
life.” He leans forward. “First things first. Can you get yourself off?”

Layla opens her mouth to answer, but before she can, Luke slams the front
door behind him. “Is this an appropriate conversation?” He asks us all icily.

His face is white.

“She’s an adult,” I point out. “She doesn’t need age-appropriate
conversations.”

“That doesn’t mean you two should be sitting here giving her bedroom
advice like a bad magazine column,” he spits, waving a hand around the
room. “What’s with the candles and the flowers? Are you trying to seduce
your ‘test subject’? That’s not what she asked for help with.”

Zack huffs a laugh. “I don’t know what world you’re living in, old man, but
here in the modern age, being able to get off is a pretty important part of
most relationships.” He looks back down at Layla. “So, what’s up?”

“Yes,” Layla says, fixing Luke with a hard look. “I have no issues when I’m
going solo.”

“Well, that’s great. What do you think of when you touch yourself? Do you
watch videos, or read dirty books, or—”

“Zack,” Luke snaps. “That’s enough.”

“I’m not a child anymore, Luke,” Layla bites out, glaring up at him. “You
don’t have to cover my ears so I don’t hear the adults talk.”

Luke’s face tightens. “He doesn’t know when he’s crossing a line. You
shouldn’t have to listen to this stuff if it makes you uncomfortable.”

Layla bristles. “If I was uncomfortable with the conversation, I’m perfectly
capable of asking him to stop. I want their help. If you’re not happy with
that, you can leave. He’s doing nothing wrong.”



Luke’s shoulders tense. “Fine,” he says coolly. “I’m not involving myself in
this.” Dumping his shopping bag on the counter, he stalks across the lounge
and into his bedroom, slamming the door shut behind him.
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Zack whistles, stroking Layla’s arm. “You’re spicy tonight.”

She stares at Luke’s closed door, a sad look in her eyes. “Bitchy, you
mean.”

“He’ll get over it,” I assure her. “You didn’t say anything that isn’t true.”

She kicks the leg of the coffee table. “I’m just sick of him treating me like
I’m a sixteen-year-old kid he needs to hold at arm’s length. We’re supposed
to be friends, and he won’t even talk to me like an equal. He’d probably
turn himself in to the police if I tried to hug him.”

“Aw.” Zack tugs a strand of her hair. “You wanna hug Luke? Listen, he gets
cuddly when he’s drunk, so I can tell you it’s nothing worth getting upset
over. Now, where were we?”

“You were asking if I read smutty books,” Layla says drily.

“Right.” He casts around, picking up a notepad off the coffee table. “Hey,
why don’t we make your list together? You clearly need extra help in this
area. Tell me your top ten turn-ons, and why you think they’re hot.” He
flips to a new page and looks at her expectantly. “Go,” he says after a
moment, when she doesn’t say anything.

Layla looks like she’s lost for words.

I clear my throat. “You do want help with this, right? Ignore Zack, you can
absolutely do this in private if you prefer.”

“I want help,” she says. “It’s just… like, I can’t even list my top ten movies
on the spot.”



“It can be little things,” Zack says casually. “For example, I like taking girls
up the date, ‘cause it’s tight as hell and I like staring at her buns. Josh likes
when you kiss his neck, ‘cause for some reason it’s apparently directly
connected to his junk. Stuff like that.”

I can feel my cheeks heating. “Let’s start at the beginning. You can get
yourself off when you’re alone, but not when you’re with a guy. What’s the
difference?”

She snorts. “When I’m by myself, I can imagine whatever I want. When
I’m with a guy, he’s…” She waves a hand in the air. “There. It’s
distracting.”

“So you rely heavily on fantasy to get yourself off?” I say slowly, trying to
push away the mental image of Layla, flushed and wet and naked, touching
herself in bed.

God.

She nods. “Sure.”

“Well, then,” I say. “What are you thinking about?”

She hesitates, then looks down, her cheeks colouring. “Is this important?

It’s not like I need to come to have a boyfriend.”

I frown. It’s such an un-Layla thing for her to say. “Do you want to come?”

I ask frankly.

“Well, yes, but—”

“Then it’s important.”

“But—”

I cut her off. “Layla, one of your best qualities is that you’re never ashamed
to ask for what you want.”



“And your legs,” Zack interjects. “They’re a great quality, too.”

I hold Layla’s gaze. “You did not get this far in your career by putting your
own needs last. So I don’t understand why you’re okay with having a sub-
par sex life. Is there something going on here that we don’t know about?

Some sort of… mental block around intimacy?” She doesn’t say anything,
and I sigh. “You deserve to enjoy sex, Layla. Do you want that?”

She nods.

I reach out my hand, palm up. After a second, she links her fingers with
mine. “You don’t have to tell us anything personal. But we won’t judge you
for it, if you do. Trust me, we’ve heard pretty much everything on the
show.”

“Oh, aye,” Zack agrees. “We just got an email a couple days ago from a guy
who could only come if a girl rubbed a balloon on his bits. The static got
him off, or something.”

Layla’s lip twitches. “What did you tell him?”

“To buy the balloons wholesale from party stores so they’re cheaper.”

She closes her eyes. “Fine,” she mutters, her face burning. “I… when you
were talking about that girl you dated… Monica, or whatever.”

I glance across at Zack. I’m not sure where this is going. “Yes?”

She shrugs awkwardly. “I like the thought of that a lot. That’s… what I
think of when I’m in bed.”

It takes a second for me to realise what she means. Then the penny drops.

“That’s what you imagine to get yourself off? Having a three-way?”
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I set my jaw, looking Josh straight in the face. “Yes,” I say.

I expect him to look shocked or awkward; instead, he just shoots back:
“What configuration?”

“What?”

“You want all guys? A guy and a girl?” His eyes bore into mine. “How
many partners? Two? Three? Four?”

I feel like I’m getting drilled at an interview. “Jesus, does it matter? It’s not
like it’s ever going to happen. It’s just a fantasy.”

His brow furrows. “ Of course it matters ,” he insists. “What you want
matters. Own it. It’s not embarrassing.”

Christ. “Just guys,” I say. “Two or… three, maybe? I think I might struggle
with four. I’d probably end up getting tangled in all the limbs.”

“You want the guys to get off with each other?” Josh presses, all business.

“Or just be focussed on you?”

“What?”

“Just answer the question.”

“Dude, this is the funniest shit,” Zack whispers. “You’ve done it now, L.

He’s in full saviour mode. He doesn’t have an off-switch.”

“Do you want the guys to be together?” Josh repeats impatiently.

Well, now I just sound selfish. “I mean, I wouldn’t mind,” I say. “But it
wouldn’t do anything for me.”

“You’d like to sleep with two or three men, who are all focussed on getting
you off,” Josh repeats back to me. “You know there are dating apps that can



help you find multiple partners, right? They’d probably be a better choice
than random dating websites.”

I shake my head. “Josh, this isn’t something I’m actually looking for. I can
barely find one man I trust, let alone two or three.” I look down at my
hands. “It’s a fantasy. Not something I actually want to put into reality.”

There’s a pause. “But you can,” Josh says quietly. He shifts his weight,
bringing his face closer to mine. His warm breath touches my cheek, and I
feel a hot pulse between my legs. “You can.”

“Aye,” Zack agrees. “In fact, three-ways are our speciality. What an
incredible coincidence.” He scoots in on my right. “What do you think?

Wanna see if we can make you come? I love a challenge.”

I stare at him, my heart starting to pound. I can’t believe this is happening.

The boys are offering me my fantasies on a silver platter, and I don’t know
how to respond. “I… you? But… ”

Josh’s expression softens. “You’re embarrassed.”

I open my mouth to argue — and then realise that I am. I’m more than
embarrassed. I’m ashamed. “I don’t think I should be. But… you’ve seen
the comments I get when I model my clothes online, right? I’ve dealt with
more than my fair share of slut-shaming. It just seems…” Whorish. Easy.

“Greedy,” I go with.

“It’s not greedy.” Josh uncurls my fingers from my palm. “If anything, it’s a
Hell of a lot more work for the girl.”

A vision snaps up in my head. Me on my hands and knees, my mouth
sliding over one thick dick as another pistons into me from behind. Moving
between the men, listening to them groaning and panting as I get them both
off at the same time.

Heat flushes through my whole body. “Oh.”



His mouth tips up. “Do you want to try it?” He strokes his thumb over my
palm. “With us? It’s fair enough if you want to keep it as a fantasy. But if
this is what gets you off, then there’s no reason to be ashamed of it. It gets
us off, too. And you deserve a fulfilling sex life.” His dark eyes melt into
mine. “We’d take care of you.”

His hand strokes over mine, lighting up my nerve endings. I lick my lips. I
can barely breathe. Instead of answering, I just nod.

Josh smiles. “Right now?”

“Well. I shaved this morning. So may as well.” My voice sounds a lot more
confident than I feel.

Josh’s grip on my hand tightens for a second, before he nods, business-like,
and pulls away, leaving me breathing hard. “Zack? I’m assuming you’re
okay with this?” He asks briskly.

Zack grins. “Am I ever. But, okay, full disclosure before we start, lass.” He
puts his head on my shoulder, his warm affection relaxing me slightly after
Josh’s cool intensity. “I think you’re hot as hell, and if I met you at, like, a
bar or whatever, I’d absolutely try and take you home. So I do kind of have
an agenda. But I also wanna help you.”

I gasp. “No! You want to sleep with me, a woman wearing a push-up? How
could it be?!”

He grins, eyes twinkling. “Just thought we should get it out of the way.

Don’t want you feelin’ like I tricked you for my own wicked gains.”

“Believe it or not, Zack, I figured.” I swallow, my mouth suddenly dry, then
glance across at Josh, who’s sitting ramrod straight, watching us silently. “I
think you’re hot, too. Both of you.”

“Aight.” Apparently satisfied, Zack slumps back against the sofa cushions
and pulls me into his side, patting my hip. “Josh, turn on the telly.”

“The telly?” I’m confused.



The boys share a knowing look over my head. Setting aside the bowls of
melted ice cream, Josh takes the TV remote off the guys’ coffee table,
switching on the set and flicking through channels before settling on some
regency movie I’ve never seen before.

“Sweet,” Zack snuggles down next to me. “Love Colin Firth.”

“He has a really good interpretation of this role,” Josh agrees on my other
side. They both focus on the screen.

I look between them. “Um. Isn’t there usually more touching involved?” I
prompt. “And less… Jane Austen?”

Zack scoffs. “Are you questioning my methods?”

“What, are you telepathic, or something? Are you going to make me come
with just the power of your mind?”

“Bet I could,” he says with a grin. “Nah, relax, pet. Just watch the telly.” He
gives my hip a squeeze.

Now I’m getting confused. “What? Why?”

He yawns, stretching. “I wanna watch something. Why, do you wanna
pick?”

“No,” I say slowly. “I want to shag.”

“Tssk. Women only ever want me for one thing. It’s hard being this hot, you
know.”

I frown. “Do you… not want to do this? You can just say.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. Haven’t decided yet.” He drops his hand to my thigh.

Heat flares through me, and I instinctively cross my legs. His lips tip up.

“Ask me again in like, half an hour, yeah?”



“Okay…?”

I’m not really sure what’s happening. This is a pretty impressive 180. Has
he changed his mind? Is he trying to let me down gently? “You really can
just say no—”

He puts his finger on my lips. “Shh,” he says.

I’m so weirded out that I shut up, focussing on the TV. Men and women in
elaborate, glittering ballgowns dance on screen, flirting as they spin around
a lush dance hall to a string quartet.

I try to relax, but I can’t. All I can focus on is the feeling of the two men
sandwiched on either side of me. They’re both so warm and muscled and so
much bigger than me. I feel their chests rising and falling as they breathe.

I was never really a fan of big men. I don’t like the idea that they could
overpower me if they really wanted to.

But right now, I’m finding a new appreciation for giants.

On my left, Josh leans a little closer. His arm presses against mine, hard and
hot, and I breathe in the sweet, minty scent of him. Anticipation curls in my
stomach.

I tug on his sleeve, and he turns to look at me, his face politely blank. “Kiss
me,” I order.

His mouth tips up slightly. He runs his eyes over my face, then leans
forward and nuzzles my cheek. My heart thuds in my chest. I push forward,
pressing my lips to his…
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He pulls away again, turning back to the screen.

My mouth opens and closes like a fish’s. “Josh!”



“Hm?” He doesn’t look away from the TV. “Can I help you?”

“Kiss me properly!”

“No,” he says flatly. “Watch the movie.”

I gape at him, then turn to Zack, who’s started twirling a strand of my hair
between his fingers. “Kiss me,” I order.

He rolls his eyes. “For God’s sake, lass. Relax, already. You’re so wound up
all the time.” He scoops me further into his side. “Cuddle with your
boyfriends, lollipop.” I pinch him in the ribs so hard he hisses. “What was
that for?!”

“Teasing me. Either shag me or don’t, but don’t drag it out like this.”

He gives me a fond look. “Why? Want to get it over with?”

“Well, no, but—”

“Sex isn’t an item you can check off on a to-do list,” he reminds me. “Look
at you. You’re all clenched up. There’s no point trying to get you off when
you’re like this.” He squeezes my thigh.

I wriggle in his grasp. “But—”

“Who is the teacher here?” He interrupts. “And who is the hapless student
who can’t come when she’s getting railed?”

I shut my mouth.

“That’s what I thought.” He turns up the volume on the TV. “Watch the
movie.”

I don’t have much choice, so I turn back to the screen.

Ten minutes pass, but each second feels like it lasts forever. I can’t relax.



Both men press closer to me, squeezing me in on both sides. Zack drops a
hand onto my thigh, and Josh drapes an arm around my shoulder. Every so
often, they’ll lean over me to make some comment to each other, trapping
me even more tightly in a cage of muscle. And I just sit there, silently
getting hotter and hotter as I breathe in the scents of their aftershaves
mixing together.

It doesn’t take long for Zack’s hand to start climbing my thigh. Tingles slide
over my skin at his touch, and my sex throbs almost painfully as his
fingertips brush the hem of my shorts. On my other side, Josh takes my
hand and starts to massage it. It shouldn’t be hot, but every press of his
thumb into the curve of my palm sends heat shooting through me. I let my
eyes flutter closed, melting into the couch as the boys’ hands rove over me,
setting me alight.

Eventually, right when I think I might just pass out, Zack leans in and
brushes his lips against my throat. I gasp out loud. Josh laughs softly,
trailing a kiss down the side of my cheek. I arch under their kisses. Their
mouths are wet and warm, touching me all over: my neck, my collarbone,
my ears.

It’s overwhelming. This is like one of my wet dreams come to life. I can
feel my pants getting damp. Josh presses closer, flicking his tongue over my
pulse, and I can’t help the moan that falls out of my mouth as heat rushes
through me. Both men immediately tense, dragging in a breath.

Then Zack picks up the TV remote and drops it purposefully onto the
carpet.

“Oops,” he says. He leans over, like he’s going to pick up the remote — and
then buries his face into my chest.

Heat shocks through me. My back arches as an ugly gurgle falls out of my
mouth. Zack was right; the last half an hour of steady torture has made
every touch so much better. I’m so sensitive that when Zack starts mouthing
at the neckline of my camisole, pressing kisses along my cleavage, I can
hardly breathe.



“Oh, God,” I gasp. “Jesus.”

Josh leans forward, brushing his lips over my clavicle. “You sure this is
what you want?” He murmurs, tucking back my hair.

“It’s so hot,” I practically moan, and they both laugh.

“Aight,” Zack says. “I reckon she’s warm enough. Let’s not kill the lass,
Josh.” He reaches over and slips his finger under the collar of my tank top.

“Off,” he says in a low voice.

I lean forward off the couch, kicking off my shorts and wriggling out of my
top. As soon as the fabric falls to the ground, both men freeze, staring at my
chest.

“Wow,” Zack says.

At first I think he’s just being shocked into silence by my boobs — but then
Josh runs his fingers over my bra. “Did you make this?” He asks quietly.

“You like?” Momentarily forgetting the situation, I arch my back, showing
off the delicate racerback design. “I’m calling it the Butterfly. It’s the main
part of my upcoming collection.”

Josh smooths his fingers over the turquoise and gold lace, his eyes dark.

“You’re so talented,” he says quietly, bending to kiss the strap. His teeth rub
lightly against my skin, and heat pulses through me so hard my entire body
jolts. “Can I take it off?” He asks, snaking his hands around my waist. He
frowns when his fingers stroke across the racerback, not finding the closure.

“It’s a front clasp,” I manage. “More accessible for people with arthritis or
poor mobility.”

In the low light of the flickering TV, I see his dimple pop up again. “Can I
take it off?” He repeats, and I nod. He clicks open the clasp, and the cups
fall away, freeing my breasts. I see his Adam’s apple bob as he swallows.



Zack leans forward, his eyes fixed on my chest. “What do you want, love?

This is your fantasy. What happens next?”

Immediately, an image bursts into my head. Me lying in bed with Josh and
Zack’s mouths all over me. My stomach knots.

“What is it?” Josh says quietly, reading my face.

I open my mouth, but the words stop in my throat. These men are my
friends. I can’t just… demand that they eat me out. Even if they are
offering.

God, why did I think this was a good idea, again?

The guys exchange a look, then shuffle closer to me on either side. “It’s
okay, L,” Zack says in my ear. He slides a hand down my bare back, his
calloused fingertips roughing slightly down my spine. “You don’t have to
be careful with me and Josh. You don’t have to worry about doing or saying
the wrong thing. We won’t judge you. You can have exactly what you want.

But you’ve got to tell us what that is, baby.” His heavy hand lands on my
thighs, and my legs part automatically.

“I—”

“You want our fingers?” Josh asks on my other side, his breath ghosting
over my skin.

I set my jaw. “Your mouths.”

Josh’s pupils bloom in the low light. “Thank God,” he mutters, leaning
forward. I expect him to kiss me, but he just presses our foreheads together
for a second, before pulling back and standing.

“Wanna suck your tits,” Zack mumbles into my skin. My mouth falls open
on a gasp. I nod, and he drags me sideways into his lap, starting to kiss
down my front. I run my fingers through his thick hair, tugging his face
closer into my chest. Fire burns in me as his lips brush lightly over my skin,



fluttering over my breasts as he kisses his way across my cleavage. When
his hot lips close over my nipple, I jolt in his arms, my breath choking in
my throat. I never even thought my breasts were that sensitive — but as he
roughs his tongue over the hardening bud, licking it to a wet, aching peak, I
realise they most definitely are. He looks up at me through his lashes,
making a low grumble of approval as my head falls back against the sofa
cushions.

“Oh,” I say, before I can stop myself. “Oh, God.”

He groans. “Yes,” he says. “Noises. Make noises.”

I’m so distracted by his mouth on my chest, I barely even notice Josh
sliding to his knees in front of the couch.
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“Turn her,” Josh orders. Zack obediently spins me on his lap, so my back is
against his chest. Kneeling in front of me, Josh’s big hands spread on both
of my bare thighs, gently pulling my legs apart. He leans forward and kisses
the crook of my knee softly.

“Oh.” I can’t help the moan that falls out of me. Josh’s eyes dip. He kisses
me again, a little higher, pressing his lips in a hot, soft path up the inside of
my thigh. When he finally reaches my underwear, he closes his eyes and
buries his face between my legs, inhaling deeply. I gasp as his nose presses
into the sodden lace of my panties.

Then he starts to lick me.

I shake in Zack’s arms as Josh’s tongue slides over my pants, roughing the
navy lace over my core, wetting the fabric until it’s darkened to almost
black. He’s kissing me hard, teasing me through the cloth. I keen, arching in
Zack’s firm grip. It’s too much sensation, and not enough at the same time. I
don’t want the barrier between us; I’m aching to feel the soft warmth and
wetness of his tongue.



“Off,” I order. “God. Take them off.”

Zack slips a hand under me, lifting me slightly off the couch. Josh tugs off
the scrap of lace, then pushes my knees apart again, and just… stares. I
squirm.

“Is she pretty?” Zack asks, like a total prat. “All pretty and wet?”

I elbow him in the ribs, blushing hard as Josh nods slowly.

“Gorgeous,” he mutters, reaching up to grab ahold of my hips. His eyes
flick to mine. “Let me take care of you,” he says softly.

I swallow and nod. Josh gives me a tiny smile, sparking warmth deep in my
belly. Then, finally, finally, he brings his mouth to my sex. I gasp, shaking
all over as his tongue strokes smoothly between my slick, hot lower lips. I
pull my legs even further apart, wanting more, and he starts to suck on my
folds one by one, gently tugging them into his mouth. His movements are
slow and tender, but he may as well be setting me on fire. When his tongue
dips into my entrance, I can’t stop my hips jerking against his face.

At the same time, Zack pulls me closer against his chest, his hands
smoothing over my skin. He kisses me everywhere; on my throat, my
earlobe, the nape of my neck. Soon, I’m making noises—soft little pants
and whines as his hands rove over my body. I clamp my mouth shut,
embarrassed. I don’t whine, for God’s sake.

“No. Stop holding back,” Zack orders.

“I’m not—”

“You are.” He bends and scrapes his teeth over my throat. I feel wetness
pool down below, trickling between my lower lips, making Josh groan and
push forward. I tremble, trapped between them. “The point of the exercise
ain’t to show how unaffected you are. It’s to let go. I wanna hear noises,
pixie stick.”



Then, before I can reply, Zack seals the deal by getting my earlobe in his
mouth and sucking it between his teeth. I couldn’t hold in my sudden gasp
if I tried.

“Good girl,” Zack practically purrs, licking a hot line up the shell of my ear.

“Take your time with her, Josh. I’m enjoying this.”

Josh doesn’t answer, fluttering his tongue around my entrance, then slipping
it inside me, his mouth hot and firm. I squirm over his lips as need starts to
build up in me. It’s more than hunger. It’s an ache. When I’m by myself, I
don’t tease myself like this. If I were alone, I would’ve gotten myself off by
now, and already moved onto the next item in my schedule. I wriggle,
trying to rub harder into Josh’s mouth, and he groans, his big hand coming
up to wrap around my thigh.

“That’s right,” Zack says in my ear, his thumb swirling over my breasts.

“Bury him, babe. He’s loving this.”

Josh roughs his tongue against me harder, and a half-sob falls out of my
mouth as I grind myself over him faster, rocking over his face. “Please,
Josh.”

He shivers as I say his name. My hands sift through his dark hair, tugging at
the strands, and he growls into me, flicking his tongue over my sensitive
nub. My muscles suddenly spasm. My lungs tighten. I gasp, gulping for
breath, writhing over Josh’s mouth. He moans into me. “Josh… Oh, oh
God. ”

“You like that, don’t you, honey?” Zack rumbles at my side. “You going to
come in his mouth for him? Soak his face? See, we know you, sweetheart.

We can take care of you better than any of those other guys.”

I can feel the pressure inside me building steadily, reaching a boiling,
burning fever-pitch. I feel like I’m about to split out of my skin. The
realisation hits me in one big head rush.



Oh my God. I think I’m actually going to come.

“Please don’t stop please don’t stop,” I chant, terrified that he’ll pull away
at the last minute and I’ll lose this. I’m losing control of my body. I can’t
stop my back from arching, my toes from curling. Sweat is building at the
nape of my neck and dribbling down my back. I feel like a spring getting
steadily wound up.

Josh doesn’t stop. He pushes forward and just eats me out harder, roughing
his tongue over me again and again, as Zack tightens his arms around me,
holding me in place.

My steady gasps turn into a cry as my release suddenly hits me, like a star
bursting in my chest. My eyes fly wide open, and I cling to Josh’s
shoulders, gasping and choking as he licks me through it, groaning into me.

Zack holds me tight, kissing up and down my throat as I shudder between
the men.

Eventually, the pangs of pleasure dissolve away, and I slump back against
Zack’s chest, trying to catch my breath. I’m shaking and damp with sweat.

I feel vulnerable. Naked. Peeled open. All at once, I know exactly why I’ve
never come with a guy before. It had nothing to do with how bad or good
they were in bed. It was to do with me. I was too scared. I’ve never trusted
a guy enough to lower my defences before.

I stare down at Josh wide-eyed, breathing hard. What we just did feels like
the most intimate moment of my life, and I’m still reeling from it. Josh
looks back up at me, his face wet, his dark eyes burning into mine. He looks
so hot that I can’t stop myself from kissing him again. I can taste myself on
him, hot and sharp, and for some reason, that just turns me on even more. I
slide off the couch and into his lap, rubbing my chest up against his,
frustrated that he’s still wearing a shirt. My fingers fumble over his buttons
as I try to tear it off him. He just gathers me even closer, kissing me back
with so much passion that I feel like I’m being set on fire.



“Thank you,” I say between kisses. He strokes his hand down the back of
my neck — A big arm cuts between us. I look up into Zack’s bright blue
eyes. He smiles at me hungrily, pulling me out of Josh’s arms and wrapping
me up in his own. “It’s my turn, I think.”
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Layla just looks at me, her chest rising and falling in little pants, and for a
moment, everything else falls away. I’ve never seen her like this — so soft
and pliable. A feeling I haven’t felt in a long time starts to grow in my
chest.

Shaking my head, I push the emotion back and wrap my arms around her,
lifting her right off her feet. She swears as I start to carry her out of the
lounge and towards my bedroom.

“What are you doing, you Neanderthal?” She shouts, trying to kick my legs.

“Put me down. You can’t just carry people!”

I throw my head back and laugh so hard I almost drop her. “I bloody love
you,” I say, and she snaps her mouth shut. “You deserve a bed.”

“How romantic of you,” she says drily by my ear. “Didn’t you talk about
banging a woman on her kitchen table the other day?” Her voice is light,
but I can hear the desire in it. The image of her, all naked and flushed and
wet on our dinner table flashes before my eyes.

I give her bum a little slap. “Next time. I’m trying to be a gentleman.”

“You said I should tell you what I want,” she points out as I kick open my
bedroom door. “I don’t want a gentleman.”

I dip my head and nip at her cheek as we push inside my bedroom. I keep it
pretty empty — just a bed, a guitar, and my sound system. Heading for the
bed, I toss Layla down onto the pillows and climb on top of her for a kiss.



Her warm skin slides over mine as she shunts up her hips, rubbing against
my thigh. I have to bite back a growl. I’ve been painfully hard ever since
she took her top off.

“What do you want?” I ask, kissing the corner of her mouth.

“You,” she orders, wrapping her legs around my hips like she’s trying to
pull me inside her. “Now, please.”

“Aight.” I give her cheek one last kiss, then pull back, sliding off the bed.

Josh comes and helps Layla sit up. He’s shucked off his shirt and pants now,
and is just standing in his boxers. As I watch, he climbs onto the bed behind
Layla, his back against the headboard, and pulls her against his chest. When
she’s settled comfortably against him, he leans over to open a drawer in my
bedside cabinet, tossing a little foil packet to me. I catch it easily with one
hand as I strip. My dick is so hard it springs free of my boxers, flushed and
stiff. I wince as I roll the condom on, watching as Josh cups Layla’s cheek
and pulls their mouths together.

It’s been forever since me and Josh shared a girl. Even longer since Luke
joined in, too. Don’t get me wrong, I love a bit of one-on-one time — but
everything is so much better when we do this together. Josh is kissing her
good, really turning her on as his hands rove over her chest, grabbing
handfuls of her breasts, stroking down to her stomach. Layla’s whole body
is shivering with every movement of his mouth against hers.

If she and I were alone, I wouldn’t get to see that. I’d be too busy focussing
on getting her off to notice the way her body is slowly tensing, or her
fingers are gripping my bed sheets. When you’re sharing a girl, you get to
watch them getting turned on. You get to overwhelm them and watch them
fall apart.

I stand, positioning myself between her legs. Carefully, I touch her pink,
glistening sex, parting her warm lower lips. She’s gorgeous. Layla
immediately pulls away from Josh and peers up at me, her eyes fixed on my
dick.



“Come on,” she orders. “Now.”

Instead of doing as she says, I roll my hips, rubbing my hard-on up and
down her folds, getting myself nice and wet with her juices. The latex
rubber sticks to her puffy, sensitive skin, making her choke and writhe in
Josh’s arms. He strokes her shoulder like he’s trying to soothe her.

I tease her for a bit, tracing my tip up and down her slit, pushing slightly
into her entrance. She snaps her legs shut, holding me in place with her
thighs. “Zack,” she swears. “Now, please.”

“Alright, lass.” I finally line myself up and push slowly inside her. God,
she’s so tight. Tight and soft and blazing hot. As I ease into her, I feel her
throbbing, slick walls resist and then relax to take me. When I finally
bottom out, she flops her head back against Josh’s shoulder, her mouth
falling open. It’s almost painful not to move, but I stay still, stroking her
thigh until she nods.

“Go,” she says breathlessly. “Now. I’m good.”

“Yeah?”

She frowns. “Yeah.”

I can’t resist messing with her. “You sure? We could just stay like this for a
bit, if you’d prefer.”

“I could murder you in your sleep, if you’d prefer.”

I laugh. “Alright, lass. Keep your knickers on. Or off, I guess.” She rolls her
eyes. Squeezing her thigh, I pull back, groaning at the slick, sucking
sensation, then slam into her. She lets out a sound like she’s dying.

“More,” she orders, and I laugh, rolling my hips again. She feels like
heaven; her slippery, greedy walls clamp down on me every time I thrust
into her, like she’s trying to pull me in deeper. Every little movement I
make has her body twisting and shivering.

“You’re perfect,” I tell her. “Absolutely perfect.”



“Do I need to s-say something?” She asks, her whole body jerking with my
next thrust.

There’s a wet noise that I assume means Josh was kissing her. “What do
you want to say?” He asks, his voice low.

“I don’t know. People talk in bed, right?”

I snort. “Weirdo.”

Josh strokes through her hair. “You’re overthinking this. You don’t have a
checklist you need to go through.”

“Right.” She takes a deep breath. “I-in that case, ah—” She breaks off as I
change the angle, plunging even deeper into her. “Zack,” she moans,
making me laugh.

I pat her knee. “Aye, if it keeps you making those noises, I’d definitely like
you to speak, love.”

She grabs Josh’s hand and tugs him out from behind her. I watch, bemused,
as he stands up, and she drags him to stand by the side of the bed.

“Take off your pants,” she orders. He raises an eyebrow, but obediently
pulls off his boxers, and she reaches for him. He swears, his hands flying to
her hair as she presses a kiss to the tip of his dick.

I’m impressed. “Hey. This is some advanced-level three-way stuff, honey.”

“Just another thing I’m naturally great at,” she declares, tossing her hair
behind her shoulders. Her bravado is ruined slightly by the way her tits
jiggle as I thrust back into her.

I laugh. “You weren’t kiddin’ when you said you liked this, huh? Bet
you’ve gotten yourself off imagining this before, haven’t you?”

The flush on her cheeks gets even deeper. She glares at me.



“Can we get on with it,” Josh mutters. Layla just licks a stripe under his
shaft, mouthing at his balls. He swears, his knees buckling so hard he
almost falls, and I turn my attention back between Layla’s legs.

She’s already close. I can feel it, feel the way her muscles are starting to
clutch and grip at me. And I’m right behind her. I lift one of her legs,
balancing it against my hip, and start driving into her even harder than
before. She shouts, quivering in my grip. Beads of sweat roll down her
thighs and dew under my hands. I shove into her even further, desperate to
push her off the edge.

“Jesus,” Josh spits out. “L, slow down—”

I glance up, and almost come right then and there. She’s blowing him
enthusiastically as I screw her, her pink cheeks hollowed, her lips red and
wet as her head bobs over his length. Her whole body is jolting with every
one of my thrusts, pushing him further down her throat, but she doesn’t
seem bothered, sucking at him sloppily. He has a hand clutched in her pale
blonde hair, and he’s panting like he can’t catch his breath. I can’t blame
him.

“Layla,” he repeats, “If you don’t stop, I’ll come.”

She makes an approving noise and reaches up with her other hand,
squeezing his balls as she tongues at him. I watch as he loses control,
shouting as he spills into her mouth. She tightens her grip on him, gulping
down his come, her throat moving as she swallows over and over.

It’s the hottest shit I’ve ever seen. Too hot. I can feel arousal coiling and
tightening in my stomach.

“I’m close,” I warn her, and she nods, eventually pulling away from Josh.

Her lips are swollen, and she’s shivering hard. I can feel her little body
winding tighter as I move inside her. She’s trying to slow herself down, to
drag this out, clasping weakly at the bedsheets.

I don’t want that.



Bracing my arm against the wall, I ram into her once, twice, three times.

Layla lets out a small, very urgent moan, shuddering underneath me. “Oh -

oh, God,” she mumbles, her breath coming fast and desperate. “I…”

“Come,” I order.

She cries out as she collapses into another trembling climax, her hands
flying out. Her body arches, twisting and shaking. Layla’s a curvy little
thing, all soft tits and hips, and her whole body bounces as her release rips
through her. Gritting my teeth, I keep on pounding into her, drilling into that
special spot deep inside her. Her centre pulses and twitches around me,
flushing a few shades deeper. My sheets are getting soaked through with her
wetness.

And then it’s my turn. I vaguely register Josh kneeling next to Layla on the
bed, pulling her into his arms as she trembles, but I can’t focus on him as
my release slams into me. For a second, the room just fades away.

Everything thrums as my head empties. Layla clutches around me, waves of
contractions rippling through her muscles as she comes hard, milking me
dry as I spurt my release into her over and over and over again.

TWENTY-FIVE
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Eventually, I come back to reality. Layla is still making noises, soft little
needy moans. Her channel sucks at me, fluttering as I pull slowly out of her.

I stagger into the ensuite to dump the rubber, and when I get back, Josh is
lying with her in his arms, murmuring to her. “I know,” he’s saying into the
crook of her neck, pushing her sweaty hair off her forehead. “I know, baby.”

I slide in on her other side. “You good?” I ask. “Need some more?”

“Oh, God, no.” She shakes her head, winding an arm around both of our
necks and pulling us closer. “You’ll kill me. Just… just give me a minute.”



I happily snuggle down next to her. My whole body is humming. My head
is fuzzy and drunk.

That was probably the best hookup of my life.

We all lay together for a few minutes, catching our breath. Right as my eyes
start to drift shut, a phone rings in the lounge. Josh groans and forces
himself upright, grabbing his boxers and shirt off the floor. Layla makes an
adorable noise of protest, reaching after him.

“Gotta answer this call,” he mutters.

“Ugh.” She flops back down against my chest, burying her face into my
skin. “Isn’t it weird for you two?” She mumbles into me. “Sharing a girl?”

“Nah, not really. We’ve been best mates since we were kids. We’re used to
sharing stuff.”

“That young?”

I push some hair off her face. “We went to nursery together. He lived across
the road from me, so we’d walk home from school and hang out at each
others’ houses. He was such a weird kid, but I liked him.”

She smiles slightly. “It must be nice to have been friends with someone
your whole life. You guys must be so close.”

“We used to be closer,” I admit, my mood dipping. “After I left high school,
I screwed everything up. Cut contact with him for years. Like a prick.”

“When you joined the rugby team?”

I nod. “I didn’t wanna speak to anyone back home. He’d message me, call
me, and I never picked up the phone. Even when his mum… when he really
needed me to help him, I didn’t do it. Ignored his texts and emails.”

“But you answered when he invited you onto the podcast,” she points out.



I shrug. “Didn’t have much of a choice. He forced me to join. After I got
thrown off the team because of my knee, I went on a wee bender. He heard I
was back in town, found me in a hotel room, and moved me into his and
Luke’s spare room. Next thing I knew, I was on the podcast. Gave me
something to do, I guess.”

“Hm.” She studies me for a second, then tilts her face up, catching my
mouth with hers. She’s gentle and tentative, kissing me with soft, deep
strokes that press us closer together. I stay still, letting my eyes fall closed.

Eventually, she sighs, flopping back on the pillow. “That was nice.”

I snort. “You’re so odd, L.”

“Mm.” She trails her finger through my chest hair, then turns her attention
to the ring hanging from the chain around my neck. It’s just a cheap silver
band. I bought it when I was seventeen — back then, it was all I could
afford.

Layla touches it, running her finger over the cold metal. A sense of wrong
rolls up in my stomach, and I smile tightly, pulling her hand away.

She looks up at me questioningly. “What is it? Do you never take it off?”

“Only to shower.” I clear my throat.

She narrows her eyes. “You’re not secretly married, are you? Because I
think fake girlfriends still count as real cheating.”

I snort. “No. It’s a promise ring.”

That’s a lie. It’s actually an engagement ring, but I don’t really want to get
into that conversation.

She looks astounded. “You? You never promise anything.”

“I promise my face between your legs and my tongue inside you. What
more could a girl want?”



She doesn’t laugh, focussing her hard gaze on me. I relent, looking at the
little silver ring. “Yeah. I was a different guy back then.”

“I’ll say.” She’s silent for a moment, absentmindedly stroking my chest.

“Did she die?”

I flinch. “What makes you say that?”

“Well, it would be a bit weird to be wearing an ex’s promise ring for
literally any other reason.”

That’s fair. I rub my beard. “Aye,” I say quietly. “She died.”

She lays her head against my shoulder. “What was her name?”

“Emily.” I haven’t said the name in so long. It used to feel so familiar in my
mouth, but now the sounds are foreign and clunky. I don’t even remember
the last time I thought of her.

God. I’m a terrible person.

“Was it a long time ago?” Layla asks, drawing a spiral in my chest hair.

I take a deep breath through my nose. “Aye. She passed when we were both
eighteen. The summer before I joined the team.”

Her hand tightens on me. “What happened?”

My throat goes dry. My insides clam up. For a second, I can’t speak at all.

Layla looks horrified. “Sorry. You don’t have to tell me.”

I shake my head. “It’s fine,” I rasp out. “She got sick. It was fast.

Aggressive. She died a couple months after her diagnosis. They did
everything to help her. Surgery, medicine. Nothing worked.” It feels like
someone’s wrapped their hand around my throat. “I can’t talk about it, pet.”



“Okay,” Layla says.

I let out a breath, my chest easing. “She would’ve loved your bras,” I admit.

“The middle-clasp ones. She had to get me to help her put hers on at the
end, ‘cause her fingers were too weak. And her whole life was all hospital
gowns, and catheters, and shit. She didn’t have anything pretty.”

Layla nods, her face serious. “Did you love her?”

“She was just… like a sunbeam.” That’s how Emily is in my memory. A
small girl with brown skin and flowing dark hair, who just glows. The old
pain rises up in my chest, but I press it back down automatically, like I
always do. I can’t feel it. It would kill me.

“I’m sorry.” Layla bites her lip, then awkwardly butts her head under my
chin. “I’m sorry.”

I smile down at her. I can tell she’s uncomfortable, bless her. Layla doesn’t
like talking about feelings, but right now, she’s trying so hard to comfort
me, even though she clearly hasn’t got a clue how to. “S’okay, lass. Can’t
undo it now.”

It took me a long time to come to terms with that. After Emily passed, I
walked around feeling like I was in a nightmare, and sooner or later,
someone would pinch me and wake me up. It wasn’t until after the funeral
that I finally realised that there was no way I’d get her back. So I put her
engagement ring on a chain around my neck, deleted the phone numbers of
all my old friends, and headed off to play rugby for the next seven years.

Without her. I’ve not gotten serious with a girl since.

Layla kisses my chest tiredly, and I stroke my fingers through her hair,
feeling her breathe against me. She falls asleep soon after, but I can’t seem
to keep my eyes closed.

TRANSCRIPT

THREE SINGLE GUYS EPISODE 446: THE SECOND DATE



JOSH: Hello, and welcome to episode 446 of Three Single Guys, a
relationship podcast by three guys who are absolutely not qualified to give
you dating advice. My name is Josh…

ZACK: I’m Zack.

LUKE: And I’m Luke.

LAYLA: And I’m Layla! These boys’ long-suffering neighbor-slash-fake-
girlfriend.

ZACK: You didn’t look like you were suffering too much last night.

LAYLA: Shut it.

ZACK: No, seriously, I’m worried now. Why are you suffering? Crap, did
we not use enough lube?

LAYLA: What would be the point? It would be like trying to lubricate a
pipe cleaner.

LUKE: (Clears throat)

LAYLA: We have a great show lined up for you today. Spoiler alert — the
experiment is going really, really great. But before we get into all of that,
today’s episode is brought to you by… me.

ZACK: Our girlfriend has her own company! Surprise!

LAYLA: For those of you who don’t know, my company Her Treat focuses
on making ethical, affordable and adorable undies for people of all shapes
and sizes. Today, I want to talk to you about my latest design — the
Butterfly bra. Josh, what is the number-one most disliked feature on a
regular bra?

JOSH: … The… cups?

ZACK: I know! It’s the underwire!



LAYLA: Correct. Underwire has been around for eighty years, and women
have been complaining about it the entire time. Instead of underwire, I
designed the Butterfly to have a thin, very strong strip of elastic at the
bottom of the base, wrapped in glossy ribbon. This allows the design to
provide the same support as an underwire by contouring to your ribcage,
but without the irritation and potential stabbing. Okay, I’m going to pass
one of my pieces to all of you.

What do you guys think?

LUKE: … It’s very nice, Layla.

LAYLA: That’s all you have to say? No other comments?

ZACK: It’s well soft.

LAYLA: Yes, it is. The cups are all made from microfibre fabrics that are
strong, silky, and extremely durable. It’s the perfect option if you’re taking
hormones, or you have sensitive skin, or you’re nursing. Or you’re just on
your period and you’re extra sensitive. The Butterfly also features a front-
clasp, which is ideal if you have limited arm or finger mobility — no more
fumbling around behind your back when you’re trying to get ready in the
morning. And, best of all, it’s hot as Hell. Zack, since you apparently know
the most about women’s clothing, how would you describe the overall look
of the design?

ZACK: Dunno, lass. It’s pretty, but it’s hard to review clothes without
seeing them on someone.

LAYLA: Okay, hang on. I’m wearing one right now. (Muffled sound of
clothing) What do you think?

JOSH: Jesus.

LUKE: Layla! Put your shirt back on.

ZACK: This is the best day of my effing life.

LAYLA: Thanks. Review, please.



ZACK: Um. Yeah. Your tits look huge. Five stars. Would recommend.

LAYLA: The pants match.

ZACK: Please tell me you’re wearing them.

LAYLA: Yes, actually, let me just—

JOSH: (speaking quickly) Use the code THREESINGLEGUYS for twenty
percent off. Terms and conditions apply. The full collection launches
August 1st. Layla, for the love of God, please put your shirt back on before
Zack’s drool breaks the equipment.

TWITTER

Saffy @SaffronJamesModel ✓

I just got a prototype of @HerTreatLayla’s new ‘butterfly’ undie set.

Girls. This is a GAME CHANGER

Buzz Tone Podcasts @Buzz_Tone_Media @ThreeSingleGuys just hit the
UK Comedy charts! If you haven’t heard the latest episode, download it
NOW!

Ellen Smith @bougie_beautie_ellen I hate @HerTreatLayla. She’s rude
and bitchy, and her clothes look tacky as hell #getheroff

Hattie Clarke @zack_harding_fan @ThreeSingleGuysPodcast I’m
getting really sick of hearing the new girl on the show. She has such an
annoying voice omfg George Kiely @georgiotheman
@ThreeSingleGuysPodcast Isn’t this podcast supposed to be male advice?
I’m not a misogynist, but if I wanted to hear a woman nagging me about
relationships, I’d speak to my mom.

Unsubscribing.

 



•••

From: admin@emerycofehighschool.com

 

To layla.a.thompson92@email.net

Subject: Welcome Back Alumnis!!

Dear alumni,

It is with great pride that we invite you to join us at the class of 2011

Emery High School ten-year reunion. Put on your glad rags and come to
reminisce, renew old friendships, and see all of the faces you’ve missed over
the last decade!

Attire - formal. Location - Emery High Gymnasium. Entrance fee -

£20. Partners welcome.
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“I’m telling you, I made the order,” I say for the fifth time into my phone,
rubbing my face.

I’ve been sitting at my bedroom desk for the last five hours, and I feel like
crap. My back is aching, my eyes keep falling shut, and I haven’t gotten
more than four consecutive hours’ sleep in the past five days.

This week has been mental. Sunday’s episode of Three Single Guys was a
smash hit. The podcast reached number three on the UK podcast and radio
charts, and has barely dropped in popularity since. My socials are blowing
up; I’m now at 50K PictureGram followers, and my Twitter notifications
are coming in so fast I can’t physically keep up. After I did the ad segment
for my upcoming Butterfly collection, I got over a thousand pre-orders



overnight, and they’re still trickling in. I’m scrambling to get everything
ready for the release day in five months. Sales on my previous collection
are through the roof, so I need to get all of those orders packed, processed
and shipped. I’ve even had a couple of influencers reach out, asking for free
products to promote.

On top of that, I’m having so much fun with Josh and Zack. It turns out,
having two boyfriends is great. We’ve hung out pretty much every evening
this week, eating together, cuddling, watching movies — and afterwards,
I’ve spent every single night in their apartment.

It’s ridiculous how much sex we’re having. Every night, multiple times a
night. I’ve never been this horny in my life, but now that we’ve finally
broken through the dam, it’s like I can’t stop touching them. There’s
something about the fact that there’s two of them, passing me between
them, sharing me, that just sets me on fire. Zack pestered me until I finally
wrote him the list of all my fantasies, and now we’re working through them,
one by one.

Hell, just last night all three of us were up to the early morning. The guys
spit-roasted me again. This time, they laid me down on my back on Zack’s
bed, sandwiching me between them as they drilled into me hard from both
sides. They were merciless, pounding me through the climaxes that
wracked and shook through my body, until I was left sweating and moaning
in a wet patch in the sheets. After I’d finally taken more than I could bear,
I’d dropped to my knees by the bed, alternating between blowing them and
jacking them hard and fast. I was never super into giving head, but with
Zack and Josh, I can’t get enough of it. I love how every little lick and
suckle can draw out a low groan or a flinch. It’s ridiculously hot to feel how
I’m affecting them.

I went down on them for what felt like an hour, teasing them until they were
leaking and twitching and panting, finally giving in and filling my mouth
with come. I can still practically taste them, hot and thick as they pour
down my throat.

At the memory, my cheeks heat. I push the thought away, trying to focus. I
need to concentrate.



There’s been a problem with my Butterfly line release. We’re less than five
months out from release date, and we’re in the final phase of production. I
hire a team of London seamstresses to make my clothes; this morning,
while I was cuddled up with the guys, I got a call that they’re missing a
shipment of lace from one of my fabric suppliers. I called up the company,
but they’re swearing blind that I never made the order in the first place.

This lace isn’t easy to get your hands on; there’s no way I can find
something as well-priced and ethical at short notice. If they don’t give it to
me, I’m screwed.

“It’s the high-gloss ‘thundercloud grey’ insertion lace,” I say into the phone,
trying to keep my temper. “I ordered it last September.”

“We have no record of purchase from you,” the woman says, as if I am very
slow.

“No? Because the money is missing from my bank account. So unless I’m
getting scammed by one of those foreign princes that keeps emailing me,
I’m pretty sure that I paid you for it.”

“We have no record of your invoice or order, Miss Thompson,” she says,
sounding bored. “If you don’t have any other queries, I have other clients
who need my attention.”

I frown. “No, wait—”

A beep sounds down the line. I stare at my phone, wide-eyed. She hung up
on me.

No. Screw this. I know I made that order. Pushing my laptop across my
desk, I drop to my knees and pull out my big box of receipts, yanking off
the lid and scooping through the papers. My stomach sinks when I realise
that the papers are mixed up. I thought I’d organised them properly, but
apparently not.

Heat flushes through me as I start flipping through them faster. Crap. I can’t
find it. I’ve screwed up.



If I didn’t make the order, I can’t demand that the company sources it in
time. And if I don’t get the fabric in time, the launch won’t happen. Which
means that all of the promotion and marketing that I had to schedule months
in advance will need to be cancelled. And I’ll have to pay off all of the
deposits without any income, which will put me at a deficit. And for all I
know, by the time I do get the fabric, the design will be out of trend
anyway. Which means I’ll have wasted tens of thousands of pounds.

Crap.

Above my head, my laptop dings from the desk again. And again. And
again. It’s been pinging steadily for the last hour, but I’ve been ignoring it
to talk to the supplier. Trying to steady my breathing, I straighten and click
on my email app, opening up the inbox. I have over twenty new emails. I
scan down the subject lines.

Where is my coupon code??

Your website doesn’t work

hello, I need code please

Just a heads-up - don’t advertise something if you’re not going to

deliver.

My mouth goes dry. I have a sign-up bonus on my website — if people
agree to receive emails about new deals, they get a fifteen-percent-off
coupon. But clearly, something is screwing up. I open my email campaign
manager and scan through the list of email addresses. It looks like the
coupon codes are getting sent, but for some reason, people aren’t getting
them.

For God’s sake.



Leaving the stack of receipts for now, I settle down in my desk chair and
open my search engine. I need to work this out right now.

After four hours of running tests and checking filters and a bunch of other
stuff I don’t really understand, I finally come to the conclusion that my IP is
on a ton of blacklists because someone using it is sending spam.

I don’t know what the Hell to do about that. I’m not even really sure what
an IP address is. Irritation boils in my stomach. I don’t have time for this.

My eyes flick to the clock at the bottom of my laptop screen. I need to find
the invoice before my fabric supplier closes for the night.

Another email comes in.

Subject: I one-starred you on Google. You need to treat your

customers better than this.

Swearing, I grab my phone and stab Zack’s contact. He picks up on the
second ring.

“Hey, baby. I was—”

“What’s your email campaign rate?” I demand.

“What?”

“What are your click and open rates?”

“As your fake boyfriend, I have to say, this isn’t really turning me on. You
wanna know a secret? Men love when you say ‘hello’ to them, instead of
barking questions at them like you’re trying to use Siri. We’re sensitive like
that.”

“Zack.”

He sighs. “I dunno. Me and Josh are both at a printing press. Hang on, he’s
a nerd like you, he probably has them memorized. Let me check.”



“What?” I frown. “Why are you at a press?”

“We’re testing merch quality. All of these t-shirts look great on me. If you
were wondering. Hang on, I’ll send a pic.”

I rub my eyes. It’s all so easy for them. They can record and edit a podcast,
and film behind-the-scenes footage, and do bonus episodes, and update
their website and social media every day, and stay on top of emails, and
make new advertisements, and put out new merch every month — and I’m
struggling to send a bloody email.

“He says fifty percent open, and eighteen percent click,” Zack says
eventually. “Dunno if that’s good or not.”

I sputter. “Fifty percent? Are you sending people treasure maps, or
something? How is that so high?!”

“I put grey sweatpants pictures in some of them.”

“Jesus.” I lean back against the wall, breathing hard. “Right. Okay, then.”

Clearly, I’m really messing something up. I just have no idea what.

Zack’s tone changes. “Hey. You okay, honey? You don’t sound so good.”

“I’m fine. Just. Having some issues on this end.”

“Luke’s at home. I’ll see if he can come over and check it out for you.”

“No. No, it’s fine. I’ll work it out myself.”

“He won’t mind—”

“I said no,” I say, and my voice comes out sharper than I meant it. The line
falls silent, and I sigh. “Sorry. Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap. I’m just
stressed. But I’m fine. I don’t need help.”

“Okay, gumdrop.” There’s some muffled speech in the background.



“Listen, we gotta go. We’re still on for our date at eight tonight, yeah?

Surprise location, wear something pretty.”

My eyes widen. I completely forgot we were due to have another date.

Anxiety clutches at my throat again. I can’t do all this. I take a deep breath,
and it comes out more like a hitched sob.

“What is it?” Zack asks, sounding alarmed. “Hey, are you crying? Is
something wrong?”

“Nothing. Bye.” I hang up and turn back to the computer. My pulse is
beating in my throat. I can’t breathe right. My inbox is filling up with more
and more complaints, and the invoices scattered on the ground stare up at
me. Before I can work out which problem to handle next, my phone rings
again.

I take a deep breath and pick it up. “Her Treat, this is Layla speaking.”

“Miss Thompson,” a woman says on the other end. “This is Vivian White,
Anna Bardet’s assistant. I contacted you on behalf of Anna Bardet Couture
a few days ago about her latest scholarship scheme, but we’ve had no
response from you.”

My eyes widen. Anna Bardet is a huge lingerie designer. Every year, she
holds an exclusive scholarship programme for up-and-coming indie
designers, where they have to enter design ideas for her upcoming
collections. The winning applicant gets to do a collaboration with her.

It’s a massive deal. The kind of thing that could move my career onto a
whole other level. I just don’t remember being emailed about it.

I glance at my inbox, my heartbeat speeding up. “I… one sec.” I scroll
down, trying to find the message.

“Anna hand-selects twenty applicants for the scholarship every year,” Janie
says. “All of the other contestants have responded already. We’re just
waiting on your entry.”



“That’s great,” I say through gritted teeth as I scroll frantically. I can’t find
the email. “Um, can I get back to you?”

She sounds pissed. “No, not really. We need your response today. We’ve
waited long enough.”

“I just…” My hand tightens on the receiver. “Now’s not a good time. I’ll
call you back in, like, a minute.”

“Miss Thompson, if you’re not serious about this collaboration, I’m sure
there are plenty of similar brands dying for the opportunity to—”

“I’ll do it, I promise. I… just need a sec,” I say, setting the receiver down
and putting my face in my hands. Tears pop into my eyes.

I can’t do this. It’s too much. My laptop dings with another notification.

And then another. And then another. My office phone starts to ring again.

My mobile chimes with a meeting reminder, but I can’t bring myself to
check it. I feel completely overloaded. Sinking onto the floor, I put my head
in my hands, trying to shove down my panic.

I can’t do this. I can’t.

TWENTY-SEVEN

LUKE

As I sit on the sofa in our apartment, scrolling through my email inbox, my
heavy eyelids keep falling shut.

I’m exhausted. Layla has spent every single night for the past week in our
flat, and apparently, Josh and Zack are taking their roles as her ‘boyfriends’

incredibly seriously. No matter what I do, I can’t block out the soft moans
and gasps that filter through my bedroom wall.



I’m not happy that they’ve both started sleeping with her. I understand why
they’re tempted; Layla is a beautiful woman. But there have to be massive
ethical issues with exchanging her appearances on our podcast with sex.

Not to mention the fact that, when things inevitably do go pear-shaped, it’s
going to make our living situation a Hell of a lot more awkward.

I don’t understand why they can’t keep it in their pants. It’s not like they’re
the only ones attracted to her. If I’m honest, I’ve liked Layla ever since she
moved in. And now that she’s getting closer to Zack and Josh, it’s getting
worse by the day. It’s torture watching her wander through our flat in her
skimpy little outfits and not being able to touch her. Plenty of times over the
last week, I’ve laid in bed and imagined what would happen if I just gave in
and agreed to take her on a date.

But I don’t, because I can’t. It would be completely inappropriate. Even if I
weren’t Layla’s ex-teacher, I’m over ten years older than her. I’m sure she’d
rather die than go out with me.

Sighing, I turn back to my laptop, staring blankly at the email from Paul.

Our manager is thrilled that we’ve hit the charts again. I can’t go an hour
without him messaging me about another merch idea or celebrity guest
suggestion. It’s driving me insane.

On the table next to me, my phone starts to buzz. Zack’s name flashes
across the screen. I unplug it from my charger, swiping it to answer the call.

“Hello?”

“Hey. Do you know what’s up with Layla?”

I frown. “What do you mean?”

“She called me a minute ago, and she sounded… weird.”

“Weird, how?” I say slowly, standing.



“I dunno. Shaky? The way Josh sounds when he’s pulled three all-nighters
in a row, and we have to forcibly pry his coffee out of his hands because
he’s about to have a mental breakdown.” There’s a muffled protest from
Josh in the background. “What? You do that, man. Yeah, like, all the time.

It’s okay, we still love you.”

I nod. “I’ll go check in on her.”

“Awesome. Okay, later.” He hangs up.

I grab my keys and head out of my flat into the hallway, crossing the
corridor and knocking on her door. There’s no response. “Layla?”

“Now’s not a good time,” she calls. I frown. Zack’s right. She does sound…

wrong. Her voice is all muffled. I waver in the hallway, not sure what to do.

As I hang back, uncertain, I hear a sharp breath, and then a smothered sob.

Alarm runs through me. “Sweetheart, I’m coming inside, okay?”

There’s no answer, so I push open the door to her flat and freeze, staring at
the mess.

Her lounge looks like a bomb has hit it. Normally Layla is ridiculously
organised; she loves labels and files and containers. But now, there’s stuff
everywhere. Packaging and invoices and fabric samples are strewn over the
couch and floor and coffee table. There are empty mugs and bowls of half-
eaten food on pretty much every flat surface, and the sink in her little
kitchenette is overflowing with dirty crockery.

Something is wrong. This isn’t like her at all.

I hear another muffled sob, and follow the noise to the bedroom, pushing
the door open gently.

Layla is sprawled on the floor in coffee-stained pyjamas, surrounded by
stacks of papers. As I watch, she flicks through them frantically. Her hair is



tied up in a sloppy bun falling to one side of her head, and her eyes are
ringed with smudged makeup.

“Layla,” I say softly.

“I’m fine,” she mutters, not looking up at me.

“You’re not fine.”

“I’m just busy,” she snaps, slapping one pile of papers down and picking up
another. “I j-just can’t find this stupid receipt. God, I’m so stupid, why the
Hell don’t I file things better?!” She tosses the papers back down and tugs
at her hair, breathing hard. “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” she
mutters, her green eyes wide. “I don’t know how I can fix this, I don’t…”

she trails off, her chest heaving. She’s clearly on the edge of panicking.

I step into the room, shutting the door behind me. “Layla, it’s okay. Get up,
sweetheart.”

She ignores me, stirring through the papers again. “Maybe I didn’t print it
out? Or I deleted it? Why would I do that, though? It can’t just have
disappeared—”

“Layla.” I cut her off, my voice firm. “Get. Up. Now.”

TWENTY-EIGHT

LUKE

She squints up at me. Her fingers are shaking. “Are you using your teacher
voice on me?”

“If that’s what it takes, then yes. This isn’t healthy. Come on.”

She looks down at the pages strewn around her and covers her face. “God,”

she mutters. “I’m an absolute mess, aren’t I?”



Without even thinking, I drop to my knees and reach for her, pulling her
into my arms. She’s stiff for a moment, tense and quivering in my grip.

Then she tips closer to me, burying her face in my chest. I rub my hand
over her back, trying to make soothing sounds as she shudders against me.

I wish she’d just cry, for God’s sake. This is almost worse. She’s just…

tense and shaking in my arms.

“This isn’t just about clothes for you, is it?” I say quietly. “You’re trying to
prove something.”

“No one ever thought I’d be good at anything,” she says into my shoulder.

“But I am. I don’t need help.”

“We all need help.” She takes a little gasping breath, and I cup her cheeks.

“C’mon, sweetheart. Breathe. Whatever it is, it’ll be okay.”

“No, it’s not.”

“It is.” I look around at the papers scattered across the floor. They look like
receipts. “Are you having money issues? We can help you.”

She cringes so hard I’m vaguely worried she’ll sprain something. “I don’t
want your money,” she spits. “I… it’s not a financial issue.”

“Then what is it?”

She opens her mouth, trying for a few seconds to find the words, then runs a
hand through her hair, frustrated. “I’m just so flippin’ stupid,” she spits out.

“I’m stupid. I just need to be better at all of this. All of it. And it’s too
much, and I can’t do it all—”

“Hey,” I say sharply. “You’re not stupid. Don’t talk about yourself like
that.”



She rolls her eyes, wiping her face, and I grab her wrist, pulling her hand
down to make her look me in the eye. “I’m not joking, Layla. If I hear you
saying this stuff about yourself again, all of this,” I wave between us, “this
stuff with the podcast, it’s done.”

She looks up at me, breathing hard. “I just…” She looks down. “I don’t
know what to do. I have so much that I need to get done, but I can’t do any
of it.”

“You’re not in the right frame of mind to work. The more you try, the more
you’ll struggle. And the more you struggle, the more you’ll panic. It’s a
vicious cycle.” A few strands of hair are sticking to her cheek, and I stroke
them away without thinking. “Do you want to tell me what’s upsetting
you?”

She rubs her face. “I had a shipment of lace that was supposed to come in
earlier this week,” she mumbles. “The company is saying I never ordered it.

But I’m sure I did. And if I can just find the receipt, their customer service
reps would have to take care of it, but I can’t, which means the entire
release is going to have to be pushed back. And I’ve already booked
promos, so I can’t do that.” She swallows hard and shakes her head. “And
on top of that, there’s apparently something wrong with my email, but I
don’t know what a DNS record is and I looked it up and nothing is making
sense, so I don’t know what to do. And one of my favourite designers asked
me to apply for a scholarship with her, but how the Hell am I going to win it
when I can’t even answer a goddamn email?” Her mouth turns down. “I just
want to get things right. And I keep screwing up, over and over and over.”

“You’re just overwhelmed.” I wave around the messy room. “I’ve coached
thousands of students through their A-levels. Trust me. I’ve seen this more
times than I could count.” I look down at the papers on the floor, reading
through the dates. “What invoice were you looking for?”

“You won’t find it,” she mutters. “I’ve been looking for ages.”

“Humour me.”



She rubs her eyes. “S’from Pink Pearl Silks.”

I immediately spot the company name on a sheet half-hidden under her bed.

“The high-gloss lucent insertion lace?” I read aloud. “In shade 8793,
thundercloud grey?”

She frowns, looking up at me. “Yeah? How did you...?”

I reach forward, carefully extricating the sheet and passing it to her.

“Here.”

“It was right in front of me,” she says flatly, taking it. “It was right there.

And I didn’t see it.”

“Well. It was under the bed,” I say charitably.

She shakes her head, dropping the invoice and tugging at her hair. “Jesus
Christ. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. It’s like I can’t think, or see, or
breathe—”

“You’re tired. You’re overwhelmed. You’re human.” I reach up and
untangle her fingers from her hair, twisting them with mine before she hurts
herself. “But we can fix it. We have a tech assistant who helps with our
website and email campaigns. We’ll have her look over your technical
issues.”

“I can’t ask you to do that.”

“You’re refusing to accept payment for being on our show,” I say drily.

“There aren’t really enough favours we can do for you. Until recently, I was
pushing the others to pay you, but…”

She finishes the thought for me. “Now I’ve slept with Josh and Zack, it
would be weird.”



A pang runs through me. “Right.” I drop my gaze and accidentally get an
eyeful of white, soft-looking cleavage. Layla’s pyjamas are fairly skimpy. I
quickly look away.

We’re both quiet for a bit. I keep rubbing circles on her back as her
breathing slowly evens out, her body relaxing. Eventually, she leans against
me and closes her eyes. “Thank you,” she says. “Sorry you had to come
here. You can go, now. I’m fine.”

I frown. I don’t like the thought of leaving her alone like this. She looks so
tired. It’s so different from her usual brash, bolshy personality that I’d stick
a pin in my eye if I thought it’d make her feel better right now.

There’s only one way I can think to do that. I sigh. “Look. Do you want to
go out?”

She blinks. “What?”

“Do you want to get a drink, or something? I know you’re meant to be
having a date with Josh and Zack tonight, but I think you need some time
off. There’s a pub in Battersea I’ve been meaning to try out, if you like.”

“I can’t,” she says glumly. “I have so much to do.”

I switch tacks. “The most productive thing you can do right now is take
some time off. You’re too stressed to work anymore, and if you don’t give
yourself a break, you’ll be in just as bad a state tomorrow.”

She hesitates. “I guess.”

“Great,” I say briskly, standing. “Take a scan of your invoice, send it to
your supplier, then go get ready. I’ll straighten up your flat a bit, and when
you’re ready, we’ll go out.”

She pulls a face. “I can’t let you do that.”

“Why not? You’d do it for us, if our situations were switched.”

“Well, yeah, but—” she trails off, her cheeks pinkening.



“But what?”

“If you see how gross my flat is, you’ll never look at me the same again.”

“You’re embarrassed because you’ve been working too hard to clean?” I
say incredulously. “Christ, Layla. You’re my friend. I don’t care about the
mess, I care about you.”

That startles her into silence for a few seconds. Her green eyes are wide as
she stares up at me.

“Okay,” she says eventually, uncrossing her arms. “Thank you.”

TWENTY-NINE

LUKE

Two hours later, we’re both sitting in a booth at the back of a London pub.

It’s packed tonight; there’s a football match on, so the place is full of fans
watching the game. Layla and I have both had to squeeze onto one tiny
bench, pressed close together. Layla has a mojito in front of her, and is
looking a lot happier. The colour is back in her cheeks, and she’s finally
smiling again.

“I still can’t believe you don’t remember me from high school,” she shouts
over the clamour of the pub, kicking her heeled feet as she sips at her straw.

“I was such a good student.”

“I’m sure.” I swig at my own beer and try to ignore the feeling of her thigh
pressed against mine. After she showered, Layla changed into little black
shorts and a skimpy green top. She looks lovely, of course — but it’s an
awful lot of bare skin to have pressed up against you. I can’t help myself
glancing down the long stretch of white leg as she shuffles closer, making
room for a guy to squeeze into the booth on her other side.

“I was!” She insists. “I wrote an essay on the use of light in A Streetcar
Named Desire. You said it was the best in the class.”



“I’m sure it was brilliant,” I agree. “Unfortunately, I think I’ve read about
four hundred essays on that topic, so nothing is springing to mind.”

She kicks me under the table, her eyes crinkling. “You were everyone’s
favourite teacher, you know. I was so excited to move into your class.”

I look down at my hands, my smile fading. “Hopefully I wasn’t too much of
a disappointment. I probably wasn’t at my best when I was teaching you.”

She nods. “It was when your divorce was going through, right?”

I wince. “The students knew about that?”

“We knew. Mrs Martins—” she frowns, thinking. “Um…”

“Amy,” I supply.

“Right. She’d talk about you in class, sometimes. A lot of the girls were
happy that you were back on the market.”

I grimace, and she laughs. “You were, what, sixteen at the time?” She nods.

“You must have the reunion coming up soon, right?”

Layla’s face shutters. “Yeah. I got an email about it a few days ago.”

“Are you going to go?”

She taps her straw against the rim of her glass. “I haven’t decided yet.”

“Well. I might be there as well. I got my invite just this morning.” Amy
emailed it to me specifically. I’m not sure if it’s just part of her role as
headmistress, or she was trying to dig at me.

Her eyes flash to mine. “Really?” She considers. “That’s convenient.

Maybe you should just come with me, then.”

I sputter on my beer. “Like, as your…”



“Date, yeah.” She leans against me, amusement glinting in her eyes. “I’m
really big on reducing carbon emissions. It would save petrol.”

“My car’s electric,” I manage.

She rolls her eyes. “That’s the nerdiest way I’ve ever been turned down.

And I’ve been turned down a lot, as you well know.”

I clear my throat, setting down my beer. “Layla—”

“I know, I know. You wouldn’t touch me with a barge pole. I’m just
kidding.” She sighs, turning back to her drink. “Do you seriously go to the
reunion every year? Why would you want to go back to that hellhole?”

My eyebrows raise. “You didn’t like Emery High? I thought it was a
wonderful school.”

She almost chokes on her mouthful. “Oh?”

“Yes. There was plenty of funding. The area was nice. And the students
were some of the loveliest I’ve ever worked with.”

She snorts at that. “Sure they were.”

“Emery High has some of the lowest rates of student exclusion and
suspension in the country,” I tell her proudly. “I never remember seeing a
child get expelled for bullying or fighting. It was a lovely atmosphere.”

Layla is silent for a moment. “I hated almost every second of it,” she says
eventually.

I’m taken aback. “Why?”

Her mouth twists. “Guess I’m not that academic.” She looks down at her
glass. The noise in the room seems to just get louder as she lets the
conversation trail into silence.



I frown. The happiness has drained out of her again. “Layla.” She doesn’t
respond, so I touch her hand lightly. “Hey. Did I do something wrong?”

“No,” she says, stirring ice around her glass. “You did nothing.” We’re
silent for a moment. Layla studies the table, running her fingertips slowly
over the glossy grain.

I clear my throat. “So. How is the experiment with Josh and Zack going?

Honestly.”

She smiles slightly. “I didn’t lie on the podcast. It really is going great. I’m
already a lot better at flirting, I think. And I’m getting more natural on my
practice dates.” She grins suddenly. “And now I can come in bed, too. If
you were wondering.”

“I wasn’t,” I say firmly. She just laughs. “Well, I’m glad you’re finding it
helpful. Just remember that if you ever feel like you need to stop, you can
change your mind.”

She narrows her eyes, taking another sip of her mojito. “Why are you so
against it? Is it just because you think it’ll ruin my friendship with Zack and
Josh?”

I shake my head. “I just don’t think they’re going about it the right way.

Your issues aren’t social, or…” the word sticks in my throat.

She smirks. “Sexual?”

I nod. “Right. There’s nothing wrong with you. I think you’re just finding
the wrong men.”

“Oh?”

I nod. “I think finding a partner is less about attraction, and more about
logic. If you can find a person that’s compatible with you, you can avoid
facing troubles down the line when the honeymoon phase is over.” I smile
at her grimly. “And you won’t make the same mistake as me.”



She rolls her eyes. “Jesus. You got divorced once, Luke. It’s not like you’re
doomed to be alone forever because one relationship didn’t work out.”

My mouth falls open. “I don’t think I’m doomed forever—”

“No? I’ve never even seen you bring a girl home. There must be some
reason for that.”

“Well… I…” I bluster. Honestly, I haven’t thought about finding a partner
in forever. I’m perfectly happy with my life the way it is. I’m coming up to
forty, after all. It feels a little late in life to be swiping through Tinder.

Layla leans forward, raising her voice over the noise. The movement puts
our faces very close together. I can see all of the individual lashes framing
her eyes, and the sprinkling of freckles on her cheeks. “It’s your whole
schtick on the show. The ‘resident divorcee’. And I get it; it’s your
speciality. But how come you aren’t even trying to date?”

I can’t look away from her. There’s a smudge of dark makeup under her
eye, and without thinking, I reach up to thumb it away. “I… suppose I
haven’t found the right woman.”

Her eyebrow quirks. “You dated Monica, didn’t you? Zack said you guys
broke up because he couldn’t commit. Did you want to stay with her?”

My mood drops. I really wish Zack would stop talking about that. “That’s
not quite what happened,” I admit. “I actually instigated the breakup. I
wasn’t prepared for anything serious. Zack agreed that it was time, so we
split.”

She frowns. “What about Josh?”

“Josh wanted to stay with her. He liked her a lot.”

“And his feelings were just ignored? That seems unfair.”

For the first time, I let myself really study her. She looks so unbelievably
kissable right now. Her eyes are dark and dilated. Her pretty pink lips are



wet and parted. My hand is still on her face, and without thinking, I stroke
my thumb over her cheekbone. “I suppose it was,” I murmur.

Her gaze flickers to mine, and she smiles slowly. “You know,” she says.

“That was a long time ago. You should start dating again. Before you get
old and lose all your hair.”

“Charming, Layla.”

My heart thuds as she laughs, sliding a little closer. My eyes widen as she
tilts her face towards me.

She’s going to kiss me.

I thought I was making up all of the little flickers of attraction I saw in her,
but maybe I wasn’t, after all. She’s actually going to kiss me.

And I’m going to let her.

Suddenly, a shout goes through the bar. I look up to see a footballer on one
of the TV screens lift up his shirt and do a victory lap on the field,
bellowing in triumph after shooting a goal. Layla swears as the guy next to
her throws up his pint, sloshing beer down her front. “Jesus!” She shouts,
turning to face him. “What is wrong with you?”

He turns to her, grinning sloppily. “Whas’ the matter, honey?” He slurs.

She scowls at her wet shirt. “You’ve soaked me, you utter moron.”

“Oooh, have I? ” He throws his head back and laughs. “Smile, princess.

S’just a shirt.”

Layla opens her mouth to argue, and I wrap my arm around her shoulder,
yanking her into my side. She immediately goes quiet. “Go,” I tell the man.

His face creases. “You can’t tell me what to do,” he says.



“Go, ” I repeat. “You’re a public nuisance. Get out of our way.”

Even after all these years, I am very good at getting people to do what I tell
them to. Zack says it’s a leftover from my time as a teacher; whenever I
raise my voice at someone, they automatically feel like they’re about to get
into trouble. The man wavers, and I arch an eyebrow. “Now, please.”

“Whatever,” the guy mutters, standing and shuffling out of the booth.

I wait until he’s out of sight, then turn to Layla. “Are you alright,
sweetheart?” I pick up a napkin and start trying to wipe off the front of her
thin shirt.

She looks up at me with huge, dilated eyes. Her cheeks are pink. She
swallows and nods, slipping out from under my arm and standing. “I… I’m
gonna dry off in the bathroom. You want another drink?” She looks
flustered.

I frown. “Layla, I can get it. It’s no bother.”

She fixes me with a look. “Why? Are you trying to impress me, Mr
Martins?”

“Of course not,” I say. “But—”

She smiles. “Then I’ll buy the next round. Gimme ten minutes.” She turns
on her heel and heads to the toilets without another word.

THIRTY

LAYLA

My head is spinning as I step out of the bathroom and head to the bar. Even
after five minutes under the hand-drier, my damp top still clings to my chest
as I slip into a barstool and order two more drinks.

I don’t mind. I feel hot and flushed and flustered. I could use something to
cool me down. As I wait for my drinks, I glance back at our dark booth in
the corner of the room. Luke has pulled a paperback out from somewhere



and is reading it, completely ignoring the chaos around him. My stomach
flips.

I almost kissed him.

I don’t know what came over me. We were sitting so close, shouting over
the noise of the bar, and it felt like there were magnets in my skin, dragging
me into him. I remember the way his dark eyes fixed on my mouth as I
talked. The light graze of his fingertips against my cheek.

For a second, I thought maybe he wanted to kiss me, too.

I shake my head at myself. I’m being stupid. I need to get over this
ridiculous crush.

The teenage bartend comes back with my drinks, and I pull my card out of
my wallet. As I hold it against the reader, I vaguely recognise the sound of
the bathroom door getting slammed open behind me. The reader bleeps, and
I take back my card just as a deep voice booms through the pub.

“TWO-POUND THOMPSON! WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING

HERE?”

I freeze, all of the blood draining out of my face as my ex-boyfriend, Donny
Pritchard, swaggers up to the bar.

Okay, so I lied when I told the guys that I’ve never had a boyfriend. I have
had one. But the fact that I ever dated Donny — even though it was just for
a week in high school — is so incredibly embarrassing that I refuse to own
up to it.

He looks no different than he did ten years ago. He’s still tall, broad-
shouldered and handsome. He still has the same cleft chin and pretty green
eyes, although right now they’re bloodshot from drinking. He smirks at me,
slumping down in the barstool next to me.

“Layla. Babe,” he booms. I try to edge away from him as his hot, yeasty
breath fans over my face. “What the Hell are you doing here? Doesn’t seem



like your kind of place.” He waves down the bartend. “Gimme a beer, man.

Best stuff you got on tap.” He slaps his card down onto the bar, then grins at
me, leaning back in his stool and crossing his arms behind his head.

“I’m getting a drink,” I say flatly. “The same as you, apparently. What’s
with the cheap suit? You look like a wanker.”

He looks down at his crumpled three-piece. “‘S’not cheap, ” he sneers.
“Just got back from a campaign. I’m running for the London Assembly. I’m
shooting for Mayor one day.”

I snort. “Don’t you need to know how to read to be a politician?”

His eyes spark. “Big words coming from you,” he says loudly. “You’ve
been doing well for yourself, haven’t you, Layla? I’ve seen your pictures
online.” His gaze drops pointedly to my chest. “Seems like you’re really
using your assets.”

Before I can respond, the bartender steps forward and slides two glass jam
jars towards me, full of pretty pink and red drinks.

Donny guffaws. “Mate. How come you’re serving her first? Is it ‘cause
she’s got her rack out?”

The bartend sputters. I fight back the wave of cold that rolls over my body,
plucking my paper umbrella out of my drink. “If you don’t shut up,” I say,
“I’ll stab you in the face.”

Donny blinks. “What?”

“I’ll rip out your eyes and eat them like olives,” I inform him, twirling the
umbrella between my fingers. Donny’s face darkens with a scowl. I don’t
break eye contact, staring him down.

The bartender looks between us. “Um, is there a problem here?” He asks,
sounding terrified.

Donny straightens. “Sorry, mate.” He grins again. “Were you interested?”



He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. “I wouldn’t bother. If you
want to see her topless, just look her up online.”

I grit my teeth, my shoulders tensing. “You can go now, Donald.”

Donny ignores me, leaning in and dropping his voice to a stage whisper.

“She’s a… what do you call ‘em? Glamour model. Girls who pose naked.

Hang on.” He pulls out his phone and shows it to the boy. “Here, man.

Check it. Nice, right?”

I peer over his shoulder. On his screen is a campaign photo I took a couple
of years ago for a product launch. I’m wearing a lilac corset laced up with
lavender ribbons. And, yes, my bum is out. But who cares? It’s social
media, for God’s sake. The whole internet is like, pictures of food and
bums.

“Do you have that saved in your phone?” I ask, disgusted. “God. You’re so
rank. And I’m not a glamour model, I’m a fashion designer, you utter
cretin.” I reach for the phone. “Put that away. ”

Donny lifts it out of my reach. “Hey, why are you getting fussy now? If you
didn’t want people to look at them, you wouldn’t put them up on the
internet for everyone to see.” He leers at my chest. “You sure as Hell
wouldn’t be wearing a shirt like that.”

As his eyes bore into the front of my top, something odd happens inside of
me. A switch flips. Suddenly, all the anger coursing through me freezes,
turning to cold, raw fear.

I swallow hard. I don’t know what’s happening. I’m good at being
catcalled. I’m great at it, in fact. It’s happened so many times in my life, I
have a whole Rolodex of snippy, sarcastic comebacks stored in the back of
my mind.

But right now, I’m reaching desperately for something to say, and nothing is
coming to mind. I stare at Donny, my throat tightening as he smirks back



down at me. Memories from my time at high school flash in front of my
eyes like a movie.

Girls whispering behind their hands about me as I walk down the hallway to
class.

Boys grabbing me and trying to yank me onto their laps on the bus.

Teachers sharing knowing looks as I traipse into the headmistress’s office
for the fifth time in a week.

I shudder, trying to take in a breath. I feel sick. I feel so, so sick. My hands
are shaking. My heart is pounding.

Donny leans closer, eyes fixed on my chest. “Jesus Christ, you can see your
nips through this. You know that, right?” He swipes at the front of my shirt.

I bat his hand away, and he grins like a shark. “God, you’ve filled out since
we were together, haven’t you? Did you get your boobs done?”

“We were never together,” I say.

“Yeah?” He rubs his chin. “‘Cuz I’m pretty sure I remember you dragging
me into the changing rooms to whack me off—”

All of the blood drains out of my face. There’s a ringing in my ears. My
body is paralysed, caught between the urge to run, and the urge to lash out
and gouge his stupid eyeballs out with my fingernails. Donny’s grin widens
as he leans in again, and I just close my eyes, freezing in place.

A heavy hand lands on my shoulder. “What is going on here?” A low voice
comes from above me.

I look up at Luke standing behind me. His face is white with anger as he
studies my expression. “Are you okay?” He asks quietly, and I nod.

Donny looks up, and the laughter drains from his face. “M-Mr Martins.” He
stutters.



Luke turns his steely gaze on him. His lips press together. “Donald. How
nice to see you again.”

“Uh. Yeah. You too, Mr M.” Donny rubs the back of his neck, frowning at
Luke’s hand on me. “Uh. Why are you hanging out with Tuggy?” His eyes
widen. “Holy shit. Are you two on a date?”

Luke drops his hand like I’ve burned him. “Tuggy?” He repeats. “What the
Hell does that mean?”

Hearing that word from his lips snaps something inside me. I stand up,
sliding off my stool like a zombie, and head to the exit, pushing through the
crowds of rowdy patrons. Shoving the bar’s back door open, I step out into
the black night air, sinking onto the pavement and wrapping my arms
around my knees.

Cars rush past on the road. Cold evening drizzle mists over me. Tears blur
my eyes.

This was a bad idea. Trying to date means putting yourself out there. Which
means making yourself vulnerable. I put my face in my hands, trying to
breathe.

A few minutes later, the door behind me opens. Noise from the bar washes
out into the street. I don’t move as Luke steps outside and shuts the door
behind him, setting a can of cola on the stone step next to me.

“Drink it,” he says quietly. “The sugar will help.”

“I don’t need help,” I mutter.

“No?” He asks mildly, looking down at me as I shiver. “Well. It can’t hurt.”

He toes the can closer to me.

All of the embarrassment burning inside me suddenly twists to white-hot
anger. I don’t know why Luke is so obsessed with seeing me when I’m
weakest, but it’s really starting to piss me off.



“For God’s sake,” I snap. “Can you please just leave me alone?”

My hard voice echoes around the empty street. There’s a pause, and then
Luke sits down next to me. “No,” he says softly. “No, Layla. I’m not
leaving you alone out here when you’re upset.”

I close my eyes, dragging in a shuddering breath.

Fine.

I take another deep breath and pull myself together.

THIRTY-ONE

LUKE

Layla completely shuts off.

It’s like she freezes over. One second, she has hurt and frustration and fear
all over her face; the next, she’s sitting calmly on the stone steps, examining
her nail beds, her expression cold and detached. “Seriously,” she says again,
her voice almost bored. “It’s not a big deal. You don’t post pictures of
yourself half-naked online if you can’t handle a little catcalling.”

“I don’t think that’s true,” I say slowly, trying to nudge the soda closer to
her. “Sweetheart, you’ll feel better if—”

“I’m fine,” she snaps, and I look down. She sighs and leans her head back
against the brick wall, squinting up at the dark sky. “Sorry,” she says softly.

“Sorry, sorry. I turn to a bitch when I’m embarrassed.”

I shake my head. We’re silent for a moment. A car trundles down the road.

A few streets away, I hear drunk voices singing a Mariah Carey song.

Slowly, Layla reaches down and cracks the tab of the can, bringing it to her
lips and taking a few deep swallows.



“What does Tuggy mean?” I ask when she sets it back on the pavement.

She makes a lewd jerking motion with her hand.

I grimace, my stomach turning. “What? Why the Hell did he call you that?”

She looks at me sideways. “You really don’t remember me at all, do you?”

She says, her voice soft.

“I told you. I barely remember anyone from your class.”

“You remember Donny,” she points out, and I huff.

“Yeah. Because Donald refused to study, and then his parents threatened to
sue me for bad teaching practice every time I gave him a failing grade. I
ended up tutoring him on Friday lunch breaks, just to get them to back off.”

I don’t like to think badly of my students, but occasionally, you meet a kid
that’s just bad, through and through. Donny was one of them.

I try to put the pieces together. “Did he give you a hard time?” I guess.

“Among others,” she says stiffly.

“Was it… bad?” I ask, my voice hesitant. I already know the answer. She
wouldn’t be crouched here, shivering in the cold, if it wasn’t bad.

Her face twists. “Well,” she spits, “I got death threats every day for about
three years straight, so yeah. I’d say it was pretty bad.”

My stomach lurches. “What?” I ask. “Death threats? At Emery High?”

She fiddles with her bracelets. “I know, I know. The loveliest children
you’ve ever worked with. Lowest rate of student suspension in the country. I
guess I must have just imagined it.”

I sit forward. “I don’t understand. Were you bullied by the other students?”



She tilts her head and looks at me, her pale eyes inscrutable. “Well,” she
says slowly. “It wasn’t the janitor threatening to beat me to death behind the
bike shed.”

“Layla—” My horror must show on my face, because she immediately
backtracks.

“I shouldn’t have said that.” She shakes her head. “I don’t want to talk
about it.”

I ignore her. “Donny threatened to kill you?”

She snorts. “Oh, no. He was just the ringleader, making up stories about
what a slag I was. It was mostly the girls who wanted to kill me.” Her lip
curls in disgust. “Trust me, Tuggy was the best of my nicknames. I had a
bunch. Handy Queen. Two-pound Thompson.”

“Two-pound…” I repeat weakly, my head whirring.

“It was the rumoured price I charged for a blowie.” She tosses her hair
back. “One pound to touch my boobs. Fifty pence over the shirt. Not that
most of them bothered paying. Or asking.”

Horror shudders through me. All of this was happening whilst I was there?

Right under my nose? “Layla. You didn’t—”

She scowls at me, her eyes hard. “None of it’s true.”

“That’s not what I was going to ask, sweetheart. Why didn’t you ask for
help?”

It’s the wrong thing to say. Her eyes flare. She suddenly flings her leg out,
kicking the half-empty can across the pavement. It clatters against the
gravel, rolling to a stop a few feet away.

“Screw you,” she spits. “Don’t make this my fault. I did ask for help. I told
my form teacher. I told the receptionist. I told the headteacher. I told the
goddamn nurse every time I had to come in for an extra PE kit, because the



guys liked pouring water down the front of my shirt. For God’s sake, Luke,
do I seem like the kind of person who takes this stuff lying down?” She
shakes her head. “I kicked up as much of a fuss as I possibly could. No one
did anything. Anything. Hell, the head of year told me I should be grateful,
because ‘when a boy picks on you like this, he’s clearly interested in you’.

And then she called me a ‘slapper’ behind my back as I walked away.”

I stare at her, wide-eyed. “The head of year… Eveline told you that?”

She looks at me coolly, her eyes gleaming in the dark like a cat’s, like she’s
daring me not to believe her.

I run a hand over my face. This is all my fault. If I’d been in a better state, I
would have noticed something was wrong. I should’ve helped her. It was
my job to keep the students safe. Jesus, no wonder Layla’s so prickly and
defensive around men now; she’s used to them trying to hurt her.

She was sixteen, for God’s sake. Sixteen, and getting sexually harassed in
school. “But why?” I ask, my voice breaking on the last word. “Why did the
other kids pick on you like that? I don’t understand.”

She’s silent for a long, long time, staring up at the sky. “I don’t want to tell
you,” she says eventually.

The words hit me like a brick wall.

All of my life, I’ve prided myself on being someone people can come to for
help. When I was a teacher, I had kids traipsing in and out of my office all
day, just to talk to me. It’s one of the reasons I like doing Three Single
Guys. Giving advice is what I’m supposed to be good at.

But Layla doesn’t want to open up to me. Why the Hell would she? She was
getting bullied for years, right under my nose, and I didn’t do anything to
help her. I was her teacher, and I let her get hurt and harassed. I let her
down.

My phone suddenly dings in my pocket. I stand up, my head spinning. “I…



I need to make a call.” I mutter. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

THIRTY-TWO

LAYLA

Luke is gone for almost ten minutes, which I appreciate. I take some deep
breaths, then wipe off my cheeks and pull open my clutch, looking for my
compact mirror. By the time the door behind me opens again, I’m blotting
my lipstick with a tissue, and I feel much steadier.

“I’m going home,” I tell Luke as he steps outside.

He nods. “If you can hang on a second, Josh will pick you up. I need to go
do some damage control.”

I frown. “Is something wrong?” Is he just trying to get out of sharing a car
with me?

He nods. “There’s been an issue with one of our merch shipments. The t-
shirts have been printed in the wrong colours.” He rubs his eyes. He looks
exhausted. “Zack and I are going to see if we can sort it out. Josh will take
you home.”

“I can get the Tube myself…” I start to say, but before I can finish talking, a
familiar silver car pulls up by the curb. My shoulders slump. Great.

Someone else to witness how pathetic I am.

The car’s lights flash, and Josh opens the door, stepping out into the road.

He looks like he came here in a hurry; his black hair is ruffled, and the
collar of his dark coat is turned up. His concerned gaze immediately goes to
me. My stomach crunches with embarrassment.



Josh slams the door shut and makes his way to me, but Luke waylays him,
grabbing him by the shoulder and saying a few words in his ear.

I bristle. What is he saying about me? Take care of her. Make sure she’s
okay. She’s upset.

Josh raises an eyebrow, then nods, turning to me and offering me a hand.

“Let’s go home.”

“Why are you on babysitting duty?” I ask sullenly.

“I’m your boyfriend, aren’t I?”

“Josh.”

He sighs. “Because I’m the one least likely to treat you like a baby,” he
answers, his voice flat. “Come on.”

My cheeks burning, I let him help me off the stone step and lead me to the
car, still idling on the curb. He opens the front passenger seat door for me,
but I ignore it, opening a door in the back instead. Embarrassment is
rushing through me in hot waves. I don’t need taking care of. I’m fine.

“Bad night?” He asks, climbing into the driver’s seat and buckling in.

“Bad day,” I mutter, and he nods, turning his attention back to the road.

We’re silent on the drive home. Josh keeps glancing back at me in the
rearview mirror, worry clear in his eyes. I ignore him, watching the
streetlights flash by the window, rolling amber stripes of light over my bare
thighs. When I picked this outfit out earlier, I thought it looked hot.

Now I just feel gross.

I close my eyes and press my forehead against the cold windowpane,
breathing deeply as we wind through the London roads back home.



When we reach our building, the lift is broken, so we climb up all six flights
of stairs in silence. By the time we finally get back to our floor, all I want to
do is take off my heels, strip off these stupid shorts, and step into a scalding
hot shower. I need to wash this night away.

Josh walks me to my flat door, and I pull my key out of my clutch.

“Well. Good night,” I say, fitting it in the lock. “Thanks for coming out.

You didn’t have to do that.”

He nods but doesn’t move.

“Bye,” I prompt, unlocking the door and pushing it open.

He peers in over my shoulder. “Have you got new lampshades?”

“...no?”

“Are you sure? Can I check?” I stare at him, and he sighs. “Can I come in
with you?”

I hesitate. Normally I would say no. I feel crappy, and I don’t like other
people to see me upset.

But this is Josh. As my eyes scan his chiselled face, emotion tugs inside me.

For once, I don’t want to be alone. I want to be in his arms, so badly my
skin aches. And I don’t know why.

I shrug. “You’re my boyfriend, aren’t you?” Before I can change my mind,
I take his hand, leading him inside my dark apartment.

THIRTY-THREE
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“You want a drink or anything?” I ask, kicking off my heels and heading for
the kitchenette. “Water? Wine?”



Josh shuts the door behind him and bends to unlace his shoes. His phone
beeps in his pocket, and he hooks it out, checking the screen. “Hang on a
sec,” he murmurs, typing back a quick message. I pour us both some water.

When I turn back around, he’s migrated to the couch, and is frowning at his
phone like he wants to throw it out of the window.

“Who is it?” I ask.

“My brother,” he says shortly. “He wants my help organising the guest
seating for the wedding.”

“It’s just in a few weeks, right?”

“Hm.” His phone bleeps again, and he sighs. “And that was Luke.” He
starts tapping at the screen. “He wants to know if you’re doing okay.”

Irritation flashes through me, but I bite it back. I’m not really angry at Luke.

He’s just concerned. It’s my fault for letting him see how much Donny
upset me.

“I’m fine,” I say again. “Really. I ran into an old schoolmate. It… knocked
me off-balance for a second.”

The lie hangs in the air between us. Josh’s dark eyes glitter as he assesses
me, his face inscrutable. “Okay.” He puts his phone away.

I set the waters down and curl up on the sofa next to him, tucking my feet
under me. We’re both silent for a minute. Without meaning to, my mind
flashes back to Donny. I remember the familiar sneer on his face as he
leered at my chest.

If you didn’t want people to look at you, you sure as Hell wouldn’t be
wearing a shirt like that.

Old, half-buried memories flicker through the back of my brain, making me
feel sick.



“You can tell me,” Josh says suddenly. I glance across at him. He’s not
looking at me, staring out of the window at the city lights. “You’re upset.

You can tell me what’s hurting you.”

I tug at the hem of my shorts. “I’m not hurt. Nothing is upsetting me.”

“Is it the podcast?” He asks. “Is it upsetting you? Because you can drop out
whenever you want. Things have gotten pretty crazy.”

I frown. “I don’t want to drop out. Even if I did, I wouldn’t do it. You guys
would lose a ton of followers. And the whole point of this segment was to
boost your popularity.”

He frowns. “I don’t care about that.”

I snort. “Yeah, you do. The podcast is your life. You love it.”

“Not to the detriment of other people,” he snaps. “I wouldn’t hurt someone
for business, for God’s sake.”

His voice is uncharacteristically sharp. I’m taken aback. “Never said you
would.”

Josh closes his eyes, his shoulders slumping. “Sorry. Touchy subject, I
guess. I was just on the phone to my brother before Luke called me.” His
lips press together. “Rob wants to invite our dad to his wedding.”

“When was the last time you saw him?”

“Years ago. I was hoping to keep it that way.” He looks out of the window
at the city lights outside. “He was like that. Cold. Harsh. A workaholic that
cared more about his bank accounts than other people. People say that I’m
like him a lot, so…” he shrugs. “Yeah. Sore subject.”

I don’t know what to say to that. A few seconds of silence pass as I watch
him. His face is dipped in shadow. I can see his pulse thrumming in his
throat. He looks sad and tired, and it’s unfurling something inside of me.



“Can I try something?” I ask.

He nods wordlessly. Slowly, I lean forward, curling my hand in his hair. His
lips part, but he doesn’t move as I shuffle closer and touch my mouth to his.

Just like the last time we kissed, need immediately flushes through me. I
melt against him, my body softening against his hardness. God, it feels so
good. It feels right. He makes a low noise and kisses me back hard, licking
into me. The dark room around me smudges like an oil painting. I can feel
tension building deep in my stomach, like a spring winding tighter and
tighter. We keep touching each other, stroking our hands over each other
like neither of us can quite convince ourselves to stop. The ache between
my legs gets worse and worse, until I’m squirming on his lap, rocking
slightly against his thigh. I feel half-desperate.

I need more.

Yanking up my tight shorts, I climb onto Josh’s lap, straddling his thick
thighs. He groans as I shuffle forwards, wrapping my arms around his neck.

We kiss again, long and hard, until the blood is thudding in my head and I
have to pull back and gasp for breath.

“Layla,” he rumbles, gripping my hips like he’s scared I’ll pull away. “What
is this?”

Ignoring the question, I dip in for another kiss. He meets my lips stroke for
stroke. Our chests rub against each other, and the buttons on his shirt press
through the fabric of my thin silky top, rubbing against my overheated skin.

I shiver. I had no idea that buttons could feel so good.

“Layla…” he starts again.

I nibble at his throat, and he groans, his hips bucking under mine. “God, I
love your weak spot.”

“D-don’t use it against me,” he manages, as I lick over his pulse.



I shake my head, nipping at the hot skin until his hands clutch at me. “I’m
just being a good student.”

His big palms slide up the sides of my waist. His eyes meet mine. “Can
I…?”

I gulp. My skin is blazing. My breasts feel achy and full. I want them in his
hands more than anything.

I grab the hem of my shirt and pull it off, tossing it in a crumpled ball to the
floor. Josh swallows visibly. His eyes rove over my lilac balconette. It’s one
of my favourite sets, simple and pretty, embroidered with fine, shimmery
thread.

Slowly, he reaches out and touches the tiny bow between the cups, his jaw
tight. “Shit,” he says succinctly.

I smile. He runs his finger lightly over the lace, tracing the line of the cup,
then looks up at me. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Let me show you how okay I am,” I practically purr.

He groans as I push him back and tug at his shirt. Buttons pop as I yank the
panels apart, baring his hard chest. I run my fingers down between his abs,
and they crunch under my touch. I smile like a shark.

Yes. This is better. Meeting Donny made me feel weak and sad, but now
I’m back in control. Josh grabs my hips, twisting like he wants to flip me
over. I push his hands away.

“No,” I order. “I’m on top.” I soothe the sting of the order by ducking and
pressing a kiss to his pec. He sinks back against the couch cushions as I kiss
down the side of his throat.

“You’re incredible,” he murmurs. “Amazing.”

Emotion ripples through me, and I quickly tamp it back down. No. I don’t
want to feel right now, I want to shag. “Shh,” I order. “No talking.”



“No?” He sounds amused.

“No.” I pull back for a second, rubbing my sternum. “Don’t want to talk.” I
go back to necking him.

“Hey,” Josh says.

“Mm?” I suck on his Adam’s Apple, breathing hard. My heart is
hammering painfully. My lungs squeeze as I slide my hands down the front
of his muscled chest, reaching for his belt.

“Layla.”

I tug at the belt, pulling it loose from the buckle. “Yeah?” My voice is
breathy. My fingers are trembling.

“Layla, look at me.”

I don’t. My sweaty hands slip on his belt. I swear under my breath, my
fingers fumbling with the buckle. My head is swimming.

“Layla.” Josh’s voice hardens. He reaches down and grabs my wrists,
pulling them gently away from him. “Layla, stop.”

THIRTY-FOUR
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I freeze, blinking up at him. “What?”

He cups my face and tilts it up. His thumb strokes across my cheek as he
studies me. He looks so concerned that it makes something in my stomach
tremble. “You still don’t look right.”

“I’m fine,” I whisper. “Don’t look at me like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like… you think I’m about to fall apart.” I squirm as my throat tightens.



I’m uncomfortable, and sweating, and there’s a pit in my stomach that’s
hurting so much I feel sick. I guess it must show on my face, because Josh
just looks even more alarmed, dropping his hands.

“Layla,” he says softly. “What is it? You want to talk about it?”

“I’m not upset,” I sputter. “At least—I don’t think I am.”

Josh doesn’t say anything. I can’t handle his eyes on me anymore.

Embarrassed, I slide off the sofa and grab my empty water glass from the
coffee table, skittering towards the kitchen. Refilling it at the sink, I lean
against the counter and gulp it down. The cold liquid slides through me,
cooling my insides, and I take a deep breath as my heartbeat steadies.

Nothing’s wrong. Everything’s fine.

Setting the glass on the drying rack, I turn back to the sofa, but Josh is gone.

The door to my bedroom is open, light spilling into the hallway, so I follow
him inside. He’s standing shirtless and barefoot by my bed, plumping up
my pillows.

“Better now,” I announce, crossing the room and putting my hands on his
shoulders to shove him onto the bed. He falls onto the mattress, and I slide
into his lap, but immediately, that scared, panicked feeling starts back up
again. I could growl with frustration. What the Hell is wrong with me? Why
am I freaking out about this? It’s just Josh, for God’s sake.

Deciding to just ignore it, I try to catch his mouth in another kiss.

He turns his face away, letting my mouth skitter over his jaw. “Not tonight,
L.”

“I’m fine,” I insist. “Really.”

He raises an eyebrow, then opens his arms for me. “Either way, I’m not in
the mood. Come here.”



I consider for a moment, nerves squirming in my stomach, then shuffle
forward and let him fold me into a hug. Instantly, all of the tension inside
me melts away.

He lays his cheek against mine. “What are you feeling?”

“Nothing. Turned on.”

He makes a low rumbling noise in his chest, but doesn’t say anything.

I rub my eyes. “I feel like I’m about to fall off a cliff,” I say honestly. “And
I don’t understand why. I don’t know what’s scaring me.”

“Christ, L.” He traces his fingers down my arms. “You’re just not ready. It’s
fine.”

I frown. “But I already slept with you! How could I not be ready?!”

He shrugs a shoulder. “You can be ready one day, and not ready the next.

You’re not a vibrator. You’re not always on.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” I whisper. Although deep down, it does.

Meeting Donny has left me weak and raw.

He doesn’t answer, turning to kiss me. His lips ghost over mine, feather-
light, like he’s tracing the shape of my mouth with his. My heart thumps
painfully in my chest. He trails his lips across my cheek, mouthing softly at
the hinge of my jaw, then finally pulls back.

I sigh, feeling the hardness under his pants press against my thigh. “Sorry,”

I say quietly.

Josh shakes his head and wraps his arms around me, pulling me down onto
the mattress next to him. “Tonight’s lesson: never apologise.” He kisses the
nape of my neck. “Do you want me to stay or leave?”



“What would a boyfriend do?” I consider. “Stay, right?”

“There’s no right answer here, L. What do you need?” He brushes my hair
away from my face.

“I… I don’t know.” Frustration knots my stomach.

“Check in with yourself,” he says patiently.

I obediently dig inside myself, trying to untangle the threads of fear and
happiness and anxiety and stress. The answer rises to the surface of my
mind.

“You,” I say. “I need you. Here. Now. Yes.” His chest shakes with silent
laughter, and I huff. “Yes. Stay. Please. And stop laughing at me.”

“You’re pretty cute.”

My heart glows in my chest. I kick his ankle under the sheets. “I’m not
cute. I’m terrifying.”

“Mmhm.” He wraps his arms tighter around me and pulls me flush against
him, so we’re spooning.

I wriggle against him angrily. “I make men jump from windows and flee
from restaurants to get away from me.”

His eyes glow almost luminescent in my low bedroom light. “I’m not
fleeing.”

“Yet.”

“Mm.” He starts carding a hand through my hair, and the sensation is so
relaxing I feel my eyes starting to fall shut. “Sleep,” he murmurs, so low I
barely even hear it. “We’ll talk about it tomorrow.”

THIRTY-FIVE

ZACK



“Will you please just tell me what’s wrong?” I ask the next morning,
trailing after Luke as he marches across the road to our apartment building.

It’s seven in the morning. In a perfect world, I wouldn’t be awake for
another three hours, but Luke banged on my bedroom door thirty minutes
ago and demanded that I come with him to buy Layla breakfast. It’s a mild
day—the sky is bright and grey, and the air is nippy, but Luke doesn’t seem
to notice the cold, walking like a zombie to the zebra crossing. He’s
clutching a paper bag full of food.

It’s not the first time all four of us have ordered breakfast together, but we
normally just hit the local chain cafe. For some reason, though, today he
insisted on going to some fancy little boulangerie he knows Layla likes.

He’s bought croissants, pain au chocolat, fresh bread—even macarons. For
breakfast. I was too tired to argue.

We reach a crossing, and I study his face. His body is tight and thrumming
with tension, but his shoulders are slumped with tiredness. He looks
exhausted. “Seriously,” I say. “What’s wrong, man?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” he says flatly.

“You’ve looked like crap ever since you got back from the pub yesterday.

What happened?”

Josh and I had been working on Layla’s lesson plan late last night when
Luke called. He’d sounded almost frantic on the phone. Said that he’d taken
Layla out for a drink, and pretty much begged Josh to pick her up and drive
her home. I’m still kinda offended he didn’t ask me. “Why did you send
Josh to pick her up?” I prod. “Did you and Layla fight?”

He grunts.

“You’re my business partner,” I try. “You’re meant to tell me stuff.”

Nothing. The traffic lights flash, and we cross the road, heading back
towards our building.



“If you ain’t gonna tell me, I’ll just start guessin’,” I say, as we beep our
keycards and the doors to the lobby open. “Were you on a date? Did she
turn you down, or something?”

“No.”

“Did you turn her down? Oh, mate, please tell me you didn’t reject her
because you think teaching her how to read Holes a literal decade ago
means you’re like, morally forbidden to touch her knee, or whatever. You
ain’t her teacher anymore.”

“It’s not that,” he says woodenly, stabbing the button for the lift. The doors
slide open and we both step inside.

“Then what—”

He sighs. “When we were at the pub, she bumped into an old classmate. He
said some pretty disgusting things about her.”

My hackles rise. “Like what?”

“Ask her yourself. That’s as much as you’re getting out of me.” The lift
dings as we reach our floor.

“Okay,” I say, as we step out into the hallway. “If some guy harassed her,
why do you look like you want to chuck yourself off a bridge?”

Luke stays silent, and I sigh, finally giving up. We reach Layla’s door, and I
unlock it, pushing into the flat and heading straight for the bedroom.

“Where are you going?” Luke asks, stepping inside and locking the flat
door behind him. “Her bedroom?”

“It’s seven in the bloody morning, so that’s probably where she’s gonna be,
yeah.”

He looks horrified. “You can’t just go into her room!”

“Why not? She practically lives in mine. And Josh is in there.” I frown.



“Why did you ask Josh and not me to pick her up, anyway?”

“She was… upset,” he says slowly. “I knew Josh would give her what she
needed.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“She didn’t want to be coddled, Zack. And you would’ve tried to sleep with
her.”

I stop walking, staring at him. “You actually think that, don’t you?” I say
slowly. “God, you’re a prick sometimes.”

He closes his eyes. “I didn’t mean—”

“I don’t hit on sad women,” I say, snatching the paper bag out of his hand.

“I’m not that much of a damn manwhore. Wait out here if you want, I’m
going in. I might even manage to keep my pants on.” I stomp over to
Layla’s closed bedroom door and nudge it open with my foot, peeking
inside.

Josh and Layla are both in bed. Josh is sitting propped up against the
headboard, staring down at Layla sleeping on his chest like she’s the centre
of his damn universe.

Poor bastard. He can deny it all he wants, but this obviously isn’t just a
crush. He’s head over heels for Layla.

Damn. This isn’t gonna end well.

He glances up when I step inside. “Thanks for knocking,” he drawls.

I shrug. “I brought food. She’ll forgive me, I’m sure.”

Disturbed by the noise, Layla rolls over sleepily, cracking open one eye like
a slumbering dragon. She studies me for a second, then closes her eyes
again. “Josh?” She murmurs.



“Mm?” He says, stroking her arm.

“Zack is in my bedroom.”

“Unfortunately.”

“Oh, I don’t know.” I lean against the wall, looking down at her. “Maybe
this is just a wet dream.”

She shakes her head, burying it back in the pillow. “Can’t be. You’re
wearing clothes.”

Great. Now I have a semi. “That can be rectified, lass. You just say the
word.”

“Sorry.” She sniffs. “I don’t sleep with home invaders.”

“You can’t blame me,” I insist. “I got lonely. Did you two get it on last
night and not invite me? That’s just plain rude.”

Josh rolls his eyes.

Layla stretches like a cat. “We just cuddled.”

I can’t help the grin that spreads over my face. “You? Cuddled?”

“He did most of the work.”

“Well,” I say. “I bet I’m a better cuddler than he is.”

She doesn’t respond.

“Did you hear what I said?” I ask helpfully. “I said I bet I’m a better
cuddler than he is.”

She sighs, obviously still too sleepy to argue, and lifts the quilt, inviting me
into the bed. “Come on, then.”



Finally. Dumping the food on her bedside table, I climb into the bed next to
her. The pretty pink sheets are warm from her body. I wrap my arms around
her, and she practically purrs, stretching to give me a little kiss.

I fight the urge to laugh at her. “You’re so sweet when you’re tired.”

“Need coffee to be a bitch,” she mumbles, burying her face in my chest.

“You’re soft.”

Josh snorts. “Did you fix the t-shirts?”

I scowl. “I don’t know what’s wrong with them. We just can’t get the
company to print the right colours. The graphics are fine, but the actual
fabric shades are all wrong.”

Layla groans into my shirt. “God. You’ve been giving them HEX codes for
the colour shades, haven’t you?”

“... yes?”

“Honey. No. You’re designing a shirt, not a website logo. You need to give
them Pantone codes for the cotton and vector codes for the print.” She
snuggles closer.

I stare at Josh. “We’re literally dating a girl who went to fashion school.

How did we not think to ask her?”

“Because you’re dumb,” Layla announces, closing her eyes. “Also, your
garment labels are weird. I’ll give you the number of the girl who designed
mine. Where’s Luke?”

“Hovering nervously in your living room.” I point at the bag on the
nightstand. “He spent, like, fifty quid on breakfast for you this morning, by
the way. You might wanna eat it before it gets cold.”

Her eyes flutter open again. “Um. Why?”



“It’s an ‘apology gift’, apparently.”

She stiffens. “Apology?”

“Mm.” I gather her a little closer against my chest. “He’s walking around
like he’s murdered someone. Don’t think I’ve ever seen him so guilty.”

“Crap,” she mutters, pulling out of my grasp and sitting up. Her hair falls in
rumpled waves around her face. “It wasn’t anything he did.”

“He said something about you getting hassled at the pub last night?” I
prompt. “He seems pretty cut up about it.”

Josh sits up, his gaze sharpening. “Is that what happened?” He demands.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

Layla runs her hands over her face. “I don’t want to talk about it,” she
mumbles.

Josh and I exchange a look. “Reckon we should switch up the syllabus?” I
ask. “Skip right to next week’s lesson?”

“Only if she wants to,” Josh says. “Don’t push her.”

“What is it?” Layla asks cautiously.

I pat her thigh. “Telling your partner all your secrets.”

She looks at me flatly. “Yeah, right.”

“That’s seriously it!” I protest. “I can email you the lesson plan, if you
like.”

She looks up at Josh, and he nods, tucking some hair behind her ear. “It’s
actually about being emotionally vulnerable,” he says quietly. “But he’s
right. After the first few dates, maybe a few sleepovers, the next step to
intimacy is opening up. Letting someone into your private, personal life.”



He kisses her shoulder gently. “You want a serious relationship, not a casual
fling. The only way you can get to that next level is by being vulnerable.”

He reaches out and takes her hand, threading their fingers together. “I don’t
want to pressure you. But if you want to work on opening up, you can trust
us. We won’t hurt you with anything you tell us.”

Layla bites her lip, torn.

I snuggle in on her other side. “Come on, ladybug,” I coax. “Tell your
loving boyfriends what happened.”

Her shoulders sag. “Fine. I guess I should get this over with, anyway.” She
raises her voice. “LUKE! CAN YOU GET IN HERE?”

There’s a pause, and then the bedroom door squeaks open. Luke’s pale face
appears in the doorway. Layla points at the edge of the mattress.

“Sit,” she orders. “If I’m telling this story, I don’t want to have to do it three
times.”

THIRTY-SIX
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Luke sits on the end of her bed without a word.

“Okay.” Layla takes a deep breath, looking down into her coffee cup as she
thinks. “Back when I was in high school,” she starts, “I was pretty different
to how I am now. I was shy. Quiet. There was this guy I liked. Donny
Pritchard.”

Luke flinches.

“The guy at the bar?” I surmise, and she nods.

“He was two years older than me, but he got held back because he was,
like, really thick. But he was handsome and over six foot, so all the girls



fancied him anyway. One day when I was sixteen, he asked me out
completely out of the blue. I was shocked; I didn’t realise he knew I existed.

But of course I said yes.”

Josh and I exchange a look. I don’t like how this is going.

“About a week after we started dating,” she continues, “he brought me into
the PE changing rooms at lunch time. We were snogging, and he asked me
to take off my shirt. I told him I wasn’t ready.” She scowls. “He got mad.

He told me that he never really liked me; he’d asked me out for a dare. I
started crying and ran home. And by the time I got to school the next day,
everyone was looking at me differently. Whispering about me behind their
hands.” Her mouth twists. “Apparently, he’d told everyone I’d blown him in
the changing room, and let him come on my face.”

I almost gag.

“What?” Luke demands. Josh stays silent, just looking at her.

She takes a calm sip of coffee. “That same day, I overheard twenty different
rumours about me. I’d screwed three guys at once. I’d whacked off my
maths teacher for a better grade. I had crabs, I had herpes, I was a
diagnosed sex addict.” She laughs bitterly. “I was a virgin, for God’s sake.

But still, all the girls hated me because they thought I’d steal their
boyfriends away. The boys catcalled me in the hallways. I literally got
propositioned about twenty times that day. Please, babe. Five quid for a
blowie. I know you did it for Donny, why not me? You think you’re too good
for me? I had my locker graffitied. My stuff destroyed. Rubbish thrown at
me.”

“Jesus,” I mutter. “Jesus.”

She studies her nails, her face blank. “I kept waiting for it to blow over, but
it never did. For the next three years, I was the resident school slag.” Her



face darkens. “And all of it happened because one stupid guy couldn’t take
no for an answer.” She frowns up at Luke. “But it wasn’t your fault.”

“Do you think this is why you struggle to date now?” Josh asks carefully. I
glance across at him. He’s trying to hide it, but he looks murderous; every
muscle in his body is tense, and his jaw is clenched tight.

Layla shrugs. “Probably. It makes sense.” She fiddles with her coffee.

“Sometimes I think about what would have happened if I had agreed to
sleep with him. The rumours were awful, but at least I knew they were
made up. If I’d actually slept with Donny, and then all this stuff came out, it
would’ve ruined me. I don’t think I’d ever be able to get over that amount
of shame.” She twists her fingers together. “So, yeah. It’s hard to trust a
stranger with my body now, I guess.”

My heart feels like it’s cracking in my chest. Without thinking, I reach
forward and gather her up, pulling her into me. For a second, she stiffens,
and I think she’s going to pull away; but then she softens, laying her head
on my chest.

“Thank you,” she says, her voice muffled.

“For what?” Josh strokes the back of her hand.

“Helping me get over this. Even if, like, I didn’t actually tell you what I
needed to get over.”

I brush a kiss to her temple, and she closes her eyes slightly, leaning into
me. “It’s our pleasure. But how did you get out of it, lass? You don’t seem
like much of a wilting violet anymore.”

She purses her lips. “It was in my final year. I was in the changing rooms,
getting changed out of my PE kit, and this girl came up. Emma Swann. She
was one of the worst. She grabbed my clothes and tossed them out the
window, so I was just left standing there in my bra and skirt like an idiot.



The PE teacher came out of her office and asked why I wasn’t changed yet,
and when I told her, she started yelling at me. ‘You make this excuse every
week. It’s getting old. Stop being an attention-seeker, get your clothes on,
and get to class before I give you detention.’ I looked around, and everyone
started staring and laughing at me, and it was like… a switch flipped in my
brain. I remember thinking — I can either let this ruin me, or I can just get
the Hell over it.” She shrugs. “The teacher started shouting at me to get to
class, so I just flipped her off and walked out to pick up my kit in my bra.”

I grin. “Nice.” Josh gives me an annoyed look, but Layla nods.

“It was nice. It was incredible. It was like I’d been pushed past my breaking
point, and I wasn’t scared anymore. I didn’t care that people were staring at
me. I didn’t care that they were talking. It was the first time I hadn’t been
scared in years, and the feeling was just… addictive.” She sets her coffee
cup aside. “I was suspended until my exams, and I spent all of the extra
time working on my plan. I got a job at a proper lingerie store. After my A-
levels, I got into university, enrolled in three evening business classes, and
spent five hours a night sewing. Five years later, by the time I was twenty-
three, I had my first version of the store. By twenty-four, I was making a
living wage off my clothes. By twenty-six, I started paying influencers to
promote my stuff. I started getting featured in online magazines and
listicles. My social media hit five figures. And now, here I am.” She spreads
out her hands. “It’s not easy. I still have to work overtime and hustle like
Hell to keep my revenue up. But I worked hard, and I’m nothing like that
kid getting bullied in high school, anymore. I made a plan, I stuck to it, and
I was successful. More successful than most of those other kids will ever
be.” Her eyes burn. “So I don’t want you to feel sorry for me. It’s not some
big, tragic story. I came out of it better than any of them.”

“Baby.” I stroke through her hair. “Honey. You’re so strong.”

She squirms. “Stop petting me. It’s patronising.”

“Nope.” I cuddle into her closer, and she gives up, leaning into me. Josh
squidges closer on her other side, taking her hand.

Luke finally speaks up. “I can’t believe none of the teachers did anything,”



he says, his voice hoarse.

She glares at him. “Well. You should believe it. It’s true. I have plenty of
proof.” She tries to wriggle out of my grip. I don’t move, and she bangs on
my arm. “Free me.”

I sigh, letting her go, and she bends under the bed, pulling out a silver filing
box. She dumps the box on the quilt and yanks off the lid, revealing stacks
of printed emails. “I CC’d myself into all of the emails I sent the teachers,
and I still have all of their replies,” she explains, flipping through them to a
pile of handwritten notes. “I even got the teachers to sign forms whenever I
made a complaint. It’s dumb, I guess, but I just… wanted to prove to myself
that I was doing the right thing. Even if no one else was.”

“It’s not dumb,” Josh says, picking up one of the forms. “It’s smart. These
write-ups might have actually held up in court, since you got the teachers to
physically sign and date them. It’s impressive. What do you think, Luke?”

There’s a beat of silence. We all turn to look at Luke. He’s looking at the
pieces of paper spread out on the quilt, his face grey.

“Luke?” I prompt. “You alright, mate?”

He swallows and stands, leaving the room.

THIRTY-SEVEN
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The door clicks shut behind him, and I close my eyes. This was exactly
what I was afraid of. “He blames himself.”

“Why?” Zack says, picking up a croissant and taking a huge bite. “He
wasn’t there.”

“Because he still thinks I’m just some kid he should’ve taken care of,” I
spit. If I’m honest, the overprotective teacher act is getting really old.

“He’s right,” Josh says flatly, stroking my shoulder. “He should’ve.”



I push him off and slide out of bed, grabbing a hair tie off my dresser. “Do
you honestly think he wouldn’t have helped me if he’d known what was
going on? It’s not his fault he didn’t know.” I yank my hair up into a
ponytail.

“He was there,” Josh insists. “He should’ve been paying closer attention.

He sat in a room with you for hours every week, he should’ve noticed
something was up.”

I shake my head, gritting my teeth. “It was ten years ago. He needs to get
over it.” Anger glows inside me. “Why the Hell would he just walk out? It’s
not my fault Donny was a prick. I don’t deserve to be avoided. I didn’t do
anything wrong.” Shoving my feet into my slippers, I stomp to the bedroom
door. “Screw this. We’re sorting this out right now.”

Zack goes to stand, but Josh grabs a handful of his shirt and yanks him back
down onto the bed as I slam out of the room.

When I step into the lounge, Luke is standing by my window, looking down
into the city. Every line of his body is tense, and my anger dies down a bit.

This must be eating him up inside.

He swallows when he hears me come in, turning his head but not looking at
me. “Layla—”

“It’s not your fault,” I say firmly.

“It is my fault, sweetheart.” His voice is resigned. “It was.”

“You couldn’t have known—”

“I was your teacher,” he interrupts me. “It was my job to protect my
students. I had responsibility over you. And I failed you.”

“You had your own stuff going on,” I point out. “You were getting
divorced, for God’s sake, of course you were preoccupied.”



He laughs, but the sound is hollow. “Are you joking? In what world is an
adult divorcing his wife on par with a child getting bullied and harassed to
within an inch of her life? I…” A shudder passes through his broad
shoulders. “You were sitting in my class for hours every week, and I never
even suspected.”

“Right,” I say slowly. “Because you were a teacher, not a mind reader. You
can’t know something you’re not told.”

He’s quiet for a moment, dipping his head. I think he hasn’t heard me, and
open my mouth to repeat myself — then freeze when I see his white-
knuckled grip on my windowsill. I stare. Luke is always so controlled. So
in-charge of his own emotions. I’ve never seen him white-knuckle angry.

“Except I was told,” he says eventually. “Wasn’t I?”

I blink. “What?”

He turns on me, and his expression is so intense I fight the urge to take a
step back. His mouth is hard. His eyes are burning with self-hatred. “You
said you went to all of your teachers. All of them. Did you ever come to
me?”

I don’t say anything, but I’ve never been a very good liar. He can see the
answer on my face.

He closes his eyes. “You did.” He rubs his forehead. “Tell me what
happened.”

“It’s not a big deal—”

“Tell me.”

I sigh. “I asked to speak to you after class once,” I admit. “You agreed and
set up a meeting at lunchtime in the staff room. Then you never showed. I
waited all hour, but…” I trail off. I still remember that lunchtime. Sitting on
a plastic chair in the hallway, getting stared at by passing teachers who



obviously thought I was in trouble. Watching the clock slowly tick down
the minutes before PE, dread building in my stomach.

“Jesus.” He turns away from me, running his hands through his thick hair.

I try to soften the blow. “It was partly my fault. I knew that you were busy
with A-level students. I should’ve tried again.”

“Why would you?” He asks, his voice bitter. “When I obviously didn’t
care?”

“You do care. I know you do. And you know why?” He doesn’t respond. I
take a step forward. “Because you believe me now.”

He frowns. “What? Yes. Of course I believe you. Why wouldn’t I?”

I lick my lips, trying to keep my breathing steady. “I bet if I told any of my
old teachers this now,” I say slowly, “they would brush it off. Or they’d say
I was lying, and that I never came to them for help.”

His Adam’s apple jerks as he swallows. “Of course, you did. I… back then,
I was barely making it into work. I can absolutely believe that a quiet, well-
behaved GCSE student asking for a lunch meeting would’ve slipped my
mind. Hell, I was probably locked in my office, trying to avoid Amy. Or
arguing with her.” He takes a deep breath, then looks me dead in the eyes.

“I am so sorry.”

“I forgive you,” I say promptly. “Now will you please move on?”

“It’s not like I can just forget this happened.”

“Why not?” I ask flatly. “It’s what I want.”

He shakes his head. “You don’t understand, sweetheart.”

Rage suddenly sloshes through my veins like rocket fuel. “I don’t
understand,” I repeat slowly. “Sorry. Am I on drugs, or was I the one who
was getting bullied? Me, not you. No one understands this better than me.



But of course, you make this all about you, and your stupid teacher duty. In
your head, I’m just a silly little sixteen-year-old student, who you’ll always
know more than.”

He frowns. “Listen—”

“No,” I snap. “You listen to me. I am your coworker. Not your student. Not
your pupil. There is no power structure between us anymore. We’re both
adults. I am your equal now. You should be giving me just as much respect
as you give Josh, and Zack, or any other person you’d meet on the street.

But you don’t, and it makes me sick.”

His eyes widen. “This has nothing to do with respect, Layla.”

I wave him silent. “Do you not think it hurts me to constantly be reminded
of high school? Back then, I was a victim. And now, I’m not. I’m not.” I
repeat, my eyes stinging. “When you treat me like a helpless sixteen-year-
old, it makes me feel like utter crap. So please, just… stop.” My voice
breaks on the last word. “Stop.”

Luke looks at me, shocked, then takes a step towards me. I don’t even
realise I’m crying until he touches my cheek gently, catching a teardrop
with his thumb.

Electricity shoots through me. His skin on mine is intoxicating.

“I had no idea this was hurting you,” he says, his voice very deep. His
thumb sweeps over my skin again, wiping off another tear, and I shiver.

“I’m sorry. I never meant to upset you.”

I nod. “So you agree? You’ll drop all this bullshit, and just treat me like
another one of your co-hosts?”

A look I can’t read flits across his face. He drops his hand. My cheek
tingles with the memory of his touch. “I can’t,” he says stiffly. “I can’t treat
you like Zack and Josh. Sorry.”



I’m so frustrated I could scream. “Why not?” I demand. “What can I do to
prove to you that I’m your equal? I’m an adult. I live by myself. I make my
own money. I have my own business, I’m arguably just as successful as
you, but you’re always going to see me as below you, aren’t you?”

“Not below me,” he says urgently. “Never below me, Layla. I just—” He
trails off and grimaces, swallowing hard. “If I let myself…” he tries again,
then closes his eyes, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Christ.”

“If you let yourself what?” I prompt.

His lips part. I can see the struggle in his eyes. We’re both breathing hard.

The moment seems to balance in the air between us, like we’re standing on
the edge of a cliff, about to fall into the unknown.

Then Luke makes a strangled noise and reaches for me. My eyes fly open as
he wraps a hand around my throat and tugs my mouth to his.

THIRTY-EIGHT
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When I finally crush my lips against Layla’s, my mind wipes itself blank.

All of my thoughts dissolve. All that’s left is feeling. I breathe in her sweet
scent. Feel her warm, soft body yield against mine. Blood thumps through
me as I crowd her backwards, pushing her against her living room wall,
kissing her hard.

I always thought kissing Layla would be a little like fighting; she’s so sharp,
I thought we’d be wrestling for dominance. But instead, she softens,
practically sinking into me. I twist my head, starting to kiss my way down
her jaw. She makes a small gasping noise, trying to pull back, and without
thinking, I wrap my hand around her ponytail, yanking her back into place.

She freezes, breathing hard, and my brain finally flicks back on. For a
second, neither of us move. I close my eyes as realisation floods through
me.



What the Hell am I doing?

I swore I wouldn’t give in to my attraction to Layla. I’ve managed to stick
to that promise for years. And now she’s come out here and told me that I
essentially abandoned her during high school, and my response is to kiss
her? And I’m not just kissing her — I’m pulling her hair, for crying out
loud. No wonder she looks so shocked. She’s never seen this part of me
before. Few people have.

I don’t mean to get so controlling in bed. I try to be gentle and respectful,
but whenever I’m turned on, I just turn into this commanding, authoritative
prick. Zack insists that I’m a latent Dom. Amy preferred to say I became a
caveman as soon as I got hard.

“Layla.” I drop my hand, taking a step back. “God. I’m so sorry. Sorry.”

Layla just looks at me for a few seconds, panting, her green eyes wide and
dark. Then she pushes into me, crushing her chest against mine. “More,”

she orders. Before I can protest, she grabs the hem of her shirt and tugs it
over her head. I stare, dazed, at her chest.

She’s perfect. Absolutely perfect. Soft pale skin, gently curved waist,
teardrop-shaped breasts.

My last thread of self-restraint snaps. Without a beat, I bend and catch one
of her tits in my mouth. She cries out, running her hands through my hair as
I lick her hard, roughing my tongue over the sensitive skin. God. How
many nights have I laid awake, hearing her making these noises through the
walls and wondering what Josh and Zack are doing to her?

I want to hear all her noises. I want to drag them out of her. I wrap a hand
around her throat, keeping her pinned in place to the wall, and slide my free
hand down over her trembling stomach, trailing it under the waistband of
her pyjama shorts. Layla gasps, her body jolting in shock.

“Please,” she says again, as I tease my fingers under the delicate lace of her
briefs.



Dimly, at the back of my mind, I know I should be a gentleman. I should
carry her into the bedroom, and lay her down, and make this special for her.

But I can’t make myself stop.

I slip a hand between her warm, smooth thighs. They close around me,
trapping my wrist in place as I cup my fingers over her damp pants, rubbing
her through the lace. She squirms over my hand, choking for air, and I
speed up my movements, drawing little circles right where she needs them.

I don’t tease her. I don’t drag it out. I can’t. Need is thrumming through me.

I need to see her come. I need to feel her fall apart over my hand. I’m
moving solely on instinct.

I bend and catch her breast in my mouth again, right as her release hits her.

She gasps, flinging her hands out, clawing at the wallpaper with her
fingernails as she soaks my palm. I don’t relent, massaging her even harder
as she shudders and gasps, climbing the wall. “Luke,” she chokes out,
accidentally kicking me. “Oh, god, Jesus—”

“Shh.” I catch her mouth with mine, kissing her even harder. I can feel her
fluttering against my fingers, and it’s driving me crazy. She fists her hands
at my shoulders, gasping.

When the spasms eventually fade, she immediately lunges forward,
grabbing for my belt buckle and yanking it open. I groan as she tugs down
my fly and shoves her hand down the front of my pants. Her small hand
cups over my painful hard-on, and she freezes in place, her eyes widening. I
fight the urge to laugh, rubbing my leaking cock into her palm.

“You don’t wear underwear?” She squeaks.

“I thought you listened to the podcast,” I murmur, wrapping my hand in her
ponytail again, tugging to bare her neck. “You didn’t hear my speech on the
health benefits of going commando? It was only a couple of episodes ago.”

I bend to kiss under her ear.



Her cheeks are bright red. “I thought you were talking in theory.”

“Oh.” I nip at her cheek. “No. I wasn’t.”

She gives me an incredulous look, her fingers tightening slightly around my
length.

I clear my throat. “Sweetheart,” I say softly. “If you just keep your hand
down there, this isn’t going to last very long.”

She blinks back to reality. “Oh,” she murmurs, pulling her hand free. “Take
them off.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Are you telling me what to do?”

She swallows. “Please.”

Chuckling, I obediently shuck off my jeans, then grab a fistful of my shirt
and tug it up over my shoulders. As soon as I’m undressed, she turns me
around, changing our positions and pressing me up against the wall. Her
fingers are wrapped around my hot, swollen shaft before I even know
what’s happening. I shudder as she starts to stroke me, her touch light.

God. I don’t remember the last time a woman touched me. I barely even
remember the last time I touched myself, for God’s sake. Getting myself off
hasn’t been a priority of mine in a very, very long time.

But it looks like that’s finally changing. Layla pumps me a couple of times,
her eyes intent on my face, then lets me go and drops to her knees.

My eyes widen. My hands fly to her hair as she leans forward, licking a
long, hot stripe up my shaft. “Sweetheart,” I start. “Are you sure—”

She shuts me up by taking me into her mouth. I shout, my head thudding
back against the wall as her warm lips stretch around my tip.

Suddenly, Layla’s bedroom door flies open. Zack stalks out, a hand over his
eyes. Layla makes a noise of protest that vibrates straight through my balls.



“I ain’t looking,” he promises. “Just let me know if you’re shagging him or
murderin’ him, L. I don’t really wanna find a new co-host at this short
notice, but I get it, he’s really annoying.”

Layla just sucks at my head in answer. I can’t choke back my groan,
twisting my fingers in her hair and tugging her further onto my dick.

Zack peeps out from behind his fingers. “Oh, good. They’re just shagging,
J!”

Josh appears in Layla’s bedroom door and leans in the doorframe, watching
silently as Layla tongues my slit, completely ignoring the other two men.

Zack clears his throat, pointing between us. “So, like, I’m well glad that this
is happening, but like… is it a couple thing? Or can we join? ‘Cause if not,
I’ve got to go back to our flat. Like, right now.” He cups a hand over his
crotch, adjusting himself through his jeans.

Layla finally pulls away from me, letting my dick go with a wet popping
noise. I look down at her, my heart thumping. She looks ruined. Her lips are
swollen and pink, her colour is high, her hair is ruffled.

I cup her chin, pulling her face to look up at me. “What do you think,
sweetheart?” I ask. “What do you want?”

She licks her lips, glancing between the three of us. “Are you all clean?”

She asks. “If I’m having a four-way, I want to go all in.”

All of the blood rushes out of my brain.

THIRTY-NINE

LAYLA

Luke stares at me like he’s seen a ghost. I just watch him back, my heart
thumping painfully in my chest. Heat shimmers over my skin. I feel like
I’m about to burst with desire.



I can’t believe this is finally happening. How many times have I dreamt of
this moment in the last two weeks? Of Luke standing in front of me, his
naked chest glistening with sweat, finally ready to share me? I’m not
convinced that I’m not dreaming.

And now I’m going to sleep with three men. Three men. The thought sets
me on fire. I’m so turned on I’m almost desperate.

“Yes,” Luke says, his voice low. “I’m clean.” He blinks, like he’s suddenly
remembering himself. “I can, ah, find the papers, if you like…” He starts to
pull away, but I dig my fingers into his arms.

“It’s okay. I believe you.”

He looks surprised. “Yes?”

I nod. “You’re not a stranger. You’re one of my best friends. You’d never do
anything that could hurt me. Yes, I trust you.”

He groans and pulls me back in for another plunging kiss. I sag as his
tongue swirls in my mouth. When we finally pull apart, my head is
spinning. All of the colours in the room seem too bright. I may need to sit
down. Slowly, he loops his fingers around my wrist, brushing his fingertip
lightly along the sensitive skin of my pulse.

“Me and Josh are good,” Zack says to my left, bringing me back to earth.

“We both got checked last week.”

I can’t help but smile. “Aw. You guys go together?”

“Don’t like needles,” Zack says with a grimace. “Medical shit… weirds me
out. Spent enough time in hospitals to last me ‘til I die.”

I lean against Luke. “Does Josh hold your hand? Give you juice boxes?”

Josh comes to join us, stepping up to my right side. “No,” he says shortly,
pressing a kiss to my temple. “But he wouldn’t go if I didn’t drive him.”



“Works out best for him in the end,” Zack nods. “If I don’t get tested, I
can’t get it on. And when I can’t get laid…”

“He’s a nightmare to live with,” Josh mutters.

I smile. Josh likes to pretend he’s all business — a robot who only cares
about facts and figures and sales graphs. But deep down, he cares so much
about his friends. “Well, then.” I wave a hand. “I’m clean. And on the pill.

So.”

“Hm.” Josh presses closer, kissing my jaw. “Why do you ask?”

“Why do you think?”

“You want us to come inside you?” He breathes in my ear.

“No,” I say, “I’m just concerned for your health.”

I feel him smile into my neck. He strokes his hand down my thigh. “Why
do you want to know if we’re clean?” He repeats.

Luke looks confused. “Am I missing something? I’m assuming she wants
us to take her raw.”

I choke on my own spit. Hearing dirty talk coming out of my old
professor’s mouth just feels wrong.

It might be a tiny bit hot.

“We’re trying to get her more comfortable talking about what she wants,”

Josh explains over my head.

“Ah.” Luke surveys me. “I never knew she had an issue with that.”

“She doesn’t, in literally any other area of her life,” Zack chimes in, pulling
off his shirt. “We’re on a personal mission to fulfill as many of her fantasies
as possible. She gave us a list, obviously. It’s going to be a hell of a lot



easier now you’ve got your head out of your backside, let me tell you. Most
of them involved a third guy. I was gonna start swiping through Tinder.”

“Interesting,” Luke says slowly. He turns to me. “Tell me what you want,”

he orders.

I swallow. “No rubbers,” I say, heat flushing through me. “I want all three
of you. Coming on me, or in me… I don’t know. I just…” I squirm under
Luke’s steely gaze. “I want all of you. I want to be full up and covered in
you. Wet.”

Luke’s eyes flash. He wraps his hand around my throat, pushing me back
against the wall. I gasp as he kisses me again. “You’re going to show me
this list,” he says against my mouth. “And we’ll go through it together.”

“God,” I pant. “I like when you do that.”

“What?” He starts pressing a chain of kisses down the side of my throat. I
hear the sound of rumpling clothes as Josh undresses, but I ignore it,
meeting Luke kiss for kiss.

“Push me around. Tell me what to do.”

“Good,” he says roughly, biting the juncture between my neck and shoulder.

I melt against him.

“Hey,” Zack says indignantly. “You don’t let me tell you what to do! I told
you to get on your hands and knees the other day, and you told me to make
violent love to myself!”

My eyes fall half-shut. “I-it’s not hot when you do it.”

He’s outraged. “Excuse me? Everything is hot when I do it!”

“Quit talking,” Luke orders. “Make yourself useful and eat her out.”

I shiver.



Zack considers for a moment. “Nope.” He decides. “I want to try something
new.” Sidling in close to me, he slips a finger down over the seat of my
panties, tracing it along the line of my asscrack. I freeze against Luke, my
heart thudding.

“Yes?” Zack purrs in my ear.

I close my eyes and nod.

He gives me an approving little pat. “Atta girl. We’re gonna have to
relocate for this.”

I don’t need any more convincing than that. Before anyone can say another
word, I’m shucking off my pants and running back to my bedroom. I hear
the men laughing behind me as they follow.

I can’t help it. I’m desperate. This is essentially my biggest fantasy come to
life. I need all three of them like I need my next breath. I stumble into my
bedroom and drop onto the bed, grabbing Luke by the hand and dragging
him down with me for another kiss. Dimly, I hear Zack rummaging in my
bedside drawer.

“You have been doing your homework,” he says happily, pulling out the
bottle of lube. “Christ, love, you’re getting through this stuff.”

“Makes everything feel so much better,” I moan, reaching out to cup Luke’s
flushed balls.

He catches my wrist and pulls my hand away. “No.” He says quietly. “I
want to watch you. I’ll be here when you need me.” He stands as Zack
settles onto the mattress behind me. True to form, he’s gotten naked at some
point in the last few seconds. I run my eyes hungrily over his thick, toned
thighs and brick-like abs. He might not play rugby anymore, but he
definitely works out enough to keep up his body.

He grins at me. “Like what ya see, pet?” He asks, his Northern accent
thickening. “God, I’ve been dreaming of you like this.” He smooths a hand
over my bum cheek, stroking it possessively, then yanks me into his lap, my



back against his hard chest. “Alright, lass. I’m gonna go slow with you,
since you ain’t done this in a while. Tell me if it gets uncomfy. Josh, get her
nice and warm.”

Josh comes to sit on the bed in front of me, his dark eyes searching my face.

He threads a hand through my hair.

“You’re okay?” He asks quietly. I know he’s thinking about last night.

“Better now. Promise.”

He nods and tries to catch my mouth in a kiss, but I dodge it and start
making out with his neck. His whole body jerks with shock, his mouth
falling open on a pant. His hand flies up to cup the back of my neck,
holding me in place as I nibble on his throat.

“Oh, you found Josh’s Mute button,” Zack says casually, uncapping the
bottle. “That’s nice.”

“Where’s yours?” I ask sweetly, sucking on the pulse beating under Josh’s
skin. He groans, shuddering. “Could come in handy.”

“Right under my balls. Feel free to try and find it any time.” Without
warning, he slips a hand under my butt and pushes his slick fingertip
against my back hole, rubbing a slow circle. I tense at the pressure, and both
men slide forward, squeezing me in between two hot, muscled chests.

“This is on the list,” Zack tells Luke conversationally, as Josh tugs me into
a hot kiss. My lashes flutter as his strong arms wrap around me, pulling me
closer. Heat is thudding through my skin as he kisses his way down from
my mouth, to my throat, then buries his face in my warm, trembling breasts.

I arch back into Zack, sighing. The sensation is incredible. Silky and warm
and wet…

I start to rock slowly on Zack’s lap, grinding my softly swelling sex against
his bare leg as Josh licks lazily at my breasts, tickling my wet nipple with
the tip of his tongue.



“She likes to be surrounded,” Zack informs Luke, who’s watching darkly.

“It breaks her brain. And it means when I do this…”

He adds more pressure, sliding the very tip of his finger inside me. I quiver.

It’s not painful, not exactly, but close enough. My back hole burns.

“There’s nowhere for her to go,” Zack finishes, sounding very pleased with
himself.

“Get her wetter,” Luke orders over our heads. “She needs more.”

“Aight, boss.” There’s a wet squirting noise, and more cold liquid dribbles
between my hot cheeks. Zack starts to massage the wetness into my tight
arsehole. I press my face into Josh’s neck. “This is what you like, huh,
gorgeous?” Zack asks. “She’s all packed in tight. Tight and full, huh,
babe?” He gives my bum a slap, and I hiss, pressing closer into Josh.

“I see,” Luke says, his voice level. “That’s very interesting.” He tilts his
head, surveying us. “You know, I think you could push her a bit harder,
Zack.”

FORTY

LAYLA

I choke.

Zack chuckles. “Aight, boss.”

I feel more cool wetness against my behind, and then increasing pressure as
Zack pushes his fingertip into me. I moan, my thighs quivering. It’s so
goddamn tight.

Still plastered against my front, Josh reaches forward, sliding his fingers
between my crossed legs. I don’t realise how wet I am until he starts
swirling through my slick folds, rubbing his thumb leisurely over my
twitching bundle of nerves.



Suddenly, I can’t fill my lungs. I gasp, shuddering all over. It barely takes a
few touches before I start to fall apart. I cry out as Zack takes the
opportunity to push his finger in to the knuckle, penetrating the tight ring of
muscle.

With his finger in my backside, the climax feels different. Deeper, like it’s
quaking up from some place deep inside me. It shakes me to the core,
wracking through my whole body. I wind up clasping onto Josh’s neck,
gasping as he strokes my back.

“Okay?” He asks in my ear as I wind down, clawing at his skin.

In answer, I tug at him, trying to pull him down onto the mattress. “Lie
down,” I order. “I want to ride you.”

He groans, doing as I say, lying down on his back on the bed. Zack pulls out
of me, and I hear him fumbling with the bottle as I climb over Josh’s thighs,
settling my weight over his hips. He’s hard as a rock; I can feel the heat of
his glistening erection thumping against my stomach. Josh watches me
silently, his eyes dark and his cheeks flushed as I lean down, running my
hands over his ripped abs. I trail them teasingly down his happy trail, and
then finally fist the base of his swollen shaft. His whole body flinches as I
wrap my fingers around his length, giving him two firm pumps.

“Layla,” he says darkly, his hands flying to my waist. “Don’t.”

I kneel over him, not breaking eye contact as I guide him to my own wet
entrance. He grips my hips, groaning deeply as I sink onto him, sheathing
him down to the root.

It feels incredible. He fills me up completely, hot and solid, stretching
unbelievably deep inside me. I roll my hips once, twice, finding the right
angle, then look over my shoulder at Zack, lifting my bum in invitation.

“Oh, you can tell she’s watched a ton of these videos,” Zack says. “You
know all the positions, don’t you, honey?”



I flush. “I need you,” I say. I do. My ass is clenching over nothingness. I
feel empty. “Now.” My eyes drop to his member. He looks ridiculously big,
fat and glistening, but I don’t care. He could cleave me in half and I’d like
it.

He huffs a laugh. “Lass, you’ve seen my package, haven’t you? If you think
it’s the width of one finger, I’m gonna be very upset. Josh, keep her busy.”

I whine, rocking over Josh, and Josh obligingly thrusts upwards, punching
into me. My protests all dissolve as he angles his hips, his stiff rod suddenly
shoving deep inside me. “Oh. ”

Josh gives me a rare smile.

“Good girl,” Zack purrs. “Keep riding him. You like that, don’t you
honey?” I feel his finger slide back into my arse. He rolls it around,
stretching me out inside, stimulating nerves deep inside me. I glance back
to see that he’s jacking himself off as he fingers me, his eyes fixed on my
behind.

Moaning, I grind my hips over Josh’s, riding him faster, taking him even
deeper. When Zack finally adds a second finger, all my thoughts disappear.

What starts off as an easy glide soon gets more and more intense. My back
hole aches and stretches as he pushes gently inside. Above all, I feel full.

It’s a dull feeling of pressure inside my belly, but as Zack pushes forwards,
sliding his fingers further into me, the feeling gets more and more intense. I
can feel my wet, tight internal walls slowly stretching to accommodate him.

I squirm. I’m full. Stuffed full between the two men as they thrust inside me
again and again and again. The feeling is unbelievable. I can barely move.

I’m flushed and overheated and breathless, squirming for more friction.

Josh strokes my face. “Good?” He asks.

I nod, shivering as I look down at him. It’s more than good. This is every
wet dream I’ve ever had come to life. Every fantasy.



Well. Almost.

I glance around and spot Luke. He’s standing in the corner of the room, a
hand fisted around the base of his dick as he watches.

“Get here,” I say, my body jolting as Zack shoves his fingers deeper into
me. “God. Please. Please, please.”

He shakes his head. “Not yet.” His voice is very low. “Keep going.”

I lean over, straining to reach him. I must accidentally bare down, because
Josh suddenly shouts at the squeeze. “Jesus. Layla. Kiss me.”

“Come here, ” I order Luke, my eyes blurring.

He shakes his head, nodding at Josh. “You heard him. Kiss him.”

Obediently, I fold over to kiss Josh. He melts under me, sliding his tongue
between my lips. We make out hard, our tongues sliding together in time
with his and Zack’s movements. I can feel his body tightening as he bites
my neck. The feeling of our slick, naked bodies rubbing together is one of
the hottest, most primal experiences I’ve ever had. It’s raw and animal. And
I love it.

“I need to come.” I grit out.

“One sec.” Josh adjusts the angle, slams up into me again. I close my eyes.

He’s screwing into me so hard that there’s no way I can hold this back. No
way in Hell.

“Josh—”

He’s sweaty and gold in the bedside light. “Hang on, love. Zack—”

Zack grunts behind me, increasing his pace, drilling his fingers into me. I’m
pretty sure I’m about to pass out. My head is spinning. My arms and legs
are trembling. I rub up against Josh hard, frantic for release.



“Josh… Zack—please,” I pant, “Please. Come on.” I need to come. I feel
swollen and heavy and throbbing. I start nipping a mark onto Josh’s neck,
and he groans, his hips spasming under me. I’m so wet that the sudden
thrust makes me squelch. My entrance sucks at him, clutching down. I’m
almost there.

A hand touches my face. I look up.

FORTY-ONE

LAYLA

Luke is standing in front of me, one fist closed around his dick. He looks
nothing like my old teacher. All the mildness and gentleness has gone. Now
all that’s left is authority. His eyes are dark as he studies me.

“Are you close?” He demands.

I nod, moaning as I feel Josh change his angle slightly, hitting me even
deeper inside. Luke nods and pumps himself once.

My eyes flick between his legs. He’s so hard it looks almost painful. His
dick is swollen and leaking, visibly twitching in time with his heartbeat. I
lean forward until his balls are hanging heavy and hot by my cheeks, and
start lapping at them, mouthing at the sensitive skin underneath. Luke cries
out, tugging painfully at my hair.

“God.” He twists his hips so his hard-on bumps against my face. “Suck it,
Layla.”

My mouth waters as he presses his smooth, hot head roughly against my
lips. Carefully, my body still shivering and wrenching with each of Josh and
Zack’s heavy thrusts, I open my mouth to take him.

God, he’s big. Big and soft and hard, all at the same time. I take him as
deeply as I can, and he groans as he sinks into me, tightening his fingers in
my hair as I swallow his warm, manly taste, breathing him in.



Zack suddenly slaps my bum, his handprint stinging against my soft cheek,
and my whole body jerks. I choke a little, whimpering as Luke’s length
shoves further down my throat. Tears blur my eyes.

“It’s okay.” Luke’s hand trails down my neck, massaging me to softness.

“Relax. You can take it.”

I nod, shuddering, and let my throat relax, breathing through my nose. Luke
groans as I take him even deeper, swallowing him almost down to the root.

I shudder as I feel him slide slickly down my throat.

It’s not a comfortable position at all; half-kneeling over Josh, getting
fingered doggy style by Zack, my neck twisted to take Luke as deep as
possible. But for some reason, I like that even more. I like that the men are
just using me. Pounding into me like I’m just a set of holes.

It suddenly strikes me how lucky I am. This is one of my hottest fantasies
come to life, and I could only ever live it out with these three men. There’s
no other guy on the planet that I’d trust to do this with me. But I know these
boys love and respect me. I know they’d rather die than hurt me.

Zack twists his hand, curling his fingers. I start to moan as I bob over
Luke’s thickening erection, going down on him sloppily. I’m so close to
coming. I’m a mess. My face is wet with sweat and spit. My insides are
burning.

And still, I want more. I rut desperately back between Zack and Josh, trying
to get more pressure. They yank me back into place as I start to thrash, my
body helplessly jerking and shaking as it tries to process the onslaught of
sensation.

“She’s dripping on me,” Josh hisses, as I squeeze desperately around him,
riding him even harder. “Christ, L, I’m going to…”

He’s going to come. I know he is; his skin is starting to glow with sweat,
and his breath is coming faster. Maybe I’m just imagining it, but I swear I



can feel him hardening inside me. I grind down harder, screwing down into
him, rubbing myself over him until his mouth falls open.

And then he’s coming inside me. His balls throb as he starts to unload, his
seed spilling deep into my belly, filling me up inside. I fist my hands into
his shoulders, still licking sloppily at Luke’s rock-hard member as I ride
Josh through every last twitch and pulse.

Behind me, I feel Zack suddenly pull his fingers out. I shout in indignation
—and then jolt as I feel something fat and hard pressing against my back
hole. My eyes widen as Zack thrusts the slick head of his cock inside my
arse right as he starts to come. Heat fountains through me, spilling deep
inside me as Zack shoots into me. He’s not deep enough to fill me, and I
can feel the wet heat of his come dribbling down my cheeks, slipping in
sticky rivulets down my thighs. I gasp, heat shocking through me. I feel like
I’m overflowing.

At the same time, Luke yanks his dick out of my mouth. I choke, my airway
suddenly filling, as he steps forward, pumping himself sloppily in his hand.

My mouth falls open as he shouts and finally loses control, spilling all over
my back. Come showers over my skin, warm and wet. I start to shake as it
rolls down my sides, dripping off my chest and waist onto the sheets. Josh
jerks his hips, pushing even deeper into me, and I’m gone.

My release wipes me away. Everything goes blank and empty as pleasure
rolls over me. I choke and gasp, scrabbling at the sheets, my eyes squeezed
tightly shut as I ride the wave. I vaguely feel hands holding me up,
supporting me, squeezing and stroking me. Fingers stroke between my legs,
dragging my orgasm out of me in long, convulsive waves.

When I come back to Earth, I’m panting and dripping, still on all fours on
the bed. Josh carefully slides out from under me, pressing kisses up my
neck. Luke steps forwards and pushes me gently onto the sheets. “Good
girl,” he practically purrs into my ear, wrapping me in his arms. Gasping, I
look across at him. He looks utterly satisfied, his silvery hair mussed and
his eyes fuzzy with pleasure. It’s so hot it makes me throb all over again.



“You’re perfect. So perfect.”

I snuggle into him wordlessly.

There’s a low groan over my head, then Zack slumps down at our side,
breathing hard.

“Shit,” he crows. “This is gonna change the game, isn’t it?”

TRANSCRIPT

THREE SINGLE GUYS EPISODE 447: THREE BECOME FOUR

JOSH: Hello everyone, and welcome back to episode 447 of Three Single
Guys. First of all, I’d like to congratulate Beth, Cyrus, Sebastian and Jack
on their engagement. They’ve emailed into the show several times over the
years, and we just received news that they’re finally tying the knot, so
congratulations!

ZACK: And thanks for sending another wedding invite for Josh to add to
the weird collage he has on his bedroom wall.

JOSH: Shh. Now, this week, we polled our listeners to see what you’d like
to see in next month’s episodes. Aside from the numerous people who
suggested we all make a sex tape…

LAYLA: You wish, creeps.

JOSH: …The number one request was that Luke join in the segment.

LAYLA: Hey, did I mention that I used my womanly wiles and convinced
Luke to join the segment?

LUKE: It was your womanly wiles, was it?

LAYLA: Yep. I batted my eyelashes at you, and you fell at my feet.

Now I have three fake boyfriends. I guess this means my lessons are
working, right?



LUKE: I stand by my statement that you never needed lessons. But, yes,
from now on, I will be joining in this asinine experiment.

JOSH: We love you, too. Let’s see… the second biggest request is that Zack
do an episode on grieving a partner. Layla, I believe this was your idea,
wasn’t it?

LAYLA: Only if you want to. You guys get so many questions about grief, I
think you could lead a whole episode on it.

ZACK: (Doesn’t respond)

JOSH: ... okay. I guess that’s a no. We also had several people saying that
Layla should join our listener advice segment. So, while you’re here, love,
would you like to read out a listener email? I’ve got one for you right here.

LAYLA: Sure. (Paper rustles). Okay. ‘My boyfriend’s always asking me to
ride his face — but I’m a bigger girl, and I’m worried I might hurt him.
From Curvy in Kentucky.’ Okay, babe. I don’t know how strong the human
head is, and I don’t think it matters. There’s no weight capacity. Just sit on
his face, and if he dies, he dies.

JOSH: (Coughs violently)

ZACK: Damn straight. Bury him alive. Lucky guy.

LUKE: The human head can withstand up to about five hundred pounds of
pressure. But that’s not really a weight limit, since in this position, you’d be
kneeling, with your weight balanced on your knees. If you struggle to hold
your balance, try holding onto your headboard.

LAYLA: Nope. Don’t listen to him. You don’t have to kneel. Sit on his
mouth like a throne. Enjoy your ride, doll. Josh, do you need some water?

JOSH: I’m fine. I just didn’t realise you were so experienced at sitting on
guys’ faces.

LAYLA: I’m not at all, actually. Hopefully, I will be one day. Very, very
soon.



(A brief pause. A chair scrapes back) LUKE: Alright, I think we’re done for
the day. You’re coming with me.

JOSH: Thanks for emailing, Curvy in Kentucky. You’ve given us a lot to
think about.

TWITTER

Saff @Saffron.Martins

THIS IS NOT A DRILL!! LUKE IS JOINING THE SEGMENT!! ♥ ♥

#TeamLuke all the way

Eli @eli_the_ski_god ❄

they totally f*cked after that last episode lmao. Get it guys Daisy
@daisywhittakerart

Can’t wait for the next episode of @ThreeSingleGuys to drop, why am I so
invested in the dating lives of four strangers???

Karen @KarenAMullaly

Wait, is she seriously sleeping with three guys?? That’s so disgusting.
unsubscribing

Hamish @HamishKostoIsBoss

.@SweetheartSoulmatesPodcast Looks like Three Single Guys knocked you
off the charts :(

FORTY-TWO

LAYLA

There are three big holidays in the lingerie world: Valentine’s Day,
Christmas, and Mother’s Day, in that order. Usually, Mother’s Day is the
least of my concerns — I’m still struggling to get over the post-Valentines



rush — but this year is different. Because this year, I have almost six times
as many buyers than I’ve ever had before.

The last week leading up to the holiday is absolutely hectic. Orders are
through the roof. I’m sending out last-minute shipments multiple times a
day. Sifting through invoices. Fixing website problems and customer
complaints. Running the Mother’s Day sale social media campaigns. Pink
Pearl Silks have finally shipped my order of lace, so my production team
have been working overtime to get back on schedule, and Josh sat down
with me and managed to fix the issues with my email campaigns.

On top of that, I’ve had to get my application in for the Anna Bardet
scholarship. I finally found the invitation email buried in my spam folder. I
didn’t have enough time to come up with a whole set of new designs, so
instead I submitted a few excerpts from my upcoming Butterfly collection. I
seriously doubt that I’ll win the scholarship, but if I do, it’ll be great
marketing.

What with everything going on, I can barely find enough time to record the
episodes with the guys, let alone go on proper dates with them. We make it
work, though. In the evenings, the boys drop in with some food, to check on
me and force me to eat. Other times, they just sit with me, chatting, signing
merch, doing their own thing. I always used to worry that when I started
dating, my future boyfriend might get needy or annoyed when I dropped off
the radar for work, but the guys understand. They know I’m not ignoring
them on purpose. And when I need a break, they’re there for me, too.

My busy schedule has not gotten in the way of my ‘bedroom classes’, as
Zack likes to call them. And now that all four of us are sleeping together,
they’ve really become next-level. I think I’ve been screwed in every room
in my flat. Last weekend, I blew Luke in the shower when he snuck in after
my morning run. Later that day, Zack made me dinner, then laid me out on
the kitchen table and ate me out for forty-five straight minutes for ‘dessert’.

On Thursday evening, they all take turns. Josh takes me first, laying me flat
on the bed and pounding me hard and fast until we’re both coming hard.



Then, before I can catch my breath, Zack takes over, spreading my legs
wide apart and drilling into me mercilessly. When he comes, his release is
so hard I swear I can feel his heat splashing inside me, coating my walls.

Then, while I’m still squirming and dripping, Luke takes over, positioning
his body over mine and screwing me like a piston, our eyes locked the
whole time. I’m already so full that I’m squelching with every thrust, the
come inside me frothing and dribbling out onto my thighs. When he finally
spills inside me, my release is so strong I feel my vision black out for a few
seconds. He pulls out gently, leaving me sore and gasping and absolutely
overflowing with the boys’ cooling seed.

That night, I dream of what they did to me. I wake up hot and sweaty and
sopping wet, and have to drag myself across the hall to their flat and wake
them up for a repeat performance.

So, yeah. Between the eighteen-hour workdays, and getting systematically
railed by my three fake boyfriends, I’m pretty busy. By the time Mother’s
Day rolls around, it’s actually pretty anticlimactic. By Sunday, there’s
nothing left for me to do. Everyone has already bought their gifts.

Everything has been shipped. The few stragglers who forgot to get presents
are frantically ordering gift cards online, but that just generates them an
email code, so I don’t have to actually do anything. When I wake up on
Sunday morning, I snuggle in bed and enjoy my newfound freedom for a
whole thirty minutes.

Then I start to get antsy. I get up and clean my bathroom and kitchen. I
rearrange my wardrobe into rainbow order, then decide it looks stupid, and
reorganise it by clothing type. I draft three new email campaigns. I do all
the pampering things I’ve been neglecting during the last week: painting my
nails, shaving my legs, embalming myself in lotion like a dead pharaoh. I
even go to the effort to curl my hair, and experiment with a glittery green
smokey eye that looks so hideous I have to remove it immediately.

By evening, I’m just lying like a starfish on my bed, all soft and exfoliated
and manicured, bored out of my skull. I check my phone over and over, but
aside from a good-morning text from Zack, no one has messaged me at all



today. I’ve been waiting for over a week to finally have some time off, and
now that the day has come, I’m lying here watching the clock on my
bedroom wall tick away the seconds.

Screw this. I do not have three fake boyfriends so that not even one of them
can admire my freshly shaved legs.

Jumping out of bed, I pull open my wardrobe and pick out one of my
favourite pieces of lingerie. It’s an Anna Bardet: a pale pink corset with
white ribbons and a built-in garter belt. I get dressed quickly, slick on some
lipstick, then toss my coat over my underwear like a hooker, buttoning it
carefully shut. Grabbing my keys, I slip into my shoes and head across the
corridor to apartment 6B.

The guys’ flat is dark when I unlock the door and step inside. Which is odd.

What are they all doing on a Sunday night? And why wouldn’t they invite
me?

“Hello?” I call into the empty room. “Is anybody there?”

There’s no response. I flick on the light, and my eyes land on a pile of torn
pink wrapping paper and tangled silver ribbon spread haphazardly across
the coffee table. It looks like someone was trying to wrap a gift in a hurry.

Crap. I sag in the doorway, suddenly remembering a conversation I had
with Zack on Friday night. He told me that he and Luke were planning on


