on the edge of a black, padded table wrapped in plastic and shook like a leaf. I was nervous, embarrassing as that was. I’d never had a tattoo. The closest I’d come to having pain inflicted on my person was a Brazilian wax. 
 
   Frodo wheeled himself toward me on a little stool and put his hands on my thighs. “Shall I tell you a story?” 
 
   My teeth chattered my reply. “Sorry.”
 
   “Quite all right. This is not the first tattoo I’ve given to a novice.”
 
   “You make it sound like I’ll be getting more.” 
 
   I’d told him before that, when I had bloodwork done, I always laid down. Always. I hated that needles made me queasy, but that was just something about me. I could watch with fascination as the nurse gently pushed the needle into my skin. I’d just be on the floor when she was done. 
 
   He grinned and put black rubber gloves on each hand before he instructed, “Lie on your back.”
 
   I felt the corners of my mouth shake as I smiled my reply. “Okay.”
 
   I wore my favorite laze-around-the-house outfit, which I bought with the intent of doing yoga. But usually, I wore it to eat high-calorie desserts and watch TV.
 
   Frodo prepared my skin and soothed me with his rich voice, deepening as he said, “Relax, Katherine.” 
 
   I felt him marking the outline, which tickled, but I could handle it.  Instead, I focused on his words. 
 
   “Ready for my story?” he asked.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   The machine began to buzz just as he began to speak. 
 
   “When I was a little boy, my mother decided to convert to Judaism. Where my addictive personality later found sex and alcohol, hers found that, after one viewing of Yentl, she wanted to learn Hebrew and denounce Jesus. My dad, on the other hand, thought my mother had lost her mind. They were already divorced by then, but Mom had full custody since my dad traveled with work quite a bit.”
 
   The machine hit my wrist, and though my jaw flinched with the sensation, I knew, thankfully, I’d be able to handle it. 
 
   “Zack’s parents were members at her synagogue. He and his sister—Katherine, you wouldn’t recognize them if you saw a picture. Zack was a Dungeon Master, comic book reading nerd with a buzz cut and acne. His sister, Rebecca, had braces and big hair. I kept to myself with an act of severe shyness. But after that summer, my father noticed a change in me and decided it would be better to raise his son. It took two more years for him to gain full custody of me, and two summers later, I spent with my grandparents who were Pentecostal.”
 
   “What is that exactly?”
 
   “People speaking in tongues.”
 
   I couldn’t help but giggle, but did my best not to move my body. “That sounds awesome in theory, but as a kid, I think it would freak me out.”
 
   “Well, they feared for my eternal soul, worried that I’d strayed too far from our Lord and savior. I watched other true believers praying, muttering what I thought was nonsense, gibberish…and that was the day I bravely marched in the middle of the church, closed my eyes, and just…well, I can’t tell you if I was moved by the Holy Spirit or not, but whatever I’d ‘done’ convinced my grandparents.”
 
   “For some reason, this doesn’t surprise me about you at all,” I told him. 
 
   “One down, one to go.”
 
   I looked at my right wrist. Initially, I wondered if maybe the sentiment was too much, maybe Holst wouldn’t like it. But right then, looking at the swollen, marked flesh, I knew I’d done the right thing. “It’s…it’s perfect, Frodo.”
 
   He wheeled himself and his little trolley to my other wrist. Since Frodo was being so open, I decided to take the opportunity to pry a little more into who he was. 
 
   “So, if you don’t mind me asking…”
 
   I’d turned my head to look at him as he once again grinned. 
 
   “How did I go from my Pentecostal Youth to pornography?”
 
   I couldn’t control the movement of my chest and arms as I chuckled and felt him hold the skin on my arm taut. “Well…yeah. That’s pretty much exactly what I was wondering.” 
 
   “That story…” He looked beyond me, toward the window of the shop, then back down to me again, “…is not as nice, but by the time I finish it, I’ll be done with your other wrist.”
 
   “What’s your real name?” I asked. 
 
   He smiled with pride and told me, “Frederick Charles Bell.”
 
   “Well, Fred…I think you should know…I saw you at Dee’s. She would never say anything, not now. And I promised not to mention you to her again. But, and this is a huge but…I know there are people you should shake and can’t, and people you should shake and won’t. And the two of you, I hope you fall in the third category of don’t. No matter how hard it gets, don’t let her go. I’m a sucker for a happy ending.” I smiled. 
 
   He sat up and closed his eyes and took his time to reply. But I was happy he had, because he left me with the most beautiful words of hope I’d ever heard. 
 
   “Dear Katherine…Deirdre is my dove. She gives me a peace I have never felt. Not with substance, not with sex, and no other human being has ever given me that peace. I tried to cage her and keep her, but she’s not ready for that. She loves me in the same way I love her. I believe that, and it’s in that belief I carry my hope.”
 
   “It doesn’t bother you to see her with another guy? I didn’t care before, and I know guys are different, but I used to be the female equivalent of a dude. If Holst put his dick anywhere near another woman, I’d have to kill him. And her.” I smiled.
 
   “Distraction,” was all he said. He then took my other wrist and told me how and why he got into making pornos. 
 
   His story began with, “I was fourteen…” 
 
   So was I. 
 
   And Frodo and I had so much more in common than I could ever have imagined. He promised me the name of a counselor in town who dealt with older victims of sexual abuse. And when he finished my tattoos and covered them both up, I gave him honesty. 
 
   “You know…” I whispered. “There’s something about you, Frodo. I can’t figure it out. Part of me wants to take you in my arms and rock you like a baby. The other half…I can’t tell you.” I grinned, an expression that Frodo returned in full understanding. “But I’m glad to know you, Fred.”
 
   And with that, I leaned down and kissed Frodo on the lips. I don’t know why I did it, but it wasn’t sexual; it was driven by emotion, too much of it to put into words, and instead, I used my lips. 
 
   “Beautiful Katherine,” he whispered, his lips still touching mine as he said, “A gift from a golden queen. Go. Go to your king.” He never stood up and didn’t turn to watch me go. When I looked back, he had his fingers pressed to his lips, and I would never tell a soul, but now, I understood him, his secrets, and why Frederick Charles Bell had become the extraordinary man he was. 
 
   ***
 
   With my wrists wrapped up, I headed home. It was perfect timing, seeing as how I was the bride and I could pretty much do whatever the fuck I wanted. In the last few months, I heard people say things like, “Well, she’s the bride…” and somehow that excused everything from unexplainable tears to cold-blooded murder. (I hadn’t killed anyone…yet). Instead, I took advantage of my Bridezilla status by allowing myself to be late. 
 
   I’d parked Holst’s car in the alley behind Dee’s cottage. I was on a kind of high, excited about my first tattoos, excited to get married, excited to walk down the aisle and see Holst at the end. I loved that my mom and I had finally connected and my dad was out of my life. And, of course, just when you think you’re in the home stretch, something comes out of nowhere to fuck with you.
 
   “Kath.” The voice of my boyfriend from long ago.
 
   Mark stood against the hood of the car, his arms folded across his chest and his face set carefully. I couldn’t tell if he was happy or pissed, because he gave me nothing, not even the way he’d said my name. 
 
   It was after seven. The sun had already set, leaving that beautiful dusky hue of dark peach and purple on the horizon. When there was a lull in the traffic, I could hear the waves roll in and out, but standing in that alley with Mark, I knew I was very much alone. The alley was covered by the shade of pepper trees, which left tiny red berries all over the cars, houses, and ground, but provided shade for the last three cottages. Dee’s being one of those. 
 
   “What do you want?” I moved back a few feet, trying to make the action look as natural as possible. I hitched my hip and stance with full attitude to make it appear as if I was in control. 
 
   However, I couldn’t pull one over on him. 
 
   “Are…are you afraid I’m going to hurt you?” he asked. 
 
   “Well, we didn’t exactly part on good terms, Mark, so I’m just giving us some space. Not only that, the last time I saw you, you made a scene in a public place and insulted me, and did it in a big way.”
 
   He didn’t move closer to me, but he slumped and clasped his hands behind his neck. “If you can spare half an hour, will you come downtown? It would mean a lot to me if you could…”
 
   I shook my head. “I’m already late, Mark. Now, if you don’t mind, get away from my car.”
 
   “I heard you’re getting married tomorrow.” 
 
   “You heard correctly, and right now, there’s a party I have to get to, and since I’m the bride, it’d be bad form if I didn’t show up because my crazy ex-boyfriend—”
 
   He moved from the car, and, in three long strides, he was there, his face so close to mine I could smell the aroma of soap and oil paint. I hated to admit that I liked the scent. It wasn’t some overdone cologne; it was the smell of a man who couldn’t hide the job he did, and I liked that. 
 
   “Kath, please do this for me. Come to the gallery on Forest, the one in front of the clock. It won’t take long, but I have something for you and your fiancé.”
 
    “I’ll be there in five, and I’ll stay for five, but I need to call Holst first.”
 
   I got in my car and watched as Mark walked down the alley toward downtown Laguna. Then I called Holst. 
 
   He answered on the third ring. 
 
   “H?” 
 
   “Tori and Cam aren’t here yet. You’re not getting cold feet are you? I was beginning to have visions of the two of you, Thelma and Louise style.” He chuckled. 
 
   “That would never happen. Mostly because we’re both Louise and would fight over who gets the gun and who gets to drive…and, who gets to fuck Brad Pitt.”
 
   He kept laughing and asked, “Are you going to be much longer?” He then said quietly, muffling the phone, “Your mom is looking a little worried.”
 
   I had a missed call from her and a text that asked, Where are you???
 
   “Mark was just here. He wants me to come down to the gallery. He said he has something for us and…”
 
   “I’ll meet you there. Which gallery?”
 
   “The one by the clock on Forest,” I said. 
 
   He disconnected, and I suddenly felt like someone forgot to tell me my fly was down or there was a booger in my nose. And Holst didn’t ask me to pick him up for whatever reason. But it wasn’t long before I drove the two minutes downtown, and, being a Friday night, it took another ten to try to find parking, so I finally gave up and paid an attendant.
 
   The long roller blinds of the gallery windows were pulled. I knocked, the lock was turned on the inside, and Holst opened it. 
 
   “I’m officially weirded out,” I told him. 
 
   “Baby,” he said to me and took my hand. He stopped though when he felt the bandage on my wrist. My sweatshirt was pulled down enough to cover most of the bandage, but not enough. “What the fuck, Katherine?”
 
   I furrowed my brow in my own what-the-fuck expression. “Seriously?”
 
   “What happened?” he demanded. “Did you burn yourself on the coffee machine again?” That happened one time, and ever since, he always said the words, “Be careful,” which I found supremely annoying. 
 
   “It’s a surprise for tomorrow. Tattoos.” There. Explanation over and done. “Now, what’s waiting for me in there?”
 
   His face softened again from worried and pissed to just plain beautiful and handsome. “Come on. But close your eyes.”
 
   I did as he asked and let him pull me inside. The door locked behind him, and I stood still and waited. 
 
   “The night of Mark’s show…the one in the canyon?”
 
   I nodded and told him sarcastically, “Yeah. I can’t forget that awesome night.”
 
   “There was a painting at the end of the exhibit. You didn’t see it. I know you didn’t. I think if you had, there’s a chance you and I wouldn’t be standing here together right now.”
 
   I opened my eyes. “Holst, I…I…” Then I looked around the room and saw what he meant. Paintings, beautiful oil paintings, and I knew Mark was the artist. The subjects were different: a seascape, a meadow, an old man. But the focal point of the room was a portrait, a painting, and the subject was me.”
 
   “Holst…I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “That one is his. But there’s another one…at the far wall of the gallery.”
 
   He took my hand and led me to the back, and there was Mark, standing next to a painting that was clearly meant to portray me and Holst. The funny thing was, I remembered that day clearly. It was the day I asked if Holst was going into battle with me. The day I told him…
 
   I’m in.
 
   “I came to talk to you after that night at the pizza place, to apologize. You and Holst were standing outside your café, and this is what I saw. It was a moment between two lovers and the moment I knew I should take his advice. He advised me to paint my pain, and I did exactly that. But this…this belongs to the both of you.”
 
   I started to blubber as Mark put his hand out to shake Holst’s. “Congratulations, and thank you. The paintings are to be displayed for two more months, so I’d like to hold onto it until then, but after that…I can have it delivered to your home or…”
 
   “Bear Claw,” I said, wiping my face. “That’s where it belongs. And we have space on the wall when you walk in to your right for some smaller works, if you want a place to advertise or something,” I offered. But it sounded more like I insisted.
 
   Mark moved his eyes to Holst. “May I?” he asked.
 
   Holst nodded and kept his hand on my shoulder as Mark kissed my cheek, opposite from my fiancé, and whispered, “I know you’ll be beautiful tomorrow.”
 
   “I don’t know what to say, Mark.”
 
   “You taught me to love, Kath. I only learned when I lost it. You were right…about the pain. When it hurts that much, you’d do anything to make it stop. So, I painted. Be well, Kath.”
 
   I nodded, because, well, there was nothing else to say. The painting was incredible and showed our business and the day my future with Holst began. He really did capture a single moment in time.
 
   We left the front door, and Holst reached into the pocket of my thin sweatshirt for the car keys. “Did you pay for parking?” he asked. 
 
   “The lot by the bank,” I replied. 
 
   I shoved my hands into my pockets and began to walk toward the car when I realized Holst wasn’t next to me. I turned around, and he was just standing there. Pedestrians moved around him, but he was right in the middle of everyone’s path. People were going to dinner or for an early drink or making their way to their cars from work, but it was busy. 
 
    “Stay right there,” he said, so I didn’t move an inch.
 
   He put his hand out to a man and woman, a couple, I assumed, and stopped them. And on the other side, he did the same thing, and said to this small group he’d gathered, “You see that woman right there?”
 
   His face became one giant smile. 
 
   “Tomorrow, she’s going to be dressed in a beautiful gown, and I’ll be standing just like I am right now. I’m a lucky man to have the love of that woman right there.”
 
   He’d drawn a crowd, something I was positive he meant to do, but I didn’t care. I was always the kind of girl to do whatever felt good and right. And I’d apparently met my match in that department because…he’d outdone me. 
 
   With nothing else to give him except for, well, me, I walked to him, pulled his head to mine and laid the biggest, deepest, almost R-rated kiss in the middle of the sidewalk. And I did it with my hand gripping his ass through his jeans. A story I’m sure the good people of downtown Laguna Beach weren’t going to forget anytime soon. 
 
   “Leo’s manning the barbeque. Ready to go home?” he asked. 
 
   “Yeah, H. Take me home.”
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   Katherine
 
   We didn’t need to rehearse anything. Ruby was my official wedding planner, and, between her and the moms, everything fell into place. I had no concerns or worries about the next day whatsoever. So, the gathering at our place was just that, a get-together with our close friends and family. No strippers required, and no one got shit-faced drunk. If Holst told me he wanted a night out with strippers…I’d like to think I was secure enough and cool enough to give him my blessing. But I knew I wouldn’t be. I suggested if he wanted to go see strippers or even have that male fantasy of a threesome, I could hang with that, but I needed to be involved one-hundred percent. Then I told him about the time a beautiful women hit on me at a bar and that was the night I tried eating pussy. This led to awesome sex with Holst, and he hadn’t brought it up again. 
 
   When everyone left with salutations of “see you tomorrow,” we spent the night before our wedding talking in bed, not about anything in particular, just…stuff. Holst decided we should play a game we always said we would, but hadn’t since that night at the pizza place. 
 
   “Where would you like to go? If you could go anywhere, where would it be?” he asked. 
 
   I thought for a few minutes then told him, “Disneyland.”
 
   “Seriously?” 
 
   “I’ve never been before.”
 
   “How can you live in Southern California and not go to Disneyland?”
 
   “When I was really little, there just wasn’t time. Dad worked seven days a week, so the Mouse was never really in the cards. Then I was older, and, well…I just never went.”
 
   “Baby,” he said against my shoulder. He didn’t need to elaborate. A kid from where I was from not going to Disneyland was very rare. 
 
   “How about you? Where do you want to go?”
 
   I was sure he’d say something wild like an African safari…or Mars. 
 
   He turned and looked out the window. “I’d like to go to a cabin up in the mountains. Somewhere with a lake where I can make love to you all day, swim naked, look up at the sky at night and just…be. No noise, no smell of coffee grounds.” He chuckled and turned his head back to me. “Just us.”
 
   As the wheels turned in my head, thinking I could make that dream come true for him, sooner rather than later, I had to giggle. 
 
   “Is that funny?”
 
   “No. I thought you were going to say Mars.”
 
   He turned to his side and lightly brushed his finger down the bandage on my wrist. “If I wanted to go to Mars, I’d just take us to the desert. At least there, we can walk around outside.”
 
   “Yeah,” I agreed. “And the one-way ticket to death on a flight that takes, what, a year? A little less? That’s a really long time to be on a plane. Just sayin’.”
 
   He was quiet for a while. I didn’t pay attention to the length of time; I just lay there, letting my thoughts drift and wander while I listened to his breathing.
 
   “Can’t wait to marry you tomorrow, Katherine.”
 
   I put my hand on his chest, moving my fingers through the tendrils of hair. “It is tomorrow, H. Happy birthday, by the way.” I loved that our anniversary would be on his birthday. 
 
   “I’ll need energy to blow out candles and marry you.” He chuckled. “We better get some sleep,” he said and kissed my lips. “One more question though,” he said, not moving his mouth from mine.
 
   “Okay.” I smiled and traced his bottom lip with my tongue. 
 
   “Did you and Frodo kiss today?”
 
   Zack. 
 
   Troublemaker. 
 
   “It wasn’t like that, but yeah. Just lips, no tongue.” 
 
   It was dark, so I couldn’t see the expression on Holst’s face, but his silence and the fact he wasn’t moving freaked me out. 
 
   “Before you start concocting scenarios in your head…Frodo and I had…a moment. He told me some things about himself that were so personal…it made me understand who he is, but more than that, it made me want to just…I don’t know how to explain it. It was like…kissing the Pope’s ring. I’m not saying he’s a holy man or anything. He’s flawed, but he’s been through so much and still sees the good in people. So, when he finished my tattoos, I leaned down and kissed him on the lips. And also, that Zack has a big fuckin’ mouth.”
 
   “Katherine,” he said softly and moved his thumb under my chin and jaw. “He told you because you’re going to be my wife. He doesn’t feel it’s fair for one partner to carry the burden of a secret without the support of the other.”
 
   “You know?”
 
   “Since he started going to meetings again.”
 
   “I’d never betray you, Holst. Not ever.”
 
   “I figured he must have told you. But the way Zack tells it is much more interesting, so I expect there’ll be talk around the campfire for years to come.”
 
   “Oh, I’ll be having some fun at Zack’s expense. Mark my fucking words.”
 
   Mark.
 
   “The painting…that was amazing what he gave to us.”
 
   “Yes, it was. Get some sleep, baby.”
 
   “Love you, H.”
 
   “Love you, Katherine.”
 
   The next morning, we woke to pounding on our front door. As a rule, pounding on my front door sends me into a confused panic. Is it the cops? Did someone die? Is the car being towed? I know I didn’t win anything, because I never enter contests, so who the hell would be pounding on the door unless it was bad news?
 
   Then, I did panic, because I suddenly remembered. “I’m getting married today!”
 
   The pounding continued, but that didn’t stop me from scooting out of the covers, standing on the bed naked, holding my tits in each hand, and jumping up and down. “We’re getting married today!” I screamed at Holst, my voice a squeal, which was so unlike me, but I couldn’t help it. I was happy, and today, I was getting married. 
 
   “Come back down here.” Holst laughed, covering his crotch protectively with his hands. 
 
   “You come up here.” I laughed. “When do we ever jump on the bed naked? Then we can say, ‘Hey, remember the morning of our wedding, we were jumping on the bed naked?’”
 
   “Fine.” He laughed with me and stood with his semi-erect cock finding a home between my legs. 
 
   “Good morning.” I winked. 
 
   “Kiss me,” he demanded, and as I did, I felt that semi go straight up hard, and it was awesome. In fact, so awesome, I’d completely forgotten about the pounding on the front door. 
 
   Holst had both hands gripped tight on my ass, kissing me deep. I had one hand on his ass, the other one between us around his shaft when I heard the voice of Cam say, “I brought you guys doughnuts and coffee, and, by the way, Kath…we’ll call this even. See you in three hours.”
 
   “Lock the door and pocket that key,” I yelled out. 
 
   “If I don’t get my dick inside you right now, I’m gonna come on your thighs.”
 
   “Awesome,” I said, and as soon as the front door closed, my fiancé backed up, still standing on the bed with the support of the wall, and slid inside of me. 
 
   “Put your foot on the headboard, baby.”
 
   “Oh, this is fantastic,” I murmured and did as I was told. I closed my eyes as he thrust up and deep at the new angle. “So fantastic,” I repeated.
 
   “Rub your clit. I’m gonna be quick.”
 
   “Why?” I breathed. “Why quick?”
 
   He stopped, planted inside me. Both of us panting in the heated moment. “That was Cam. My mom and your mom will be here any minute…and they both have a key,” he reminded.
 
   “Yeah, quick, fuck me, quick.” I laughed. 
 
   And not long after, just as I cried out and came, Holst followed, and so did a hearty knock at our front door. 
 
   ***
 
   I stood, staring out the window of a Sunday school room, surrounded by women. My mother, my future mother-in-law, Becky, Tori, Dee, and Ruby. Ruby arranged for everyone to have champagne cocktails, and when a knock came at the door, I was calm as can be. We had only five or ten minutes until go-time, but I was Zen-bride. As my mother carefully opened the door, Cam stepped inside. 
 
   He looked so handsome. He was always good-looking, and there was a time when I would have loved nothing more than to take him home and keep him as a sex slave for a while. But, thankfully at that time, he was married, and when he wasn’t, he only had eyes for Tori…because, well, that would be awkward. 
 
   I asked Tori to be my matron-of-honor, but I had no other bridesmaids. I wanted everyone to have a good time, relax, eat, drink, and be freaking merry without the pressures of being a part of the bridal entourage. I had another reason for doing this though: Holst had asked Frodo to be his best man. I felt that, by releasing Dee from any bridesmaid duties, she wasn’t being constantly pushed in his direction, and later, when I told her that Frodo was best man, she thanked me. I was feeling guilty about it, not wanting to spell my reasons out, but she understood. 
 
   But Cam…he was dressed in a tuxedo. Black on black with a thin, gold tie and a cream rose in his lapel. He matched Holst and Frodo and carried a cake box from Shebang Meringue. 
 
   “Whatever’s in there is gonna be so damn good,” I said. 
 
   “Kath?” he said. “Would you do me the honor of allowing me to walk you down the aisle?” 
 
   My mom burst into tears. Loudly. 
 
   Tori shouted to her husband, also crying, “Love you so much right now, Brawny!” 
 
   I stared at Cam, his scruffy hot-guy look totally working for him with the tux. “I did not see this coming,” I whispered. 
 
   He raised one eyebrow and, with a smirk, asked, “Is that a yes?”
 
   “Totally,” I replied. But I didn’t cry. I could not start crying now. “Dee? It’s time, babe.”
 
   Lark made stunning accessories to match the gowns she designed. Tori’s wedding dress was phenomenal. No one had ever seen anything like it, because it was a bright, flamingo pink that started dark and lightened…like the petals of a rose, Cam had said. I loved her dress. It was totally her. But my dress was totally me. I wondered if Lark had some kind of crystal ball, but I knew for a fact she was a gun when it came to these accessories. She made cuffs that went around the stems of the bridal bouquet called cluster corsets. I ordered three: one for my bouquet of creamy roses and two for each wrist. I let the skin breath as long as I could, and now…
 
   It was time. 
 
   Dee laced up each wrist corset, hand-embroidered with gold floral details. One cuff had a cursive H the other a cursive K. The very last thing to do was place a gold filigree crown on top of my head. The box of little cakes forgotten, it was Cam who pulled the parchment-colored tulle with golden sheen and stitching over my face and little crown. The gold pearl-drop earrings my mother bought were the final accessory. I’d almost forgotten them until she stepped up and lifted the veil so I could put them on. 
 
   “There,” she said, tears in her eyes. “Perfect.”
 
   Then, I thought it was as good a time as any. “Mom…” I began. 
 
   “Nope. No way. I’m happy I’m here and a part of your life, finally. Go, Katherine…and be happy,” she said. 
 
   I turned to Tori, Dee, and Ruby. “Am I good?”
 
   “Dude,” Tori whispered. 
 
   I smiled back and turned to Cam with a wink. “I’m good.”
 
   He offered his bent arm, and I took it. The glimmering fabric with its golden tulle beneath whooshed as I walked. And out of the corner of my eye, I spied the lacy, golden top as it caught the afternoon sunlight and reflected on the windows of the hallway. 
 
   When the woman in charge gave the signal, we were ushered outside the church, around the back, and entered the front doors. A fussy baby girl, Nico’s daughter, Maree, was being rocked back and forth by him. 
 
   “It’s all arranged,” he told me covertly. “Truck is packed up. Lark and Teensy took care of everything. My neighbor’ll have it all ready for you guys.”
 
   “Thank you, Nico. So, so much,” I told him. 
 
   The music started, and Tori took her place in front of me, wearing a beautiful gold satin A-line dress with the same shimmery tulle underneath. Her hair was up in big curls, and, with red lips, she looked like a million bucks. 
 
   I turned to Nico, who was rocking back and forth from one foot to the other, and asked, “I heard there was a story about that cabin. Can you tell me about it? I have about two minutes.” I laughed. 
 
   “Yeah.” He grinned. “I had a friend, a man. He saved me after someone beat the fuck out of me… Long story.” He smiled. “But he came to see me, and something about him, we just had a connection. He and his wife lost a son, and they owned that cabin. He left it to me before he died, with one condition…‘only bring your forever girl there.’ You’ll see what I mean, babe. It’s the kind of place you go to share with someone who has your heart.”
 
   “Thanks, Nico,” I whispered, trying to contain my emotions.
 
   “You’re up.” He nodded toward the door. 
 
   Cam held me tight and proud, and we began our ascent as the organ swelled. “This is a practice run for you. One day, you’ll be walking Lana up the aisle.”
 
   “I hear she’s marrying a younger man,” he said. 
 
   I glanced over briefly to see his smile. I just tried not to fall, and focused on one step at a time, because, right there, not far from me, was Holst. Dapper didn’t even begin to describe how incredibly handsome he looked. 
 
   “Her marriage is already arranged?” I giggled.
 
   “I was told by your soon to be husband the man’s name is Jack Ryan Rutherford? Did I get that right?”
 
   I nodded and whispered, “Baby badass.”
 
   Cam took my hand and gave it to Holst, who stood, stunned, not moving. 
 
   “You’re freaking me out,” I told him as quietly as I could. 
 
   “Please be seated,” the minister said to the congregation. “Sir?” he asked, shaking Holst from his stupor. 
 
   Then Holst came close to my ear and whispered, “The day in the bridal shop, I wanted this, Katherine. I could picture you standing here, but I never imagined you could be any more beautiful than you were that day, and yet…here you are.”
 
   “Don’t make me cry,” I requested. 
 
   “Thank you for marrying me, Katherine.”
 
   “You’re gonna make me cry.”
 
   The minister leaned in to us and asked quietly with a smile, “Would you like me to make it official so you can commence with your tears?”
 
   “Please.” Holst smiled back at him. 
 
   “Shall we begin?” The minister laughed, and the entire church laughed with him. 
 
   I told the minister where the ring for Holst was and the story behind the tattoos, which he thought was “a touching story and gesture” from a bride to her groom. I didn’t know about that, but I needed him to bless the ring or whatever, and tell Holst what to do. 
 
   “Do you, Katherine Loraine Symes, take Holst Rutherford to be your husband?” We didn’t think all the “for as long as you both shall live” crap was necessary. We knew we were in for the long haul. Sickness and health and rich and poor…that was all moot. 
 
   “Absolutely,” I replied. But later, everyone would say I shouted the word with great enthusiasm, and my mother commented her shock that the words “fuck” and “dude” hadn’t made it into our vows somehow. 
 
   “And Holst, will you take Katherine to be your wife?”
 
   “Absolutely.” He grinned. 
 
   “You may place the ring on her finger. It’s symbolism, no beginning, no end, an eternal bond and commitment of your love for each other.” 
 
   It was then Holst placed the ring on my finger, a single band of gold that was right at home with the engagement ring.
 
   “And Holst, now I would ask that you turn your bride’s hands over.” 
 
   His ring was tied to one of the cuffs. He smiled down and began to unlace the ribbon and release the ring. He placed it in my hand as the minister continued. 
 
   “Your bride gives to you, not only this ring to symbolize her eternal and unending love, but asks that you now remove the cuffs from her wrists.”
 
   Holst’s eyes went to mine as he gingerly loosened the ribbons, and only when he’d pulled both of them off, his ring carefully waiting on my thumb, the minister said, “You may now give Holst his ring and your gift, Katherine.”
 
   I took the ring from my thumb and slid it onto his finger. Holst turned my hands in his own, still holding my eyes, until he moved his thumbs down the raw skin and finally looked at the tattoos. I had two ankhs, the same as what Holst wore on his legs, but on a smaller scale. He would never forget the challenges he’d faced in his life, and I wanted him to know, I felt no shame, no judgement, only solidarity, only love, and only the belief that, like the ankh, my love for him was eternal. 
 
   He said nothing, but tears streamed down each cheek as I reached up and said gently, “I love you…so much, H. Kiss me. Kiss your wife.”
 
   “You may kiss the bride.” The minister chuckled. 
 
   Holst let go of my hands but only for a moment, only long enough to lift the veil over my face. 
 
   “My Katherine,” he whispered. 
 
   “Your Katherine,” I confirmed.
 
   And when his lips touched mine, the taste of salty tears and the touch of our tongues, I was happy for my new life. I was grateful for the pain of my past. And I was humbled by the power of true love. Because right then, with congratulatory hoots and laughter, my heart was full, and if I hadn’t experienced the others, I wouldn’t have appreciated the enormity of the love I shared with my husband. 
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   Tori
 
   Now, there’s sneaky, and there’s sneaky, and people who know me, know I’m not very good at sneaky. Not only that, I’m a terrible liar. But the day I fainted when my husband proposed to me…well, that was the day I watched my best friend stomp around and overreact to each and every word a man named Holst said to her. 
 
   We weren’t exactly party girls. We didn’t just sleep around willy-nilly, but Kath was always more open-minded and free-thinking than I was. She’d been hurt and never told me why, but I knew it was something awful. Something she didn’t want to keep reliving by drudging it up and talking about it. 
 
   But she’d never acted like she did when Holst was around, and I knew he was different. He was her knight in shining armor. 
 
   Cam and I had this fairy princess and prince thing going, and it’d worked out well for us. So why not for my best friend? 
 
   Well, I got to thinking, and those thoughts were realized when I bought a pair of boots and decided that the guilt of paying so much for them would go away if I buried them deep, deep in the back of my bedroom closet. 
 
   Kath and I had been living together at the time, so I went downstairs and asked our neighbor, Terry, if he had a ladder, a small one, and told him about my ridiculous boot guilt. He said he understood completely. I went back upstairs with the ladder and began to push the long box back on the shelf. But it hit something, another box. Curiosity got to me, so I opened the box, one that had been there for a good long time by the layer of dust on it. I’d never gone to so much trouble, trying to hide things in the closet, so I’d never really looked up there before. It was an awkward spot, built into the wall, and impossible to get to without the help of a ladder. 
 
   Kath wasn’t home, so I couldn’t ask her what it was. At first, I thought it was something left by old tenants. But then I opened the special black case to find a doll. This wasn’t just any doll. This was a really expensive doll, and the case was actually her wardrobe closet…one that included a gold and cream dress. 
 
   A wedding dress.
 
   I tried to forget I’d seen that damn doll, but then, after Cam proposed and I saw the tension between Holst and Kath…I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I bought my wedding dress before I even had the groom. Well, I kinda had the groom; I had one in mind anyway. 
 
   Eventually, I secretly took that doll and her dress to the owner of Beachy Bride and creator of my own wedding gown, Lark. It wasn’t easy, keeping it a secret from everyone. But I told Lark, “It all starts with a dress. Kind of makes you want to believe in happily-ever-afters…doesn’t it?”
 
   “Yep,” she agreed. 
 
   And now I stood next to Lark, my partner in happily-ever-after crime, who was watching over two toddlers, her twin boys who were tearing up the dancefloor. 
 
   “Do you have the doll?” 
 
   “It’s under the table.” She grinned. 
 
   “Thanks so much.”
 
   “Who’s next?” she asked.
 
   “I think it’s gonna be Ruby.”
 
   “Time to bring Kath into the know,” she suggested.
 
   “Yeah,” I agreed. 
 
   I found the box in a giant bag and went to the dance floor. “Can I steal your bride?” I asked Holst. 
 
   “Of course.” He smiled, then shouted, “Mom!” 
 
   Becky twirled her way over and began to dance with her son, who, I couldn’t help but notice was a really good dancer. Cam could slow dance, but actually dance dance…Holst was better. But I’d never tell my Brawny that. 
 
   “What’s up?” my smiling bestie asked. 
 
   “I know I said it before, but you look so beautiful.” I smiled. 
 
   “Oh, this old thing?” 
 
   She giggled as I led her to Lark and said, “Okay, ladies. Let’s do this.”
 
   “Do what?” Kath asked, still smiling. 
 
   We convened in the sacred meeting place of women…the bathroom…and I handed her the bag with the box inside. I grinned wide and said, “Open it.”
 
   She hefted the box from the bag, and when her hand touched the clasp on the side, her eyes went straight to mine. In a soft voice she said, “You. It wasn’t an accident…the dresses being so similar.”
 
   I shook my head, but kept smiling. “It starts with the dress. Am I wrong?”
 
   “No.” She smiled, but didn’t open it. “You’re not wrong. But you should keep this…for Lana. It’s gonna have quite a story, this doll.”
 
   “You might have a girl, Kath. You never know.”
 
   “No.” She shook her head again. “I’m having a boy. His name’ll be Jack Ryan.” She laughed and carefully caught a tear before it could mark her face.
 
   “So…” Lark began. “We think Ruby’s next. I can design anything, and my girls can sew it right up. She’s petite. Not as petite as Dee, but…”
 
   “Dee,” Kath said. “Dee has to be a cocktail dress. Like one of those wedding dresses from the fifties. Poofy, not floor length…”
 
   “That’s a tea-dress, actually. And don’t worry,” Lark assured. “When she and Frodo get their shit together, I’ve got my sister covered.”
 
   I think, with that statement, knowing that Lark felt the same way that Kath and I did, we both breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
   “Oh!” I said. “On the inside of her tackle box, she has this photo of a woman in this awesome dress. I think it’s purple, like an eggplant color. And she has roses everywhere.”
 
   Lark smiled wide. “Take a pic with your phone. I’ll see if I can find the original, and I’ll get to work.”
 
   “Happily ever after,” Kath said to me. 
 
   “Yep,” I agreed. “Happily ever after.”
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   Holst
 
   Something I noticed about the guys at Coastal Ink, they had great cars. Nico had a blue Chevy Apache and Frodo had an equally impressive old Ford. It wasn’t huge because huge wouldn’t fit him. Instead, it was a classic, the kind you’d see at a hot rod show. If I had to guess, he’d invested some of the money he made from his former career into buying the vintage truck. The fact our friends and family had written Just Married on the back window, plus packed a cooler with perishables, two boxes of other groceries, her suitcase and mine into the back…well, that was more than incredible. It was the fact that I now had a wife I would give the world to, and friends, real friends, I knew I’d have for the rest of my life…those things left me without words. 
 
   Nico had a cabin up in the San Bernardino Mountains. During the reception, I learned that Nico was a legend in Laguna Beach. Katherine assumed I knew. But the half-owner of Coastal Ink had been bitten by a shark at the same beach I surfed at least three times a week, beaten badly by the husband of a tattoo client, and finally, was the victim of a shooting…a result of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. But it was the man who came to his aid after the beating who’d given him the cabin, and the story went, he gave one very specific instruction when he did…
 
   “Only take your forever girl there.” 
 
   And then my wife surprised me…
 
   My “forever girl”…
 
   My Katherine…
 
   She’d changed all our plans last minute. We had the business taken care of for a week. Between Leo, Gloria, and Harry, Bear Claw was covered. I asked Katherine if she wanted to go to the Florida Keys or Hawaii or Paris. I would’ve taken her anywhere, but she didn’t want to fly. She wanted to drive up the coast, stay in bed and breakfasts, and see parts of our state she’d never been to before. 
 
   Katherine grew up with money and parents who traveled often, but she was usually left with a sitter. I hadn’t realized just how sheltered she’d been until she told me she’d never been to Disneyland. I decided I’d take her at Christmas. I’d been once during the holidays the year after my parents’ split, and it really was magical. 
 
   After we arrived, I made a fire near the lake and set up blankets and pillows—Nico told me exactly where to find everything we’d need—while my wife was inside the house, making us a light dinner. She walked outside in a long, flowing gown of paper-thin fabric that clung to every inch of her perfect body as she moved. As soon as I saw her, I popped the cork on a bottle of champagne and completely forgot about food.
 
   “I was thinking.” She smiled with an expression I’d come to know well. It meant she intended to get her way by any means possible.
 
   “And what were you thinking?” I asked, taking a sip from the bottle and handing it to my bride. 
 
   “Food is overrated. I’d rather just make love here in front of the fire, naked under the stars, and then we could have a sandwich or something before we fuck like wild animals, drunk on champagne, and howl at the moon. How does that sound?” she asked. 
 
   “Come here,” I growled. I hadn’t intended my voice to come out that way, but the way she spoke, and the way she looked, brought out that side in me. 
 
   She took the bottle and had a sip, then propped it next to a rock on the ground behind her. When she stood up, she stepped back a few feet. The night sky was almost completely dark, the moon had yet to rise, and when Katherine took the hem of her gown and lifted it above her head, I was struck again by her beauty. 
 
   “Your turn,” she prompted. 
 
   I opened my buckle, let the jeans and boxers fall to my ankles, and pushed off my boots one at a time. The rest of my clothing followed, my long-sleeve shirt joining the pile that laid in the dirt. 
 
   “You know why I wanted you to do that?” she asked. 
 
   “Why?” I answered, my voice gruff and thick. 
 
   “When you came in from that surf…I thought you were perfect, Holst.”
 
   “I’m the one staring at perfection, Katherine.”
 
   She closed the distance between us and pressed her naked body against mine. “We need our own cabin.”
 
   I enveloped her in my arms and said against her ear, “Whatever you want.”
 
   “Next year…we’ll start our little family…is that okay?”
 
   “Jack,” I said.
 
   “Jack,” she agreed. 
 
   “Until then…” 
 
   I moved my lips to the edge of her ear, down the side of her neck, and down again to her shoulder. We moved to the blanket, and there, under the starry sky, I made love to my wife. We spent the week just…being. There was no talk of the past, only of our future.
 
   Ten years later, we left our sons in the capable hands of Tori and Cam, who’d stopped at two children, one boy and one girl, after she had complications during that birth, as well. Cam had punched a wall in the waiting room, and, even now, he had no sensation in the pinkie finger of that hand. But they were happy to watch Jack and Charlie while Katherine and I drove to our own cabin. It was on the other side of the lake from Nico and Lark’s. A neighbor had asked if he knew anyone who wanted to buy his old place and put some work into it. 
 
   The cabin was a sturdy A-frame with a master downstairs and a bedroom for the kids, upstairs. I told Katherine I wanted to die, right there, looking out at the lake. She informed me that she and Tori had already made plans for that eventuality. I compromised and told her I wanted my ashes scattered on the lake. 
 
   I loved the ocean; it was a place of my youth and would continue to be for some time. But it was then I told her, “I wake up to the face of heaven each and every day, and I hope the last thing I see on this earth is your face…the woman who married me…who gave me sons…who opened her heart and gave me her love…my Katherine. So to me, it doesn’t matter where I die, as long as the last thing I see is the face of a golden angel.”
 
   I watched her chest swell with gulps of air, trying and failing to contain her emotions as her eyes became beautiful, glassy pools, and her cheeks lined with saltwater rivers. 
 
   “Love you, H.”
 
   “And I love you, my Katherine in gold.”
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