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      “I’m pregnant!”

      should’ve been

      the two happiest words

      to come out of my mouth.

      Not the words

      that turned our lives

      upside down
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      I peed all I possibly could onto the five sticks sitting beside me. I wish they had thought of a better way to check for pregnancy these days. Because peeing that much was kind of gross. I wash my hands, twice for good measure and just to give me something to do while I wait. It wasn’t like I was taking these for fun, I had the symptoms; missed periods, sore boobs,  and a gut feeling. I was sure I was pregnant, despite that being the last thing on my plan right now.

      My boyfriend, Oliver, was great. I’m sure a few years down the road and a wedding we’d love to have some kids of our own. But now? It wasn’t exactly something we’d discussed yet. Then again, we should’ve been more careful. If my mother were here she’d ask me how I could be so stupid, letting a man get me pregnant before I got married. The exact thing she did, and spent her whole life regretting.

      The timer dings and it pulls me out of my downward spiral. This was it. Whatever the tests said, would determine the next, well the rest of my life. I take a huge breath and let it go before looking at each one.

      Positive. Positive. Pregnant. Positive. Pregnant.

      Well, there you go. I throw all but one of the tests in the trash and walk into the living room where Ollie was playing video games with his online friends. I typically tried not to bother him when he was playing, I usually took that time to bake something or read one of my cookbooks, marking recipes I might want to make.

      “Ollie?” I tap his shoulder gently. He glances at me and he must see the look on my face because he pauses his game and rips off his headset.

      “What’s wrong babe?” He walks over and holds my face in his hands. It’s one of my favorite things he does, so I lean into it and he wraps his arms around me.

      “I’m pregnant,” I whisper beside his chest.

      “What?” He pulls me away to hear me better but I can’t say it again. I hand him the stick and his eyes widen.

      “You’re pregnant?” His tone is unreadable.

      “Yes,” I nod, the tears tumbling down my cheeks.

      “It’s going to be okay, I love you. And I’m going to love this baby.” He kisses me fiercely.

      “You want to have it? The baby?” I ask, surprised. We had never talked about abortions before, but I wasn’t opposed to them. It just depended on the situation. I knew my mother would say this was the one to have one.

      “I love you, why wouldn’t I want to have a baby with you? Of course, only if that’s what you want. It’s your body. I support you either way.” I can tell he wants this baby but his words are genuine. I know if I decided differently, he’d hold my hand while I exercised my right to choose.

      “So we’re having a baby.” I say nervously. Ollie’s smile extends to his ears as he leans down to kiss my still flat stomach.

      “We’re having a baby.” He smiles.

      I lay on the couch next to him and instead of playing his video games, he puts on a movie for us to watch. Cuddling me in the couch, he’s scrolling on his phone when I realize he’s looking at baby names. A gigantic smile crosses my face at the realization of his excitement. Sure, this baby wasn’t planned, but I was sure in this moment it would be a good thing for both of us.
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      “Do we have to tell her?” I grumble as we stand outside my mother’s house.

      “Yes, it’s better she hears it from us.” He says and I know he’s right.

      “Jenna! It’s so good to see you!” My mother completely ignores Ollie and reaches out to hug me. My father at least shakes Ollie’s hand.

      “Hi ma,” I walk into the house overflowing with children. My nieces and nephews were running around each room, filling the house with laughter. It was nice to think someday soon, my own child would be running along with them.

      “Want something to drink?” She asks, holding up a beer. This was my mother’s ploy. If you said no, she’d immediately ask if you were pregnant.

      “Not right now,” I say carefully.  It was kind of a cop out, but I wasn’t ready to blurt it out the moment we walked into the house.

      “Well, come on in, your sisters are out back. Louisa’s pregnant again, but she said she’s not accepting any negativity whatever that means.” My mother shakes her head. I knew exactly what she meant, which was why all of my sisters already knew. The four of them could keep a secret better than anyone I knew.

      “Jenna! Oliver!” Everyone gets up to greet us and it’s a round of hellos and hugs.

      Oliver pulls out a chair for me and everyone awes. I want to brag about how extra responsive he’s been lately but in reality this is how he’s always been. It was a lot of the reason we had gotten together. He was always a perfect gentleman.

      “Ma, Pa, why don’t you come sit down?” My sister, Mirabel says trying to give us an opening to share the news.

      “Well, I have to—”

      “Come sit down,” she cuts them off. They decide not to argue and Ollie pulls out a chair for my mother.

      “What’s going on?” She looks weary.

      “I’m pregnant!” I blurt out. I had planned on more to say but as she eyeballed me it was hard to keep it in anymore.

      “What?!” Her and my father say at the same time in very different tones.

      “We’re having a baby,” Ollie places a hand on my shoulder, showing his support.

      “Yet I see no ring on my daughter’s finger.” She says angrily, eyes glared at Ollie.

      “Ma,” I shake my head. I didn’t want Ollie feeling pressured to marry me because of a baby, I wanted him to want to marry me.

      “Aye, just be happy for them.” My father shoots my mother a look but she sighs.

      “We’re happy for you,” he says smiling. “Another grandchild, I’m so blessed.”

      Everyone gives us hugs and congratulations. Even my mother eventually comes around and asks if we have any names picked out. I know this isn’t easy on her, but I appreciate the small steps she’s making. When we leave my parents house, I let my shoulders relax, thinking we just got through the hardest part of this pregnancy.
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      “So, have you thought of any names?” Ollie asks me for the third time this week. I swear he’s more excited than I am.

      “No, I think I’m going to see him or her and just know. I can’t guess a name for someone I haven’t even met yet.”

      “You mean I have to wait what, eight more months to know its name?!” Ollie exclaims.

      “Maybe, or maybe when we have our appointment next week, I’ll know by seeing it on the monitor.” I shrug.  It wasn’t like I had done this kind of thing before, I had no idea how I could choose a name for another person. What if they grew up and hated it? What if they grew up and decided to change it? There were so many what ifs when it came to babies.

      “What time is the appointment?” He asks, holding out his phone.

      “8:30 am, it was the only time they had for new patients.” I explain. It wasn’t like I had a doctor like this before this situation. Of course now I had been waiting three weeks and almost another just to confirm I’m pregnant. According to my app, the baby was probably the size of some kind of berry.

      “I’ll be right back,” Ollie says suddenly.

      “Okay,” he takes off into our bedroom and I scroll in the pregnancy app. Reading all the symptoms I may experience in the next few months. Oh joy. It’s clear they don’t have men having babies because considering the way they handle colds, they couldn’t handle this.

      “Jenna, can you come here?”

      “Yeah!” I call back. I wonder what he wanted. Maybe he was in the mood to have sex. Ever since I got pregnant, my hormones were running rampant worse than a teenage boy’s.

      “We can—” I throw my hands over my mouth in shock as I see Ollie down on one knee with a small box in his hand.

      “I thought a lot about how I might do this, and I wanted it to be just us. Because that’s the only people we’ll need down the line. You, me, and our baby. I love you Jenna, will you marry me?”

      “Yes!” I nod furiously and throw my arms around him. The tears pour out because I’m basically a human mood swing. He chuckles and opens the box, placing the ring on my finger.

      “It was my mother’s,” he smiles. She was still alive, so I knew how much it meant for him to get it from her.

      “I love it,” I had always admired his parent’s love and this ring. It was simple and beautiful.

      “Now, before you ask. This isn’t because of the baby. I just want you to have my last name already,” he chuckles.

      “Your last name?” I raise an eyebrow.

      “Or not?” He tilts his head.

      “No, I want your last name. I’m just messing with you.” I laugh and he gives me a look.

      “Those hormones are no joke,” he mumbles to himself.

      “Careful, I have supersonic mom hearing now.” I tease.

      “Oh shit,” His eyes widen.

      I look at my ring and place my hand on his chest. He kisses me, his lips finding mine as they have a thousand times. His hands find my ass, gripping enough to carry me over to the bed as I wrap my legs around him. Our hungry kisses deepen, as he takes off his t-shirt and I slowly unbutton my shirt. He kisses me and grabs a breast in each hand, trailing his fingers down my stomach. Ollie pauses, leaning down to kiss just below my belly button.

      “Is- is this safe?” he whispers.

      “Yes,” I nod. I’m not ashamed to admit I looked up the same thing. He tears off his jeans and I shimmy my shorts down my thighs. Leaving both of us completely bare.

      “Good,” he settles himself between my legs and locks my ankles behind his back.

      His tan skin is a mix of his Irish Spring soap and the potato chips we were just eating. He cups one breast with his hand and I can feel his package next to my pussy. Not that we were always careful before, but he was happy when we got to throw out the condoms. He swipes his member across my slit slowly causing me to moan. I pull him closer with my legs and he smirks. I was too horny to be playing these kinds of games. He fills me completely and with a gasp in pleasure, I rock my hips against his.

      “Fuck babe, slow down.” He grips my hips with his calloused hands, pushing them against the bed.

      “I want you,” I pout. Knowing that it drives him wild. I didn’t want him being gentle with me, I wanted him to fuck me.

      “Fuck,” he grins and flips me over, in one swift motion, slides back inside me and pounds into me. “Is this what you wanted?” He whispers in my ear.

      “Yes, oh fuck yes!” I cry out as he delves deeper into my core. I slip a hand between my legs and find my clit. It’s already soaked, so I rub slow circles gently.

      Ollie grabs my chest, gripping each boob while kneading his fingers between my nipples. He’s clutching my body, slamming his member into my dripping core and I’m dying for release. He leans forward and whispers in my ear, “cum for me” and I don’t know why but those three words growled in my ear sends me over the edge.

      “Oh! I’m cumming!” I pant, face planting into the bed as he releases too.

      “Fuck that was so hot,” he kisses my cheek and runs to get us a towel. I laugh, in a post orgasmic and engagement bliss. I look at my ring as it reflects, catching light and dancing on the window. It truly was beautiful, and what a great way to thank him.

      “Here you go,” he hands me a clean towel as he looks for my clothes but I shake my head. I just want to be close to him now. He climbs into bed next to me, spooning me, rubbing small circles on my arm as I close my eyes and fall asleep in his arms. Wondering what I did to deserve life being this good.
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      “Baby, I got you something!” Ollie comes into the house with shopping bags full of stuff and my eyes widen.

      “Did you buy the whole store?” I joke.

      “ha ha, no but I did buy something special,” he plops the bags on the kitchen table next to the cupcakes I was cooling.

      “Be careful!” I had a customer coming over tomorrow morning expecting fresh cupcakes, not smooshed ones.

      “Look!” he holds up a little onesie that says “daddy’s girl” and “dad’s best friend”. One was pink with a little tutu attached and the other was full blown camouflage. I resist grimacing and telling him what I really think.

      “You bought the baby clothes?”

      “Yeah, I know you said it’s too early but we missed the last appointment so you’re probably what, 12 or thirteen weeks already? This is prime shopping time.” He smiles proudly and my heart melts.

      There was part of me that was nervous about the appointment. I was too sick to make it out the door for the last one, having no choice but to cancel it. Then they said the next one was in three weeks, which was tomorrow and I couldn’t help but have a bad feeling about it. I mean what if something was wrong? My sisters said all new mothers felt this way and there was never anything wrong but I wasn’t convinced.

      I had developed the tiniest bump in the world, something only Ollie and I noticed. It was too early for movement or anything but each day before bed, Ollie told the baby about his day and an estimate of how many more days until they’d be here. It was one of those things you thought weren’t real until you see it before your eyes. He was born to be a father, there was no doubt about that.

      Meanwhile, I was excited to be a mom but I didn’t have the instincts Ollie did. It was probably some deep seeded mother issues but alas, I was sure once this baby made its appearance I’d feel differently.
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      “Okay, this is going to feel a little cool,” the doctor warns, squirting the jelly on my stomach. I nod and shit that is cold. Ollie’s holding my hand by my head, waiting for something to appear on the screen. It looks like a dark hole but I’m told that’s my uterus.

      “Hmm,” the doctor pauses and I know that can’t be a good sign. I look at the screen but I don’t know what the hell I’m looking at.

      “Uh doc? That doesn’t sound too comforting.” Ollie chuckles.

      “I’m sorry, I think the machine is having an issue, let me grab another one.” She leaves and returns a few minutes later with a new machine and a second doctor. That can’t be a good sign.

      “Okay, let’s take a look here,” the second doctor says. Once again I’m not sure what I’m looking at but the nurse points at the screen and there’s a brief exchange between them.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Just tell us.” Ollie says but grips my hand even tighter.

      “I’m sorry, you are pregnant but it looks like the egg implanted in your fallopian tube, which makes the pregnancy inviable.” The second doctor explains solemnly.

      “W-what does that mean?” Ollie chokes. But I know what it means, that something is wrong with our baby, with this pregnancy.

      The doctor starts explaining things to Ollie but it sounds like everyone else is underwater. The room starts to go fuzzy and that’s the last thing I remember until I wake up in the same room a little while later. Ollie is next to me kissing my hand, a tear in his eye.

      “Oh thank god,” he prays. “Doc! She’s awake!” He calls into the hallway.

      “Hey there, you gave us a little scare.” She smiles and checks my eyes with a small flashlight.

      “I just got so dizzy.” I touch my pounding head.

      “It could be a side effect.” she says to no one in particular.

      “I-is the baby okay?” I ask. I had a faint memory of some not great news but I couldn’t remember if that was the truth or not.

      “No, I’m sorry. We’re going to recommend you terminate the pregnancy to save you both.” She sighs.

      “No.” I choke out, the tears cascading down my cheeks.

      “I’m sorry but it’s what’s best for both of you. If you continue the pregnancy you could lose the ability to have children and risk both your lives.” She explains.

      “Let’s go Ollie,” I try to get off the table but I was still a little unsteady on my feet.

      “Babe, wait,” he pleads but I can’t be here right now.

      He helps me steady myself, I re-button my jeans and walk out of the office. The subway ride home is silent, Ollie holds my hand but neither of us can speak. I don’t know what to say and he’s just as much at a loss for words. If only I had gone to the doctor earlier, maybe there was something they could have done. I should’ve powered through that sickness, it wasn’t like I was contagious. There were so many things I wished I could’ve done differently, anything to keep my baby alive.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” He asks as we walk into the apartment.

      “No,” I shake my head and lock myself in our bedroom. Planning to take a nap, I lay down but on the bed is the pile of baby clothes I was going to fold after I got home. I guess we didn’t need these anymore. I grab all the clothes and storm into the kitchen, throwing them all into a black garbage bag.

      Ollie jumps up from the couch, throws his headphones down and runs over to me. I’m fighting with the trash bag and the clothes that just won’t fit when I collapse into a pile of tears on the floor.

      “It’ll be okay,” Ollie murmurs in my ear but I know nothing will ever be okay again.
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      There’s nothing in life that prepares you to see the love of your life fall apart. Jenna has been a ghost these past few days. The doctor wants me to talk her into coming in and terminating the pregnancy, they say it’s just a shot but I can’t wrap my head around it. Jenna had this cute little bump, she was growing our baby, and now it was just gone. We went from excited new parents to depressed zombies in a matter of words.

      She lays in bed all day long, sometimes joining me on the couch while I play video games. She hasn’t baked anything all week, which for a baker that’s kind of a red flag. Jenna’s been panicking every time the phone rings. Terrified it was the doctors saying she has to come in. She didn’t want to tell everyone so I called, texted and explained as best as I could. It wasn’t any easier on me but I wasn’t trying to make her life harder. I could only imagine how she was feeling. What she was going through. All I wanted was to be there for her. In the limited ways I could be.

      “Ollie?” She calls from our room and I jump up from the couch. I’d barely slept but I didn’t care. No matter what she wanted, I was there hand delivering it.

      “Can you hold me?” She’s curled up in bed holding the onesies I had gotten for the baby. I was so happy picking those out, my heart aches as I climb into bed behind her. I’m careful not to touch her stomach. I made that mistake a few days ago and she not only flinched but kicked me out of the bed. Not that I blamed her, it was just another reminder of what she was going through.

      “I love you,” I whisper in her ear.

      “I love you too,” she whispers back. We lay in silence for a while, me stroking small circles on her arms, her soft sighs filling the air.

      “Can you, can you explain it to me? What happens?” I know what she’s talking about. It’s not the first time she’s asked me this. I think her understanding what happens is step one to letting it actually happen.

      “They give you a shot, almost like plan B but in needle form. And it should terminate everything.” I explain as best as I can.

      “What happens if I don’t?” It’s the first time she’s asked this but I know she knows the answer.

      “Either you will get sick, the baby will die first or you could lose one of your tubes, making it difficult for you to have more kids.” I clench my jaw, holding back the feelings I’m having. I could talk about my feelings later, right now I needed her to feel hers.

      “Oh,” she says simply.

      I just nod, unable to speak. What kind of twisted world did we live in that this was happening to us? Not that we would wish this on anyone else. But why did this have to happen at all?

      Jenna closes her eyes and I think she’s about to cry but she falls asleep instead. Which I’m grateful for. She has been in a state of exhaustion for the last few days but refusing to sleep, just in case something happened when she was sleeping. For a long time I just watch her, pushing her dark hair behind her ear. Then I kiss the side of her head and attempt to clean up the apartment.

      Not once in our few years of dating had I ever seen the apartment this messy. Jenna was a neat freak, so I knew deep down this must have been killing her. I do the laundry, the dishes and even start to make dinner. But then I remember I’m not the chef, she is.

      I think about all the plans we made, talking about the baby before we knew. I guess she was right. We were planning too early for a baby who wasn’t meant to be. It terrified me most that this might ruin her chances of having more children. Not that we would try right away, but having the option gone to have biological children with her, it was hard to imagine. All my life I knew I wanted to be a father. So to have the chance right in front of me and having it taken away was like ripping my heart from my chest and not being able to stop it.

      So I order takeout and put it on nice plates. Hoping the small touches will help both of us feel okay for even just a few minutes. Once the apartment looks like new, I wake her up from her nap and greet her with her favorite Mexican food.

      “Baby, you didn’t have to.” She smiles. It’s the first time I’ve seen it all week, but just as quickly it falters. I know what that was, she forgot for a brief second. Her hand drops to her stomach and she sighs.

      “I wanted to, now eat up.” I was just happy to see that she had an appetite again.

      As Jenna devours the food I brought, she utters the words that are equally terrifying and relieving. “I’m going to terminate the pregnancy.”
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      I don’t feel anything except an overwhelming numbness. Essentially, I feel like Bella in New Moon where she sits in a chair and the world changes around her. There’s two doctors and they both keep giving me this solemn look. Like they’re sorry we’re here but there’s nothing to say to comfort the parents losing a child. I close my eyes, it’s just a shot but I can’t handle seeing anything today. So I close my eyes and let myself drift to sleep. It’s easier than facing the reality of what is.
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      Ollie and I go home but everything’s different. The happiness that once poured out of him is gone, replaced with this overwhelming guilt. I’m too exhausted to ask him why he feels guilty but I can sense it. The doctor tells us it’s likely the pregnancy will just disappear. That once it does, the fetus will be absorbed in my body, which is one of the scariest things I’ve ever been told.

      “Do you want anything?” Ollie asks from the kitchen. He tends to eat when he’s nervous but I can’t touch food lately. Everything seems to make me sick to my stomach. I thought it was the morning sickness but I guess that would be subsiding now. Instinctively, I touch my stomach. This all still feels so surreal.

      “No thanks,” I sink into the couch and wait for him to join me. Like clockwork he does, plopping down next to me and grabbing the remote.

      “You should be eating you know,” he frowns. I know he’s just being sensitive but it makes me want to scream sometimes.

      “I think I know what’s best for me,” I snap.

      “Whoa, I was just looking out for you. We don’t want you getting sick or hurt.”

      “Who the hell is we?”

      "Me, your parents, your family, they're all just as worried as I am."

      “Then where are they?" I knew I was picking a fight, but I couldn't seem to help myself. It was like all this anger I didn't realize I was holding onto was suddenly coming out at him.

      "They're texting me every single day checking in on you, but you told me specifically not to let them come over. I understand you're upset but please do not try and take this out on me.” He sighs. Something about it is the uncontrollable urge to throw something. I take the pillow next to me and toss it across the room full force.

      “Does that make you feel any better?"

      “No." I stand up and walk to the bedroom and slam the door. The tears fall as soon as the door closes. I can hear Ollie walking over to the door. He stands outside for a few seconds, but doesn't say anything. This is uncharted territory for both of us, it was like all of a sudden I didn't know how to interact with the man I loved.
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      The next few days pass by slower than ever before. We’re both too scared to interact with the other, but also dying to reconnect. It’s not the best idea, but I dress up in his favorite lingerie to surprise him before bed. I walk out into the living room and his eyes almost pop out of his head. He smiles and for a brief second, it’s just us and nothing else matters. Until he speaks.

      “Is this a good idea?” His words are like knives through my lace covered heart.

      “I guess not.” I snap. I clench my jaw and walk toward the bedroom but he stops me, grabbing my wrist.

      “I want you. God I want you more than I can explain.” He pushes against me and I blush. Oh. That’s how much. “But we can’t. Not when we’re like this.”

      I want to be upset with him for turning me down, but I can’t. He’s so clearly right. We’re too broken to try to repair us with sex. I just wanted so deeply to feel something, other than this debilitating numbness.

      “Come here,” He pulls me close and I sink into his chest. Closing my eyes, I sigh, letting his comfort be all I feel.

      “I’m sorry,” I mumble.

      “No, you’re beautiful and baby in a few weeks, I promise you bring that out and I’ll do you how you should be done and treat you right. But right now, just be here, with me.” He kisses my forehead and I breathe a sigh of relief.

      “Can you hold me?” We hadn’t even laid together in days, he’d been sleeping on the couch since our stupid fight and I needed him close.

      “Of course, I’m following your lead here babe.” He walks with me to our bedroom and I change into one of his t-shirts. We lay down and I put my head on his chest, listening to his steady heartbeat.

      “I love you,” I whisper against his skin.

      “I love you too.” He kisses me softly and I kiss him back just the same. It wasn’t like before, but I could feel him again. Feel something other than nothing. While I knew I wouldn’t be fixed overnight, I knew I would need him to heal. And as much as I wanted to wallow in it, he needed to heal too. Because this loss wasn’t just mine, it was ours.
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      Somehow everything and nothing is the same. Ollie and I took a major hit to our relationship a year ago. Losing a baby put a strain on everything, but especially us. Which is how we ended up in couple’s therapy. The “So how does that make you feel about that?” lady, who I believe is quite literally reciting a psychology textbook. I don’t know how good she’s doing for us, but each week we show up.

      What people don’t prepare you for is the after. How seeing babies make your heart ache when you forget for a few minutes and beat yourself up over it, and the questions from everyone asking when we’ll try again. We were blessed with a surprise that grew in the wrong spot. I don’t know how to try and do something like that again. The doctors said it might be harder this time, there was scarring they can’t repair. Ollie and I don’t speak about it.

      We got married shortly after we lost Angelina. Our therapist thought we might get some closure from naming her, but all it gave us was a name to the person we’d never know. Angelina would never walk, Angelina would never cuddle with us, Angelina would never. Sometimes, I think we got married on impulse. We wrapped ourselves in each other to numb the pain. It wasn’t that we didn’t love each other, we did, we do. And it wasn’t that we shouldn’t have gotten married, but I just think it was all a little fast. We went to a courthouse one morning, got married and didn’t tell our families for three weeks.

      Safe to say they were not the happiest when we finally told them. It’s hard to explain loss and tragedy to those who have never experienced it. Only one of my sisters and Ollie’s mother have lost a baby in a similar way. Not that I would wish this on anyone, but they were the only ones I could be around at first. They wouldn’t hover or ask if I was okay. They respected my space, but let me know they were there in the smallest of ways.

      “So what brings you in today?” Carla, our therapist asks.

      “It was a year ago tomorrow.” Ollie says and I grip his hand tighter.

      “What was?” She knows but she loves playing dumb.

      “A year ago, we lost Angelina.” I clench my jaw. Our little angel.

      “And how are you feeling, a year later?”

      As badly as I want to say ‘the same’, I know it’s not true. My grief is like a small box I put in the back of my mind most days. Going to work and getting through life like it was the same.

      “Hopeful,” Ollie answers and I almost snap my neck turning to look at him.

      “Care to explain?” Carla ignores my reaction and prompts Ollie.

      “A year ago we were at our worst. I still miss her every single day, but it’s only gotten better from here. The sadness is duller than it was a year ago and that makes me hopeful.” He explains.

      “Very well said.” Carla smiles. “Jenna?”

      “The same,” I lie.

      “Jenna,” She warns, knowing I’m clearly lying.

      “I feel somewhat better but nowhere near okay. I don’t understand how anyone possibly could and it hurts to hear you say that.” I say angrily.

      “Jenna,” Carla tries to warn but we ignore her.

      “I’m not trying to hurt you or her. But I don’t think she’d want us to wallow in it for the rest of our lives.”

      “I’m not wallowing, I’m coping.” I growl.

      “Perhaps this is a good place to imagine how the other might be feeling?”

      “No, actually. I’m done for today.” I stand up and storm out. How could Ollie say on a day like today he felt hopeful? It was like a huge slap in the face. I walk to the street and realize it’s pouring rain. Great.

      “Jenna! Jenna!” Ollie calls but I’m too afraid to face him. I’d never walked out on therapy before.

      “Jenna, please.” He grabs my arm and pleads with me.

      “I’m just not where you are Ollie, and I don’t know if I’ll ever be.” I admit, the tears cascading down my cheeks.

      “That’s okay, Jenna. No one expects you to be perfect. You can mourn.” He pulls me in close and kisses my lips. I just nod. How do you tell the person you love that you may never be who you once were? Would they be able to love the new you?
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      I never thought I’d be in this predicament. I heard about the other girls that it happened to. They would shriek with excitement. They’d jump up and down and rush to tell everyone they knew, showing off some over-sized diamond wrapped around their perfectly manicured ring finger.

      And until this moment, I thought that was what I wanted too.

      The perfect guy to propose in the perfect way. A wedding on the beach with all of my family and friends there to watch.

      And then the perfect home with the perfect wraparound porch and expansive backyard for our two kids to run around in, giggling until the sun goes down.

      After all, that’s how I grew up.

      And that’s how my sister Terri’s life has gone so far. She’s two years younger than me but at least 5 years ahead of me with the “all-American dream”.

      She got married at twenty to her high school sweetheart. Within a year, they’d bought their dream house, five doors down from the house we grew up in. Then, before they finished remodeling it, she’d already popped out her twins; Isaac Jr and Warren. Not to be confused with her husband, Isaac and his brother, Warren.

      Who also was the guy kneeling in front of me, holding out a small black box as his hand shook with nerves. His eyes were wide with a mixture of hope and fear. Fear he shouldn’t have to be experiencing.

      Fear he’s experiencing because I’ve been frozen here, mouth agape, staring at the simple—and perfect—diamond ring like it’ll scorch me if I touch it.

      “Thea?” Warren’s voice came out in a broken whisper.

      I gulped, trying to shove down the hesitation. After all, it made little sense for me to be hesitating. I love Warren. He loves me. We’ve been together for five years today. Yes, he proposed on our five-year anniversary. And it wasn’t like I wasn’t expecting this.

      We’ve talked about marriage for almost two years now. Neither of us were in any rush.

      We’d already moved in together to the perfect little townhome on the opposite end of town from both of our parents, and Terri and Isaac. Our two dogs—Marshall and Lily, our loveable black lab and golden retriever, respectively. We got them together on our third anniversary when they were just puppies. We had everything we needed and lived cohesively together.

      But we both knew this day was coming.

      I just didn’t realize I’d hesitate so much.

      “Yes.” I finally forced out.

      “Are you sure?” Warren was rising to his feet now. He tucked the ring box between his palm and pinky finger as he brought his hands to my upper arms, gently caressing them like he did every time I was upset.

      "Yes." I repeated.

      "Because you can say no, Thea.”

      “I can’t.” It wasn’t the most reassuring thing for me to say, but somehow, Warren seemed to understand.

      “Thea, we’re fine. You and I? We’re more than fine. We don’t need rings or a certificate.”

      “But—” I started, but couldn’t for the life of me think of any response.

      Warren reached out and set the ring box on the dresser before bringing his hand back to console me some more.

      I stared at the box, unable to shake myself.

      “Thea, I mean it. If you aren’t ready or if you don’t want to get married, then we won’t.”

      “But what about us?”

      “What about us?” He repeated.

      “Where do we go from here?”

      “The same way we’ve been going.”

      “It’s not going to…” I trailed off, terrified to say anything more.

      But, as usual, Warren was the one to fill in the blanks. To say the words, I didn’t want to. To be the strong one between us, no matter how independent and fearless I thought I was.

      “No, nothing bad will happen. Thea, we’ve been together for five years. We are good. I mean, we are good.” The way he said it told me he was more than confident about us.

      “Does anyone else know?”

      “That I was going to propose?”

      I nodded.

      “No.”

      “No one?”

      “Nope.”

      “Not even my dad?”

      It wasn’t like my dad was the “traditional” you-better-ask-for-my-permission-first kind of dad. Plus, Dad loves Warren and Isaac both.

      “Nope. I wanted this to be something just for you and me to discuss. I didn’t want you to feel any pressure—which, thinking back on it, I probably shouldn’t have knelt.” He looked up and squinted, thinking back on his decisions.

      It brought a small chuckle out of me. My Warren, the one who knew me the best. Who knew how to always pick be up, fix me, and just be with me.

      And with that, I felt my fear slowly washing away. If he was this okay with me not jumping up and down with joy, then we really were okay. That was more than enough for me.

      I reached up, cupping my hand against his jaw before lifting to the balls of my feet. I brought my lips to his, and it was just like every other kiss we’ve shared, magnetic. Like we were meant for each other.

      “How about we dive into our leftovers and that cheesecake like the heathens we are.” Warren’s eyes went wide with excitement before sliding his hand down to take mine, leading me into our kitchen where I’d haphazardly left the containers on the counter when he called out my name not even thirty minutes ago.
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      Warren hid the ring box while I was at work the next day. I imagine it’s in a box on the top shelf of our closet, but I don’t dare look. Out of sight; out of mind.

      And mostly, it is.

      At least a couple times a month, my family tries to get together for a family dinner. Tonight is one. And so far, I've caught both my mom and my sister trying to look at my left hand or sneaking glances back and forth, as if having a silent conversation.

      But neither of them dare say anything. Until we’re getting dessert out of the kitchen. Mom made key lime pie, a staple of summers for us. Terri has already grabbed the plates and silverware, so I’m refilling drinks for everyone.

      “So, how was your anniversary?” Mom asks.

      It’s not the first time the topic came up for the night, so I know she’s fishing without asking straight out.

      “It was good, Mom.”

      If they wanted to know, they were going to have to ask me outright.

      I’d always been the black sheep in my family. The odd ball. But in the well-loved, never made to feel a less sort of way. Just unique, as Dad liked to call me. So, they’d learned a long time ago to not have too specific of expectations from me.

      They also learned that to get specific details from me, they have to ask specific questions. So, this hemming and hawing around the subject was not normal.

      Which is why I’m sure Terri gave Mom an annoyed side glance before speaking up. “Fine, if no one else will come out and say it, I will. Where’s the ring?”

      “What ring?” I played dumb, purposely annoying Terri.

      “The engagement ring, duh!”

      “There is no engagement ring.”

      “So, you two aren’t engaged?” Terri stepped towards me, narrowing her eyes at me. She and I had been the same height since high school. There were days we looked more like twins—except my hair was dyed jet black and hers was ice blonde.

      Yin and Yang.

      That’s what Mom and Dad liked to call us.

      “No, we are not.” I answered, tone flat and straightforward.

      “Why not?”

      “Because we don’t want to be.”

      “You mean you don’t want to be.” Terri pushed her words at me.

      “What makes you say this is all on me?”

      “Because I know Warren.”

      “Not as well as I do.”

      “True, but also, neither of us knows him as well as Isaac does.”

      She had me there. But I also knew Warren on a different level. I knew things about him he never shared with his family.

      I didn’t tell her this. It wasn’t worth it. It would only lead to more questions from her.

      Plus, we heard the guys beginning their descent into the kitchen.

      I escaped further questioning for the moment as each of our guys made their way over to us. But the conversation was far from over.

      “How’s it going?” Warren kept his voice low as he pulled me against him with one arm. He’d lowered his head to come close to my ear.

      “It’s okay.” I answered, silently telling him everything.

      That was another thing about us. We knew the other’s thoughts before either of us could say them most of the time.

      And we also knew our families.

      Not that they were prying or expecting. We just were all very close. And after Terri and Isaac got married and popped out the twins, naturally the eyes fell on me and Warren.

      Maybe that was part of why we got Marshall and Lily. To satiate the baby fever they were all suffering from. The twins were in their terrible twos now and nowhere near as squishy and cute.

      And it worked.

      Mostly.

      We knew they were still holding out hope, but again; they learned to not beat around the bush with me. And obviously, it wasn’t even anywhere near on our radar.
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      Warren and I were silent. There were no words. The only thing I could do was stare at the odd mark on the wall just above Dr. Miller’s head. And all Warren could do was hold my hand.

      “I’m here to answer questions you have.” Dr. Miller’s voice was soft, like this pained him just as much as it pained us.

      I didn’t want kids. Neither of us did. At least not soon.

      Right?

      So why in the hell was I in a state of mourning and fear?

      I didn’t even know until the doctor told me.

      It started with a cramp, but unlike any other I’d experienced. I’d always had horrible cramps and irregular periods since the moment the first one hit me in the middle of Mr. Thompson’s seventh grade class. Thankfully, I had a jacket I could tie around my waist to hide the horrifying stain until I got home. I threw my pants away, refusing to tell my mom how it happened.

      But this was different. This was excruciating. There was no other way to describe it. One moment, I’m walking through our apartment, dodging Marshall and Lily in their escapades. And the next moment, I’m doubled over, clutching my lower stomach, and howling in pain. I couldn’t see them through my clamped-shut eyes, but I could feel Marshall, Lily, and Warren all leaning over me, trying to figure out what in the hell had happened to me.

      I’d had a cyst rupture. That’s what the emergency room doctor told me. He prescribed some hydrocodone pills and sent us home with instructions to follow up with my OB-GYN.

      Which is where we were sitting now, attempting to absorb the words Dr. Miller had just begrudgingly spelled out to us.

      Endometriosis. Large cysts. High chance of infertility and miscarriages. And the worst of all, higher probability of cancer.

      “I’m so sorry, Thea. I know this isn’t a simple choice.”

      “It’s okay.” My voice cracked. “We weren’t planning on having kids, anyway.” I gave Warren a weak smile, and he gave my hand a squeeze, nodding in support.

      “Unfortunately, there’s going to be some hurdles for you.”

      “Like what? Is it a long recovery time?” My mind immediately went to work and wondering if I’d be able to take time off from work or not. A week was a lot to ask, especially if on short notice.

      “Well, that’s about four to six weeks, but I was talking about insurance.”

      “Wait. Four to six weeks?” I repeated, ignoring his comment about insurance.

      “Yes, it’s a pretty invasive surgery.”

      “I—I don’t think I have the PTO for that.” I felt my eyes burn with tears. How was I going to do this?

      Dr. Miller sighed and gulped. “I understand. And you have some time to prepare. Thankfully, this isn’t an emergency. But you also don’t have years before this would become that.”

      I nodded, trying to mentally work through the chaos of everything.

      “What was that about insurance?” Warren asked, finally speaking up. He’d been here to support me the whole time, making sure they heard me.

      Again, Dr. Miller sighed. “We have to convince your insurance that this is absolutely necessary. If we can’t, they won’t approve the surgery and then you’d be looking at needing to pay for it out of pocket.”

      “Why wouldn’t they approve it?” Warren asked, confused.

      But I knew why. I was still in my twenties. We weren’t married. And then there was the age old “what if you change your mind” or the worse one, “what if your future husband wants kids?”

      The worst fucking reasons to deny a woman something she needs to live a healthy life.

      “Because I’m too young and not married.” I grit my teeth as I spit the words out, fighting back the tears.

      “What?” Warren said, getting even more confused now.

      “Unfortunately, hysterectomies aren’t likely to be approved at Thea’s age.”

      “But she needs it.”

      “We know that. But they don’t always see it that way.”

      “What other way is there to see it?” Warren’s voice was rising with each sentence he said.

      “That I might change my mind and want kids. Or that my future husband would want kids and I can’t deny him that.”

      Warren’s head whipped so hard between me and Dr. Miller that I was sure he was going to give himself whiplash. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Yeah.”

      “No, I don’t understand. What do I have to do with your decision? That doesn’t make any fucking sense.” Warren’s face filled with shame and embarrassment. “I’m sorry, Dr. Miller. I didn’t mean to cuss. But this is just…” He trailed off and now, I could only see pain in his eyes.

      Dr. Miller held up his hands. “No need to apologize. I empathize with you. Our number one job as a doctor is to help.”

      “But some lawmakers and insurance companies don’t see it the same way.” I added.

      Dr. Miller took a deep breath, wincing, and I knew he had more to say.

      “Say it.” Warren offered, defeated.

      “There is another hurdle. Before we can worry about insurance, we have to find a surgeon who will perform the surgery. I don’t. And this hospital doesn’t perform many of them.” Dr. Miller was careful with his words, but we’d all heard about it. That this hospital was prime Bible Belt territory.

      “Do you have any suggestions?” Warren asked, knowing I was losing the ability to hold a rational conversation.

      “I’ll get started on all of this for you guys. I’ll find a surgeon who will do it and help me right up a report to submit to your insurance, and then I’ll be in touch with you.” Dr. Miller caught my eyes. “As long as this is something that you want to do.”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      The answer came so easily, almost shocking me. I’d been in a whirlwind of emotions for hours. But there was no other answer.

      The cancer wouldn’t just decide not to grow. The cysts wouldn’t just stop. And the endometriosis wouldn’t just disappear.

      Granted, I don’t have cancer. Yet. But the likelihood of me getting it is high enough to concern Dr. Miller.
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      It was two weeks before Dr. Miller finally had answers for us. From the sounds of it, he’d made too many calls just trying to find a surgeon that was willing. He found one, but he was in a different state now and my insurance wouldn’t approve an out-of-state surgery.

      But he got lucky and found Dr. Marlow. She would retire in less than two months and hadn’t been planning on taking on anymore surgeries. But Dr. Miller convinced her. And together, they performed the miracle of getting approval from my insurance. Sure, I’d still get stuck with a sizable medical bill, but it was still better than nothing.

      And so, with the tight timeline for Dr. Marlow, my surgery was just two more weeks away. I was freaking out about how I was going to get the time off from work, among everything else.

      Like telling my family.

      But the way they were all huddled around Warren and me right now told me they were on our side.

      “I’m so sorry, Thee.” My mom was holding my face in her hands, and all I could see was the pool of tears in her eyes.

      “It’s okay, Mom.” I attempted to smile.

      “You should stay here while you recover.” She offered.

      “Mom, I’ll be okay at home. Warren is helping me.”

      He wouldn’t be able to take the entire recovery period off, but he was taking a week for the surgery and the first days after.

      “Fine, I’ll come over any time that you need. And I’ll make as many meals ahead as I can for you.”

      My mom was trying so hard to hold it together. Terri was beside herself. She was the first to cry. She was so scared for me.

      Dad’s jaw was so tight, I was afraid it was going to pop at any moment.

      Isaac was just holding Terri, trying to console her.

      And Warren and I were holding each other. We’d come to terms with it all, and it wasn’t something that affected me the way it did for Terri. I knew some of her reaction was that her kids would never have cousins. But I also knew just the word surgery was enough to worry them.

      But Warren and I were eerily calm. Like it was just a routine doctor’s trip for me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Warren and I got home somewhere around midnight. Not really looking at the time, or anything else. I just shed the unnecessary layers and crawled into bed. I was more exhausted than anything else. Mentally, I just had nothing else to give.

      So when my boss approved my six weeks off, I was both shocked and elated.

      Somehow, despite what started as excruciating pain and a tragedy, things were working out. Which was the only thing I wanted to focus on heading into surgery. That and Dr. Marlow’s confidence that this was the right choice for me.

      That I’d made the right choice for myself.
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      Even in my drugged-out anesthesia stupor, I felt my face split into the widest grin possible as the nurse wheeled my hospital bed into my recovery room. Because standing there, bouncing back and forth like he’d been anxiously waiting for me, was Warren, holding the largest bouquet of sunflowers and daisies for me. He did this nervous but excited shuffle over to me, trying to avoid getting in any of the nurses’ ways.

      I couldn’t tell how many were there, but I felt multiple people shifting me, hooking up various lines to me, adjusting my pillow and my bed, asking me on a scale of 1-10 how bad the pain was, asking me if I needed anything, and so on.

      But all I could focus on was the man sharing that same face-splitting grin.

      The man that showed me that our love is more than enough.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About M Leigh Morhaime

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        M Leigh Morhaime is an East Coast Native transplanted to the Pacific Northwest with her husband and two cats. She can always be found with a pair of sunglasses somewhere on her head as she wasn’t meant for the sun. With a childhood dream to be an author, she published her first novel in November of 2020. While she is chaos, her stories revolve around the fierce heroine and their battles to heal and love.

      

        

      
        mleighmorhaime.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Begin Again by JJ Grice

          

        

      

    

    
    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SHEILA

      

      

      I love my job. I became a therapist, specializing in PTSD because it’s something that hit incredibly close to home for me. A lot of people think that my clientele is only made up of veterans. Though a good portion of them are, I also cater to many others. Like the woman sitting across from me now.

      Magnolia went through a terribly traumatic event, something she lived and suffered in silence with for years. When she finally built up the courage to do something about it, she came to me.

      I understand Magnolia. Suffering in silence because you’re afraid of what others might say. Eventually I let go of the fear of people finding out. Much to my parents dismay.

      They didn’t agree with my decision, and because of that, I’ve been an outsider in my family for the past sixteen years.

      I pull in a deep breath, angry with myself for letting my thoughts run away, especially during a session. My sessions with Magnolia always tend to bring me back to those memories. Not because our situations were the same, but because for years neither of us felt like we had anywhere to turn to. We both burrowed within ourselves and became shells of the women we could be. I’m just so thankful that she’s found her way out of her shell and is living the life she deserves.

      “So things are going well?” I ask, needing to focus on something, anything, other than my past.

      “Really well,” she answers with a bright smile. “We just started moving both of our apartments into the house and it’s really coming along.”

      “That’s wonderful, Magnolia. And how has your anxiety been?” We continue our session as we usually do, which with her it’s really just more of a conversation. Magnolia was very skittish when she first started seeing me. It took months for her to finally reveal what happened to her and why she came to see me in the first place. It was devastating and heartbreaking, but watching her overcome it, move on with her life and find love, was inspiring and beautiful.

      “Same time next week?” She asks me this same question at the end of every session, as if she’s afraid I’m going to suddenly decide to stop letting her come anymore. That won’t happen. Trauma and PTSD isn’t something that just goes away. For many people, it requires constant work. Though Magnolia is doing really well, I have no doubt that at some point she’ll have set backs.

      “Of course.”

      Once Magnolia is gone, I take a deep breath and walk over to the large frame on the wall. Like I often do, I trail my hand over the different fragments of broken glass. The mural, as I like to call it, was inspired by one of my professors in college who once said, even broken pieces can create something beautiful.

      My eyes move over the different colors and shapes, every single one produced from glass I broke with a hammer. Each one of my patients have added to it over the years once they feel they’re ready. I still remember the day Magnolia added to it. It was the first time I ever cried in a session with a patient. I’ve definitely shed a few tears over the years, but when she told her full story, beginning to end, it wasn’t just a few tears I shed.

      My eyes zone in on the light blue piece nestled in the corner. The day Magnolia added that piece, I felt a swell of pride for her and the fact that not only did she pull herself from her darkness, but she survived. She may have suffered in silence for over a decade, but she never gave up.

      I always tell myself that I’ll add my own piece to the mural one day. I’m not exactly sure what’s been stopping me. I don’t regret my decision, even when it happened and I had no support system for it, I didn’t regret it. I made the right choice. But for some reason, every time I think about placing a piece of my own with the others, I just can’t get myself to do it.

      I shake my head, needing to focus on my job and not my past. I glance  down at my watch to see how long I have until my next appointment. I let out a sigh of relief when I realize I have a little over an hour since I had a last minute cancellation this morning. At least now I have time to get something to eat and detox from the thoughts I usually avoid like the plague.

      I open my office door, expecting to see Jan at her desk. But when I hear soft laughter, I walk further into the lobby, allowing me to see the front door. The moment my eyes land on who my receptionist is talking to, my heart rate spikes and my nerves kick me in the chest.

      “Oh, here she is!” Jan exclaims excitedly, when she spots me.

      “Officer Jackson,” I say as I walk closer to them, doing my best not to drink him in too much right now. He fills out that uniform so perfectly. His lips twitch slightly, probably at my use of his formal title. “It’s nice to see you.”

      “Doctor Crawford.” The wide smile that spreads on his face when he looks at me, causes my heart to do a little flip. “I was just telling Jan here that I was hoping to steal you away for lunch. If you’re not busy, of course.”

      “She’s not!” My always so helpful receptionist jumps in and answers for me. “She has seventy-three minutes until her next appointment.”

      Jason lets out a soft chuckle, and I do my best to really zone in on the sound. It’s deep, and raspy. Sexy as hell.

      “Well in that case,” he says, giving me a bright smile. “Shall we?”

      I know I have a lot of other stuff I could take care of before my next appointment. I have paperwork, notes to go over, consults to schedule. But it’s been so long since I’ve allowed myself to just enjoy life. Throwing myself into work and organization has been a defense mechanism for me for so long, it’s hard to turn it off. But if there’s anyone who makes me want to enjoy life a little more, it’s this man right here.

      “Just let me grab my purse.”
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      Jason and I met a few months ago, around the time I learned everything about Magnolia. He had some questions about the case, needing an expert consultant. It was interesting to me that a police officer was the one approaching me for it, but I learned quickly that he had his own reasons for getting so involved. He truly cares about her.

      In the end, the correct people ended up in jail, and dozens of others are able to sleep soundly at night knowing they’re safe.

      We’re sitting in a small deli just down the street from my office. It’s within walking distance, and they’re always quick with orders, so eating here leaves us more time to enjoy each other’s company without having to rush through our meal.

      “I hope you’re not upset that I just showed up today.” Jason’s concern pulls me from my inner thoughts, and I feel terrible for being so lost in myself.

      “No, of course not. I’m sorry. I guess I just have a lot on my mind today.”

      He gives me a soft smile and nods gently before reaching across the table and taking my hand. One thing I like about Jason is that he doesn’t push me on things. Not because he doesn't care, but because he knows that there are things I can’t talk about. More often than not, when I have something on my mind, it’s usually about a patient. That may not be the case today, but I honestly just don’t have the mental energy to talk about it right now, so I’m not going to correct his thinking.

      “Are we still on for this weekend?”

      “Most definitely. I’m all yours this weekend.” His smile brightens and makes my heart do another little flip. Jason is what most would consider traditionally handsome. He’s tall, a little over six feet, with light brown hair and brown eyes. He has a strong, but lean build and a smile that could melt the sun. The slight bit of scruff on his chin adds a little hint of ruggedness to his otherwise clean-cut features. Any woman would be a fool to not be attracted to him. I absolutely was the moment I saw him. Then I spoke to him for the first time and realized that along with being gorgeous, he’s also incredibly kind, smart, and funny. I fell for him instantly.

      After we finish our lunch, Jason walks me back to my office, and as I often am, I’m struck by how comfortable things are with him. I don’t remember the last time things with a man felt so easy. I don’t think they ever have.

      “Thanks for lunch,” I say as we reach the front of my office and I stop and turn to look directly at him.

      “Anytime.” When he leans in and places a much too quick kiss on my lips, my excitement for tomorrow night grows.

      “I’ll pick you up at seven.” He gives me his devastating smile one more time, then walks away. When Jason and I met, just a couple days before, I had convinced myself that I was done with dating. Ever since everything happened in high school, I’ve had a hard time trusting men. And an even harder time connecting with one.

      Of course, that’s bound to happen when your boyfriend of three years tells you he never loves you and wants nothing to do with you right after you tell him you’re pregnant.

      But with Jason, things are just easy. He’s non-demanding. He doesn’t put pressure on me. It’s been a few months and he hasn’t pushed for anything more than I’m ready for. It’s like he can read me and can tell exactly how far he should take things. I don’t think anyone has ever vibed with me the way Jason does.

      I pull in a deep breath before releasing it and heading back into my office. As soon as I step through the door, I know something’s not right. Jan is looking at me with her face full of concern, and her eyes keep darting to my closed office door. I’m pretty sure I left it open.

      “Jan?”

      “I’m so sorry. I tried to stop her.”

      A pit begins to form in my stomach and my heart stutters in my chest. It doesn’t take a genius to know who she’s talking about, but I need the confirmation anyways.

      “Who?” Her eyes slide over to my office door, and without her having to say anything else, I know my suspicions are confirmed.

      “When Tara gets here, just have her wait out here for a few minutes.” Once Jan nods in understanding, I pull in another deep breath and walk into my office.

      I’m not surprised to find my mother sitting at my desk as if she owns the place. She’s always been like this. She has five kids and expects every one of us to treat her as if she’s the queen of England in gratitude just for giving us life. My brothers and sister do just that. I’m the disappointment.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Is that the way you treat your own mother?” She sits back in my chair, her perfectly coiffed hair not moving even a centimeter. I take in her outfit, a variation of the same one she’s worn my entire life. Dark blue high waisted jeans, a powder pink button down shirt, and white sensible shoes. Every mother on our entire street growing up wore pretty much the same thing everyday.

      Her outfit is completed with a single strand of pearls. Probably a gift from my father.

      “When she shows up as my place of business, yes.” I don’t usually make it a point to treat my mother badly or be rude to her. Generally I avoid her as much as possible. But I know why she’s here today. She shows up every year on this day, ready to guilt trip me for the choices I made so many years ago.

      She stands from my chair and I immediately see the light sheen of tears in her eyes. It’s a practiced tactic she’s been using my whole life. She pulls a tissue out of her pocket and I resist the urge to roll my eyes. It’s the same song and dance every single year.

      “She would have been sixteen today.”

      The irritated groan starts rising in my throat before I have time to stop it. I’m getting really tired of this conversation every single year.

      “You don’t even know if it would have been a girl, mother.” I don’t bother mentioning that her math is completely wrong. I would have still had almost eight months of pregnancy, but that logic doesn’t fit into her guilt trip.

      “I just have a feeling.”

      The familiar pit that forms in my stomach every time we talk about this, gets heavier and heavier and I know that means I need to get her the hell out of here.

      “Okay. Well, I have a patient.”

      “You would kick your own mother out for a patient?” Her voice is just below a screech and my knuckles start to turn white from how hard I’m balling my fists.

      “I can’t turn away a patient just because you decided to show up and talk to me about something that happened sixteen years ago.”

      “Well, it was a very traumatic event for me.”

      I force myself to count backwards from five in order to calm down. None of this is surprising to me. She’s always had a way of turning things around so that she’s the victim. I’ve always had my thoughts about it, and it’s only become solidified after studying it in school. She’d probably have a total fit if she realized I wrote my thesis paper about her.

      “You want to talk about it, mother?” I ask, with my hand on the doorknob of my office door.

      “Yes, I really would.”

      I pull the door open, probably harder than I need to. “Then make an appointment.”

      I watch as she leaves in a huff, storming past Jan and Tara as she walks in the door.

      I don’t keep track of this date. If it weren’t for my mother showing up every year to remind me of the decision I made, then I would have truly moved on from it years ago. I made the right choice, I know I did and I don’t regret it.

      I shake my head a couple times, getting her and the whole situation out of my thoughts. I look at Tara, who’s looking a little uncertain. I give her the brightest smile I can manage and motion behind me.

      “You ready?”
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        JASON

      

      

      I walk into State of Grace, the local bakery, knowing that if I don’t get some coffee in my system, I’ll never make it through the day. My shift yesterday ended up basically turning into a double and I didn’t get off until almost midnight after working almost sixteen hours. So I’m pretty damn tired and there’s no way in hell I’m willing to cancel my date tonight.

      “Hey Jason!” Casey greets me as soon as I walk through the door. I’m not surprised to find both Damion and Luke sitting at one of the tables.

      “Good morning,” I reply to her and give both men a chin lift. Casey’s quick getting my coffee and breakfast sandwich for me so I decide to take a couple minutes to actually eat and enjoy before getting back to work.

      “Have a seat.” Damion nods to the extra seat at the table with him and Luke and I quickly sit down. I take a heady gulp of my coffee before I even attempt to make conversation.

      “Rough night?” Luke asks with a chuckle as I set down my already empty coffee cup.

      “Long shift yesterday.” I nod to Casey when she asks if I want another coffee, then I dive into my breakfast sandwich.

      “So, how’s Magnolia doing?” I watch as Luke’s body stiffens for a moment, before he seems to force himself to relax. I don’t blame him. I’m sure even thinking about what happened to his girlfriend is hard for him. It’s been quite a few months now, and they seem to be doing pretty well. Especially Magnolia, considering she used to barely be able to look people in the eye before Luke came along.

      “She’s doing good. She’s been having a lot of fun decorating the new house.”

      “Good.” I give him a genuine smile. Magnolia has always been a sweet girl, and what happened to her was awful. I’m happy to see her seeming to move forward from it all.

      We move on to simpler topics, just talking amicably while we drink our coffee and eat our breakfast.

      Damion is one of the people I was often a total dick to when I was younger. I’m not sure what it was about him, but I was jealous. Maybe because even though life dealt him a kind of shitty hand, he still managed to be a good kid. He had solid friends, and everyone liked him.

      My mom died during childbirth and I spent my entire childhood being blamed by my father and having him take his anger from it out on me physically.

      I used his treatment of me as an excuse to be a total tool to everyone who seemed to have a better life than me.

      I was sixteen when my dad died and my aunt took me in. The damage was already done by then, though. It took me a long ass time to realize that it would be up to me to break the cycle and stop taking my shitty upbringing out on the world.

      Luckily, once most people in Channing realized everything that had been happening at home, they cut me a lot of slack. Too much slack. But I’ve managed to mend quite a few bridges over the years. Damion being one of them. I don’t know if I would call us friends, but we do get along pretty well now.

      Once my breakfast is done and I’ve polished off my third cup of coffee, I decide it’s time to get to work and get this day over with.
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      I pull up in front of Sheila’s house and can’t help but smile when I look at the modest pale yellow three-bedroom home, complete with a white fence around the yard. She always talks about repainting or changing up the front yard since this is what it was like when she bought it a year ago. But I personally love it. Something about the stereo-typicalness of it all brings a warmth to my chest. It’s a home.

      When I get to the front door and knock, a light chuckle escapes me when I hear squeaky barking and Sheila’s frazzled voice.

      The door swings open and Sheila looks just as stressed as she sounded a moment ago. But somehow, she’s still the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever laid my eyes on.

      “Sorry!” She opens the door further and walks back in the house, letting out a loud, frustrated groan. “Emily had play practice today so she wasn’t able to come take Muffin for a walk.”

      I’m not sure what exactly the issue is until I walk further into the house and the living room. Throw pillows are scattered around the floor, a couple of which are practically torn to shreds and cotton filling is all over the place. There are a few, slightly more unpleasant surprises scattered throughout the room as well.

      “My last client ran late and I had a last minute walk-in, so I just got home and walked into this.” She throws her hands above her head in exasperation before she gets down on the floor and starts cleaning up.

      I look over at the tiny little furball who is now completely silent as she lays on her bed next to the couch as if nothing happened. Muffin is Sheila’s Pomeranian. She’s usually a pretty good dog, but occasionally, when Sheila’s teenage neighbor Emily can’t come walk her while Sheila’s at work, she acts out. Hence the giant mess in my girlfriend's living room right now.

      I bend down and start picking up the destroyed pillows, making a mental note to see if she wants to go shopping this weekend to replace them.

      She looks up at me with wide eyes and embarrassment painted on her face. “You don’t need to help. It’ll only take me a couple minutes.”

      I just chuckle at her concern. Our relationship may still be somewhat new since we’ve only been dating a few months, but I’m not going to make her clean this up on her own when I’m right here.

      “I got this, babe. Why don’t you go get cleaned up?”

      “Are- are you sure?” I just give her an encouraging smile and tick my head toward the hallway that leads to her bedroom and bathroom. After only one more slight hesitation, she rises to her feet and hurries down the hallway.

      It only takes me a couple more minutes to get everything cleaned up and spot-scrub the carpet. By the time I’m finished, Muffin is still in her bed, only now she’s snoring away like she doesn’t have a care in the world. I just shake my head at the little princess before walking toward Sheila’s bedroom.

      When I hear the shower running from the en suite bathroom, my body begins to thrum with desire. My original plans for the night was to take Sheila out to a nice dinner, then to The Maine Stay for a little dancing and a couple drinks. But it was obvious the moment I walked in the house earlier, that that’s not what she needs tonight.

      I strip down quickly before stepping into the steam-filled room. I spot my woman through the distorted glass and my dick comes to life in a heartbeat.

      Without any prompting, the moment I step behind her, Sheila leans back against me. The heat radiating from her body is like an aphrodisiac.

      I take her pliantness as a sign to let my hands begin to wander from her hips, up her soft stomach until I reach her chest. I take both her boobs in my hands and immediately begin pinching and pulling at her nipples, which rips a long, guttural moan from her lips. Her head falls back against my shoulder as I let one of my hands slide back down her body to the sweet spot between her legs. I begin toying with her clit while my other hand goes to her hair and I use the leverage to arch her neck enough to allow me full access. I lick and kiss down the column before biting down and leaving my mark on this perfect woman.

      My finger circles her clit just enough to tease without giving her exactly what she wants. She attempts to buck her hips in an effort to get more friction, but I stand firm.

      “Jason!” she practically cries out when I don’t give in. Without responding, I pull away, then I grab her body and position her so she’s leaning against the shower wall and I drop to my knees. As much as I would love to continue teasing her, that’s not what she needs right now. So without anymore preemptive, I begin practically feasting on her perfect pussy. I nip and lick at her clit while I slide two fingers inside of her. He hands fist my hair and this is the only reason I won’t get a haircut. The way she tried to control my head in these moments and force what she wants is the sexiest fucking thing. I crook my fingers, hitting the spot inside her that causes her legs to shake and her to scream out my name.

      “Jason! Yes! Oh God!” I keep my pace rough and thorough until I feel her entire body begin to tremble and her pussy pulse around my fingers.

      I slowly begin to pull away as her body starts to calm down. I stand up and the sight before me is so damn hot. My woman is leaning against the shower wall with her breathing coming out in heavy pants and her eyes are closed with the slightest hint of a smile on her flushed face.

      I love seeing her like this.

      I give her a couple more minutes to come down before I pull her back under the spray of the shower and force her to lean her weight against my front.

      I grab the shampoo from the ledge of the shower and fill my hand with a generous amount before I start massaging it into her dark hair. She lets out a contented hum and my lips twitch with a satisfied smile. I continue making small, but firm circles probably longer than necessary because it’s obvious she needs this. Once I help her rinse out her hair, I repeat the actions with her honey scented body wash, and massage over all of her sore and tight muscles.  She lets her head fall back against my shoulder and the feeling of having her give herself to me, allowing me to take care of her, is a heady feeling.

      Sheila is always taking care of others. She’s always the listening ear and the voice of reason. It took a while for her to allow herself to let go and truly open up to me. But once she did, she didn’t hold back and it was absolutely beautiful.

      “Wanna tell me why you’re really so stressed out?” I know walking into a destroyed living room is unpleasant, but it’s not the first time it’s happened, and she’s never reacted the way she did because of it before.

      She lets out a heavy sigh before turning around in my arms and the vulnerability in her eyes causes a heavy pit to form in my stomach.

      “It started yesterday.”

      “At lunch?”

      She shakes her head. “No, when I got back.”

      I don’t say anything, knowing that she needs a moment to work through her thoughts and she’ll share what she wants when she’s ready to.

      “When I got back, my mother was there.” I try not to let my body stiffen at her words while her finger creates a trail over my chest. She’s told me about her mom, about the way she grew up. Their ass backwards beliefs, the guilt trips, all of it. Her brothers and sisters are just as bad as her parents, and I’m thankful as hell she keeps her interactions with them to a minimum. Christmas and Birthdays only. Hell, if it weren’t for her nieces and nephews, she probably wouldn't even see them that much.

      “She started her usual guilt trip about how she believes the baby would’ve been a girl and how she would be sixteen now. Of course her math isn’t even accurate since I still would’ve had at least seven more months before the baby was born.” She lets out an irritated sigh and I can practically feel the frustration rolling off of her in waves.

      It was barely a few weeks ago when she told me about the abortion she had when she was eighteen. Her family didn’t approve of it, which only pisses me off since it was absolutely necessary for her to do.

      “You know she only does it because she wants to make you feel bad for her, babe.”

      “I know. There’s literally no reason for her to do it except to try and gain sympathy for herself.”

      “So why are you so frustrated today?”

      “My sister called me right before I left the office today.”

      “And?” I know enough about her relationship with her sister to know that she didn’t just call to say hi or chat. Which means that whatever she called for is not good.

      “They’re having a balloon release tonight.” I rear back, sure I heard her wrong. But as soon as I get a better look at her face, I know I didn’t.

      “For the baby?” She nods her head and lets out a derisive snort.

      “She feels like it’ll help my mother get closure.”

      I stand there, letting the water sluice over us, completely unsure what to say right now. I’m absolutely crazy about Sheila and I have no doubt that I’m in love with this woman. But our relationship is still relatively new. So I’m not sure that driving out to her parents house and telling off her entire family for being awful, selfish, narcissistic assholes is a very good idea.

      “And she wanted you to go?” She rolls her eyes and nods her head.

      “I told her I have no desire to go and she started calling me a heartless bitch. Of course she didn’t actually say that word because swearing is a sin.” She rolls her eyes again and I try not to laugh. I’ve honestly never understood how simple words have the power to offend someone so much just by hearing them.

      Without saying anything else, I work on getting myself clean and then getting us out of the shower. Once we’re both dressed, me wearing a pair of basketball shorts I left here last week and Sheila in a tank top and sweats, we decide to lay on the couch and watch a movie.

      Muffin is lying in her big fluffy bed, looking a lot more calm and satisfied than she was when I first arrived. Probably because she knows she got her way and we won’t be leaving her alone tonight.

      “We can still go out if you want to,” she says, even though she sounds less than thrilled with that idea, and burrows deeper into my side.

      “It’s okay, babe. I have no problem keeping you all to myself.” I pull her in tight and kiss the top of her head. As casual as things between us may look to the outside perspective, we’re moving at a pace that is perfect for us. I’m absolutely gone for this woman. She’s gorgeous, funny, empathetic, and smart as hell. There’s not a trace of doubt in my mind that I hit the jackpot with her.

      “You know it’s okay, right?” I whisper after a while when I realize her body still isn’t fully relaxing.

      “What’s okay?” Her tone stays low and quiet, as if we’re afraid to disrupt the calm around us.

      “That you’re okay. As much as your family may want to dwell on everything and make their lives miserable from it, it’s okay that you don’t. It was your choice and it was the right one. For you.”

      She shifts next to me, rising a bit so we’re more level with each other, and gives me a soft kiss. She looks at me with a gentle smile on her perfect lips and doesn’t say anything for a long moment.

      “Thank you,” she finally says softly before capturing my lips in a kiss that isn’t nearly as soft.
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        SHEILA

      

      

      When I get to work Monday morning, I’m feeling a million times better than I was when I left on Friday. Jason and I spent the weekend at my house just hanging out, watching TV, and having sex. It was pretty much exactly what I didn’t know I needed. He even helped me browse online for new pillows to replace the ones Muffin destroyed. I was surprised how into it he seemed to be. Of course, I realize I probably shouldn’t have been surprised.

      I learned pretty quickly into our relationship that Jason is different from all the guys I’ve dated before. I don’t usually share too much of my past, but as soon as I share the reality of our future, most of them tend to walk away. If you’re looking to settle down and start a family, but find out the woman you’re dating won’t be able to have children, you cut your losses early on.

      I guess I can understand it, but it has definitely left a bad taste in my mouth over the years.

      I store my purse in the bottom drawer of my desk like I always do and take a moment to survey my office and make sure everything is in order since I was so frazzled when I left on Friday. I take pride in my office and the comfort I feel it provides. I’ve never been a fan of the stereotypical psychiatrist office where everything is always so modern and minimal. I’m a believer that people are more likely to open up to you in the way that matters if they’re comfortable. So I make my office feel more like a comfortable living with a plush couch and chair and a coffee table with a bowl of candy in the middle. The art on the walls isn’t stuffy or abstract. It’s simple and comforting. The mural is the main focal point and the bowl of broken glass also serves as a decoration tying the room together. I still have a desk, but it’s small and simple and tucked in the corner in a discreet manner.

      A soft knock sounds on the door and Jan opens it just enough to peek her head in. Jan is someone I’ve known for years since I was a teenager. Hell, she was probably my biggest supporter when everything went down. The one to drive me to the clinic when my own mother refused. So when Jan’s husband passed away six years ago and she decided she wanted a job to help pass her time so she wasn't home alone all day, she came to work for me just as I was opening the clinic. It’s been the perfect set up.

      “Um Sheila, your next appointment is here.”

      “Great. Send her in.” I give her a bright smile, because it’s a brand new patient today and to be honest, I kind of love having new patients. I care deeply for all of my patients, but seeing a new one gives me a chance to make yet another difference in someone's life. Which I love.

      Jan looks at me with trepidation on her face that sends my hackles rising slightly.

      “There’s something you should know-” Before she gets the chance to say anything else, someone comes behind her and shoves her out of the way.

      “Just let me in!” Any calm, relaxing feeling I was having immediately disappears as soon as my mother bombards her way into the room.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Language!”

      Jan opens her mouth to say something, but I just give her a quick shake of my head, letting her know I’m fine.

      “It’s okay Jan, I can handle this.”

      “Yes, Jan!” My mother sneers. “I’m her actual mother, after all.” Jan lets out a derisive snort and shakes her head a couple times as she walks out of the room.

      Once the door is shut, everything clicks into place on what Jan was concerned about and why the hell my mother is here again.

      “You seriously made an appointment?”

      “You said I needed to.” She looks so damn haughty right now, that there’s nothing I wouldn’t do to knock that smug look off of her face.

      “I’m your daughter. It’s against the rules to be your therapist, but I can recommend some good ones to you.”

      “I don’t need therapy!”

      “Well that’s debatable,” I say with a snort.

      As my mother walks further into the room, again acting as if she owns the place. That thought alone is laughable since my family hasn’t helped me with a single thing since I was eighteen. The moment I chose my life, I was kicked out of the house and left completely on my own just as I was starting college. I worked three different jobs as I put myself through school and lived in a shitty, rundown studio apartment.

      When I graduated, I continued to work my ass off while I built my practice. I did it myself. My family chose a fetus over me, and I’ve done it all myself since then.

      “I can’t believe you didn't come to the balloon release.” Her words break into the silence and it’s like something in me just snaps.

      “Why would I?”

      “It was your baby, Sheila!” She sounds so shocked by my reaction and I can’t help but think that all of this is getting out of hand. Jason’s words from this weekend play over in my mind. I tell my clients all the time that it’s okay to not be okay. But like Jason said, it’s okay to be okay.

      “No, it wasn’t.” I am so tired of her using the word baby in these situations. It’s only a tactic to make me feel like shit.

      “Sheila!”

      “I would have died, mother!” I practically scream. “You heard the doctor loud and clear. If I followed through with the pregnancy, I would have, without a doubt, died!”

      “And that was God’s plan.”

      Everything inside of me freezes at her even-toned words. Over the years I’ve allowed myself to believe that even though she cries about it and does what she can to get sympathy, at the end of the day, she still prefers her daughter to be here and alive.

      But I’ve been wrong.

      “You know what, mother.” I say, keeping my voice level as I walk to the door. “I chose to have an abortion. It was my choice and I don’t regret it. So stop coming here every year, stop trying to guilt me into feeling like I made the wrong choice. I chose me, and if I had to do it again, I would. So just stop. And while you’re at it, you can just leave me alone for good.”

      “Sheila! I’m your mother!”

      “No, you’re not. Not where it counts. A mother would never wish her daughter was dead just so she could have a grand baby. A mother wouldn’t hold an eighteen year old’s decision over her head for over sixteen years. As far as I’m concerned, you haven’t been my mother since that day at the doctor's office.”

      “So you’re just going to kick me out of your life?”

      I take a moment to look at the woman in front of me. She looks completely appalled by my words and actions, and a part of me feels a good sense of vindication. For so many years I put up with my family treating me like I’m the devil incarnate for the choice I made. I’ve never regretted my decision, but I also never realized just how weathered their treatment of me made my mind. This is what I need, I need them all out of my life for good.

      I pull the door open with a heavy swing and gesture for her to leave. “Yes, I am kicking you out of my life. You have every right to your own opinions and your own beliefs. But I will not allow you to treat me the way you do just because you don’t agree with mine.”

      “It’s not that simple-”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I say, stepping out of the office and luckily she follows. “I’m done. It’s been sixteen years of you guilt tripping me and making me feel like the biggest letdown. I’m through giving you that power. You can leave now, and don’t come back.”

      Her mouth opens and closes a few times, making her look like an angry fish. I sense some movement near the waiting area, but I don’t move my focus from the woman who gave birth to me. I won’t give her any ammunition to think that I’m not one hundred percent serious about everything I just said.

      “I can’t believe you’re doing this!”

      “Maybe you should ask yourself why.” Before she can speak again, I walk to the front of the office and pull the door open.

      “Goodbye mother.”

      I watch as she storms out of the office, only pausing to give Jan, and Jason, whom I didn’t even realize was here, a withering glare. The door slams shut behind her and for some reason the loud sound causes a wave of relief to wash over me. It’s done. She’s gone.

      I realize I should probably feel at least a little sad over that fact, a longing of some kind. But I don’t feel anything like that at all. If anything, I feel happy.

      Jason walks over to me and immediately cups my cheeks in his hands and crashes his lips against mine. He doesn’t hesitate to slip his tongue in, warring it against my own in a passion-fueled kiss and for the first time in a long time, I completely and totally give in. I don’t worry about who might be watching. I don’t worry about what could happen if he changes his mind about us. I just give in and enjoy this moment, enjoy this man.

      He pulls away and looks me directly in the eyes, his filled with adoration and lust that makes my heart beat faster and my belly swoop.

      “I love you, you know that?”

      A sharp gasp escapes me at his words. I’d be lying if I didn’t say I at least thought our relationship was heading in that direction, but it hadn’t been confirmed and I was too afraid to get my hopes up. But looking at Jason now, the way his features show nothing but love, I know without a doubt that I don’t have anything to be afraid of. He’s not going anywhere.

      “I love you, too.”

      A wide smile breaks out on his face right before he pulls me in for another deep kiss. My hands grip his biceps while his arm snakes around my waist and he holds me flush against him.

      It isn't until Jan clears her throat that Jason and I finally peel off of each other and he rests his forehead against mine.

      “Can I take you to get a coffee?”

      “Just let me go grab my purse.”

      I hurry back to my office, feeling better than I have in a long time. I’ve had so many fantasies over the years about telling my mother off, but I never really thought I would actually do it. I always figured I would live the rest of my life listening to her and my family’s disapproval. I know it wasn’t Jason who gave me the strength to stand up to her. I had it in me all along, just Magnolia did. But having someone in my life who loves me so unconditionally, helped tap into the strength that was always sitting there dormant.

      Maybe I should feel a little bad for the way I spoke to my mother, but I really just don’t. She deserved to hear every word I said. I can only hope that maybe one day she’ll really listen to what I said. But even if she never changes, today I changed my own life for the better, and I’m happy with that.

      I allow the happiness to wash over me with the knowledge that today is special. Today is the day that I officially let go of my past and only look to my future. Our future. It feels as if it’s time for my life to finally begin again.

      I can’t seem to clear the smile from my face as I grab my purse from my desk drawer and start to make my way back to the man I love.

      Halfway to the door, I pause. My eyes catch onto the mural on the wall and something inside of me swells. This is it. This is the moment I always tell my patients about. My conversation with Magnolia during her first visit with me plays over in my head.

      

      “How do you know when they’re ready?”

      “I don’t. They do.”

      “How will I know?”

      “You’ll know.”

      

      With a new sense of calm that washes over me as I reach into the blue glass bowl that’s sitting on the small table next to the couch. I pull out a pale pink shard of glass and as happiness and contentment washes over me, I add my piece to the growing mural.

      I take a step back and look at the picture as a whole, it’s still incomplete, but I know that one day it will be filled with pieces placed there from every one of my patients. And I know it’ll be perfect, because even broken pieces can create something beautiful.
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      “Let the debauchery begin!”

      I snap my head over to Sawyer, the owner of those distasteful words, as I reach for my bag in the back of his SUV. I’m thankful he can’t see the journey my eyes take as they roll beneath my dark aviators. 

      Edison chuckles on the other side of me, his hand connecting with Sawyer’s in a high five over my head.

      A few seconds later, my twin sister, Jenny, pulls his attention to her, snagging his arm and yanking him against her with a squeal. He laughs and spins her in the air while simultaneously searching for her tonsils with his tongue.

      “Great multitasking, E,” I mumble. The newly single side of me chastises them for their PDA, but the loving sister in me can’t stop the smile that forms on my face.

      “Can we talk real quick?” Sawyer asks, reaching out to grab my arm gently. Before I can respond that I’d rather feast on cockroaches than sit through another pointless conversation with him, my best friend, Courtney, wiggles herself between us, shooting him a death glare.

      “Count me in for the debauchery!” she cheers, elbowing me as she snatches up her bag. Her grin nudges a reluctant laugh out of me, and she hooks her arm in mine before leading us toward the front of our resort. I can feel the excitement radiating off her, and as always, her energy is contagious. I allow it to wrap around me and pull the corners of my mouth up to match hers.

      We’re complete opposites, Courtney and I. While she’s a party girl who loves all things boys, alcohol, and having fun, I’ve only ever had one boyfriend in my life—which obviously didn’t end well—and I’d prefer to stay curled up with a book at home rather than be surrounded by strangers at a party.

      Somehow, I let her and the others convince me this vacation was the perfect way to celebrate the end of summer before we all split off to our respective colleges, even knowing it was putting me outside of my comfort zone.

      When we make our way inside, we’re greeted by two beautiful women at the check-in desk. In typical Sawyer fashion, he takes charge right away, pushing through the rest of us and flashing the women his million-dollar smile.

      Well, close enough anyway. I know those perfectly straight teeth cost a pretty penny. His mother had to pull double shifts at the hospital to pay for the metal bands that had crossed over them for two years.

      I shake my thoughts away before they can spiral and plop down on the stone bench a few feet away from the group. It’s cool against the back of my thighs, a welcome relief from the heat that’s already clinging to my skin. Lifting the hair off the back of my neck, I stretch my legs out in front of me and rest my head against the hard cement wall behind me as I look out over the room.

      I’ve always enjoyed people watching. When I was a kid and we’d go on long trips in the car, I’d peep into other people’s vehicles like a total creeper, trying to get as good of a look at them as I could. I’d occupy my time by creating their life stories in my mind; the more ridiculous, the better.

      So when I see him standing alone in the long hallway across from me, my brain goes into overdrive. He’s tall, about the same height as Sawyer, but not nearly as filled out. His muscles don’t bunch in the typical athletic way that I’m used to, but his limbs still show their strength in his fluid movements. His hair is dark and shaggy, a sexy little tuft falling over his eyes. When he swipes it away, my fingers actually twitch, wishing they could be the ones to have the honor.

      He’s dressed in sensible sneakers, khaki shorts, and a white polo with the resort’s logo over his chest—nothing special. But the confident way he holds himself is what causes my gaze to linger. A few brightly colored tattoos dot his arm, and I wish I was close enough to see the lines more clearly.

      I watch in wonder as a smile takes over his face and reluctantly move my eyes to its recipient. A short, balding man in the same uniform approaches him, his lips moving as he speaks. From this distance, I can’t make out what he’s saying, but it appears to be serious when the smile on the first man’s face falls away.

      They do that weird guy-hug thing, slapping each other on the back while their hands connect. A baggie is quickly transferred between them like a . . .

      Just wait a flipping second!

      Did I—

      Did I just witness a drug deal?!

      I gasp so loudly that I’m sure someone must have heard me. My heart races and my eyes dart across the room, but nobody seems to be paying me—or the pair across from me—any attention.

      Look away, Abby.

      I swallow hard, my lungs burning from pent-up breath as I watch the second guy walk away. The first one’s gaze weasels its way around as he slides the plastic into his pocket. Seconds ago, I would have loved to have his eyes directed my way, but now, I just pray they don’t land on me.

      LOOK AWAY, ABBY.

      But my gaze has a mind of its own, and right now, it’s stuck on him, wondering how in the hell he just got away with a drug deal in the middle of this large resort. The hallway may have been empty, but there were still so many people milling about in the common area that could have seen them. I know I should turn away and mind my own dang business, but I’ve never seen a drug deal before.

      I mean, obviously . . .

      It makes me feel just as excited as it does terrified, so my eyes stay pinned to him until he finally turns and walks away. The moment he’s out of sight, I jump up from my seat, grabbing my bag from beside me and hurrying the few steps back toward the others.
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      An hour later, we’re on the beach, the boys obnoxiously tossing a football back and forth while us girls lie out on cushioned chairs. They’ve already “accidentally” hit us twice, and Sawyer is doing everything he can to be loud and showy. I pretend not to notice the way his oiled-up muscles glisten in the sun, or the way his eyes keep wandering around the beach, probably hoping to find some hot girl to entertain him.

      “We need to find somewhere to party tonight,” Courtney says loudly, pulling me out of my thoughts. She adjusts in her chair to pull up on her elbows, and both boys turn her way. Edison quickly looks away, but Sawyer doesn’t bother hiding his hooded gaze. I catch Courtney’s smirk at him before his eyes finally make it back to the football sailing in the air toward him.

      “I vote Twenty-11,” Courtney says, scrolling through her phone. I look at the screen to see she has the club’s website pulled up and is sorting through pictures. “The chicks at the front desk said if you’re willing to show a little skin, the bartenders have been known to make the drinks a little stronger.”

      “Well, I vote you show the skin,” Jenny says with a cackle.

      “Hey, I’ll take one for the team.” Courtney shrugs, unbothered. Showing a little skin is definitely her MO. She could walk into that club in nothing more than that tiny bikini she’s wearing now and still feel perfectly at ease.

      That is something I’ve always envied about her. While my shyness keeps me hesitating to try new things, her confidence has already allowed her more experiences than I think I’ll be able to fit into my entire lifetime. 

      “This place looks great, though,” she continues. “It’s pretty close too. We can walk so no one has to DD. We’ve gotta put these IDs to use.”

      “I don’t have any intention of drinking,” I speak up. “I don’t mind driving.”

      Courtney scoffs, but she keeps her mouth shut. Too many fights between us have taught her not to push me into anything I’m not comfortable with. Plus, she knows I have no backbone and will just go along with what the rest of the group is doing anyway. As always. 

      “You don’t have to drink, sis, but let’s still walk,” says Jenny. “Who knows what parking will be like.” She nudges her foot into my leg, a gentle reminder to allow myself to have fun, I’m sure. 

      Sighing, I lay my head back on the lounge chair and close my eyes, letting my thoughts drift for a while.

      “Excuse me.”

      I jump at the deep voice, almost tipping my lounge chair over. I lean my foot off the side to stabilize myself and clear my throat at the sight of Mr. Drug Lord himself leaning over me. His strong hand is splaying across my shoulder, pulling me back just enough to keep me steady.

      I let out an unladylike sound of surprise—something along the lines of ahhhrgh—and my hand flies to my racing heart. He pulls away from me quickly, hands up in a promise of my safety. When I don’t move a muscle, he chuckles and settles down into the empty seat beside me.

      “Hi,” he says simply.

      “Um”—I swallow—“hi?” My lungs fight for breath as I entwine my hands together to stop their shaking.

      It’s broad daylight, and we’re in the middle of an open beach. It’s not like he can hurt me or—well, I don’t know what. Kidnap me? Still, my eyes search frantically for my friends until I spy them; Edison and Jenny splashing around in the water, and Courtney and Sawyer sitting together on the beach.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you,” the guy continues. He’s quiet for a moment, his gaze unwavering. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I bite out. My embarrassment spreads along my chest, and I know the flush will reach my cheeks in just a few breaths. Willing the red to fade from my skin, I stare at him and try to ignore the tug of nerves in my belly

      “You look sad,” he replies quietly.

      I shift in my seat, uncomfortable as his gaze roams over my face slowly. It’s like he’s taking it all in and trying to figure me out. I can practically see the wheels turning in his head while his eyes zigzag around.

      I reply, “Oh” because there’s not much I can say to that, I guess. It’s hard to argue your emotions when they’re clear as day on your face.

      When his eyes finally leave my own, I take the opportunity to allow my lungs to deflate and refill, time and again, hoping to calm the nerves racing through me.

      “Do you work here?” I finally ask. It’s a stupid thing to say considering he’s still wearing his uniform from earlier, the resort logo large on his chest.

      He looks down at it for just a moment. 

      “Apparently so,” he responds, amusement clear in his voice. I keep my face neutral, matching his gaze with my own. When he shrugs and smiles softly, a shiver runs down my spine despite the heat of the day. 

      “And you have nothing better to do right now?”

      He throws his head back and laughs, and I take the time to admire him. The planes of his face are sharp, his chin and cheekbones jutting out slightly, and that little bit of hair is gracing his forehead again. 

      His thin frame, chiseled jaw, and perfectly disheveled hair make him look like he belongs on the runway. He even has that sensitive smolder going on that all male models have to master. 

      And then there are his tattoos. They take that gorgeous face of his and combine it with a bad boy image that makes my stomach do confusing little flip-flops.

      “Your boyfriend is staring at us,” he says, drawing me out of my thoughts. One corner of his mouth tips up in the cockiest grin I’ve ever seen. I don’t need to follow his gaze to know he’s talking about Sawyer. His eyes have been on us since the moment this guy sat down beside me.

      “Sawyer is my ex-boyfriend,” I reply, as if I owe him an explanation.

      “He looks like a Sawyer,” he says dryly, hooking his arm behind his head and stretching out on the chair. My body vibrates in awareness as he uncoils before me. “Boy Scout. Star football player. The kind of dipshit who lets a girl like you become an ex.”

      My heart rate picks up at his words, and I pray he doesn’t notice the heavy rise and fall of my chest. “You don’t even know me,” I say roughly. I blame it on my unease rather than my reaction to his attention. “Maybe I was the reason we broke up.”

      Instead of responding to my words, he swivels his body on the chair and drops his feet back to the ground. His elbows rest on his knees while his hands steeple, holding up his chin. I try my best not to wiggle under his scrutiny, but the endorphins that rush through me have me adjusting in my seat, my swimsuit damp in places it shouldn’t be.

      At least, not for him, a stranger. A dangerous stranger.

      He’s looking at me like he wants to cut me open and dissect me. Study me inch by inch until he knows my every need like the back of his hand. I’m not sure if it turns me on or makes me uncomfortable. Or if it turns me on because it makes me uncomfortable. Either way, I don’t know what to do with the fact that I want to tell him to walk away and beg him to stay all at the same time.

      My experience with the opposite sex is minimal. I’ve certainly never been in a situation like this, where a man has so blatantly eyed me. And I do mean a man. He can’t be but a few years older than me, but the way he carries himself is anything but.

      “What’s your name?” he asks.

      “Abby,” I respond immediately, my voice weak.

      “I’m Caison.” His voice is the opposite of mine—strong, confident. Just like the smile he sends my way.

      “Okay,” I respond. Seriously, why am I like this? 

      “Okay, Abby.” He smirks at me and rises from his seat. “Well, I hope I see you around.”

      Without another word, he walks away. 
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      “I can’t believe we’re doing this,” I mutter, trailing behind my group of friends as they excitedly make their way from our resort to Twenty-11. “This is probably the worst idea you’ve ever had, Courtney.”

      “I don’t know,” says Jenny, looping her elbow with mine. “What about that time she organized a walkout to protest against homework?”

      Her gold chain halter top scratches roughly against my arm as she walks beside me. How the heck she’s going to wear that all night is beyond me. Still, I lean in closer, pulling on her strength to calm my nerves.

      I settled on something more comfortable but still flashy enough to fit in at the busy club we’re heading to—a sparkly blue minidress that shows off my legs. Or at least what I have of them. It rides higher on my thigh than I usually prefer, but the cap sleeves and modest neckline cover me enough that I don’t feel like I’m showing too much skin.

      “You know,” Courtney replies, spinning in her bright red skin-tight dress. “I didn’t see any of you complaining when I suggested you get these IDs in the first place.”

      I open my mouth to prove her wrong, but she points my way, stopping me. “Except for you, of course.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m the party pooper,” I respond before turning toward Jenny. Jenny sighs and pulls me closer.

      Sawyer reaches the door first, digging out his ID from his wallet and handing it over as if he does this every weekend. Everyone else follows suit, talking to each other and laughing like what we’re about to do isn’t entirely illegal.

      The little plastic square that’s causing me way more anxiety than is probably necessary has my actual face on it, my birthday, and my middle name. The only change is the year I was born, so it’s not like I couldn’t handle it if he threw questions at me like they do on TV.

      I remind myself of that fact over and over until it’s my turn. Much to my surprise, he doesn’t even look twice before handing it right back to me. I manage another quivering smile and a quick “Thank you,” but he’s already moved on to the next clubgoer.

      Numb, I concentrate on putting one leg in front of the other and follow my friends inside. Just as we make it through the doors, Jenny spins back around, takes one look at my face, and laughs before grabbing my hand and pulling me deeper into the club. The music is loud, but I like it. It rattles around inside my head, kicking the last of my anxiety out and easing the tension in my shoulders.

      I may not be much of a party girl, but I love to dance. My hips are already swaying as we make our way over to a large table in the back corner. Surprisingly, the place isn’t as full as I had expected, but it was only a little past nine when we left the resort. Courtney assured us that clubs don’t pick up until later in the night, but the rest of us agreed that we’d be more comfortable if we showed up early and settled in before it got too busy.

      The very second I’ve managed to plant myself onto a barstool at a table for eight, Sawyer and Courtney are on their way to the bar, promising to return with tequila shots for all of us. I don’t even bother speaking up about not wanting one. I know they won’t listen, and I guess it wouldn’t hurt to have a little liquid courage to loosen me up.

      Plus, the least Sawyer can do is buy me a shot.

      Jenny and Edison are sending heart eyes to each other beside me, so I take another deep breath, plop my clutch down on the table, and take in my surroundings.

      The place is huge, and the shiny mahogany bar stretches out into a large horseshoe. I count eight different people stocking, cleaning, and helping customers behind it.

      In my anxious state, I did a quick internet search of the club back at the resort, so I know there’s a matching bar right above us, the only difference being that it’s surrounded by a dance floor rather than tables.

      The music from the floor above thumps in the speakers on the walls around us. The lights are dim, but only enough to create a relaxing atmosphere. I’m still able to make out all the signed band posters and memorabilia covering the walls. I don’t recognize a single one of them. Either they’re locals, or I’m just really uncool.

      Within minutes, Sawyer and Courtney make their way back over to us, each with a tray of shot glasses in their hands. It looks like Sawyer’s are full of tequila, as promised, and there’s a little miniature salt shaker and a tiny plastic basket of limes to the side. The shots on Courtney’s tray are a cloudy green color.

      Sawyer walks around the table, placing his shots in front of everyone. He sets the last one down in front of me. I smile in thanks, but when he doesn’t move from the space beside me, I start to tense again.

      I reach for my tequila shot and nod toward the basket of limes and the salt shaker.

      “So how do we do this?” I ask. I’ve seen it done a few times at parties, but I’d yet to take a tequila shot myself.

      Jenny grins, holding her hand in the air. She points to the space between the knuckle of her thumb and her pointer finger. “Salt. Shot. Lime.” She licks the top of her hand, then adds some salt, and the others follow suit.

      “Okay, kinda gross,” I mutter.

      Sawyer chuckles quietly beside me, and I peer up at him. “Come on, Abby. Have some fun,” he says in a near whisper. Courtney wiggles her way between us, dropping the salt shaker to the table in front of me.

      “Here,” she says curtly.

      I sigh, annoyed at Sawyer for crossing a line and annoyed at myself for allowing him.

      “Sawyer, I . . .” I don’t even need to finish before his face falls, and he shakes his head.

      “Yeah, you’re right. Sorry.” He turns to the table and salts his hand, then places the shaker in front of me without another glance.

      I do the same and force a small smile as I look around at the others.

      Jenny raises her shot in the air and we all follow suit. “To us! From the womb”—she gives me a wide grin—“or from middle school, you four have been the very best friends a girl could ever ask for. To best friends forever!”

      Courtney squeals and repeats the sentiment while the guys grin, and we all clink our glasses together.

      The others start taking their shot, and I do the same, licking the salt from the back of my hand and doing my best to ignore the fact that Sawyer’s tongue had been there moments ago. I cringe at the sharp taste, then place the shot glass against my lips and toss it back.

      I might not be much of a drinker, but I swallow it down in one gulp—and instantly regret it. The liquid burns as it slides down my throat and chest. I quickly grab for a lime and stuff it into my mouth, allowing the sour juiciness to overpower the strong alcohol flavor of the tequila.

      “Gross,” I say as a shudder racks my body.

      “Yeah, gross,” Courtney agrees.

      Sawyer shakes his head like he’s trying to rid himself of the aftertaste. “I might have bought the cheapest tequila they had.”

      Edison laughs. “Maybe we should chill on the tequila for the night. Let’s go dance”

      Finally, something I can get behind.
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      We take our second set of shots and abandon our table and head up the large spiral staircase, the music thumping louder the closer we get. It’s darker on the second floor, but neon lights crisscross and flash throughout the space, casting just enough light to show us the way.

      I can’t stop the grin from covering my face as the music and liquor join together to loosen my limbs. Jenny, Courtney, and I all dance together for a while before Courtney disappears and Jenny heads off with Edison.

      I dance on my own until sweat drips down my back, and the bass of the music flows through me from the ground up. Every nerve ending pulses to the rhythm, and I feel sexy and free.

      Hands in the air, I spin in a circle and come face-to-face with a guy with a big toothy grin. He’s cute in a preppy kind of way, but his complete lack of regard for my personal space and the popped collar of his polo make me cringe.

      I give him a kind smile and turn away, hoping he’ll take the hint to leave me alone. But I can still feel him there, hovering, occasionally touching me as our bodies move to the music. It doesn’t feel accidental when his fingers linger a little too long against my arm. And when I feel them graze my lower back, I spin back around, the smile on my lips gone. He still has an overly eager grin, and it makes my skin crawl.

      “I’d rather not dance,” I shout, mustering all the politeness I can manage. I’ve never been very good with confrontation. The nerves at having to stand up for myself make me feel nauseous, but it beats the uncomfortable feeling of having his hands on me.

      “Oh, come on,” he says. “I’m not going to bite.” He reaches forward, trying to slide his arm around me, but I pull back, stepping right into a hard body.

      “Hey, baby. Sorry I’m late.”

      Though the words are shouted near my ear, I don’t register that they’re meant for me until the moment two arms wrap around my middle. Confused and terrified, I don’t move a muscle, wondering if the voice belongs to a friend of the guy in front of me.

      “Who’s this?” the guy behind me says.

      Finally, I’m able to place the voice.

      The guy from the beach.

      Caison.

      I’m frozen in horror as my thoughts spin. Does he know the other guy in front of me? Did they plan to trap me out here? I reach up to separate myself from Caison, but he must see it as an invitation instead. Though he does loosen his hold, he slides his hands into mine rather of let go entirely, keeping me pinned between his arms. The shift in stance feels protective more than trapping, and I start to catch on to his intent.

      “Do we have a problem?” Caison’s tone is sharp and final, leaving no room for discussion. I watch the disappointment wash over grabby-hand’s face, and with a sound of disgust, alongside an angry “Whatever,” he spins and walks away.

      I stand perfectly still, barely breathing, counting the seconds until Caison lets go of me, but by the time I’ve reached five, he hasn’t moved.

      “You can let go now,” I say, taking a step out of his arms. When I turn around to face him, embarrassment stings my cheeks. I feel stupid for nearly getting manhandled on the dance floor, and that this stranger—of questionable character, no less—had to come save me.

      Bodies are everywhere, bumping into me and stealing the air from the room. Rather than find a spot to disappear into, I head for the front door. When I step outside, the heat smacks me in the face, and I take in some shaky breaths.

      There’s a short line to the entrance of the club and a lot of other people milling about on the sidewalks. I’m not sure what to do now. I don’t want to stand out here looking like a total loser all alone, but I’m also not ready to head back inside.

      “Hey, Abby.” Caison’s voice startles me for the third time today as he reaches out to grab my elbow and pulls me to an angle so I can see him better. “Are you okay?”

      Instinctively, I yank my elbow from his grip and spin so I can face him directly.

      “Are you following me?” I ask, loud enough to catch the bouncer’s attention as he guards the door. He looks over at us but doesn’t make a move from his barstool.

      Caison doesn’t seem offended at my accusation; he just laughs. It’s warm and smooth and settles in the pit of my stomach just like that shot of tequila did. I’m uncomfortable with how contradictory his attention makes me feel. My body reacts every time his eyes are on me, but my mind keeps warning me to stay away.

      “I’m not following you,” he says gruffly. “I just wanted to check on you.”

      “Yeah, for the second time today. I’m not sure why you think I’m some helpless girl.”

      My voice is so low and angry that it burns my ears. It’s not his fault I don’t know how to handle myself at a club. I stupidly let myself believe I’d be comfortable when I knew I didn’t want to be here to begin with.

      His eyebrows raise and he shrugs. “I’m just looking out for you. After what happened in there, I wanted to make sure that if you’re heading home, you get their safely.”

      He pauses, looking at me searchingly. Whatever he finds must satisfy him because the corners of his mouth tip up. “For the record, I don’t think you’re helpless.”

      My voice is shaky and hoarse when I finally speak up. “I saw you earlier, you know. Inside the resort. You were buying drugs.”

      The second the words tumble from my mouth, I want to snatch them back up and shove them down my throat. I look around anxiously, sure that someone must have heard me despite the music that flows out of the bar and the nonstop chattering around us.

      His eyebrows draw together, and the blood rushes in my ears as he stares hard at me. It’s as if a clock is hanging right above my head, loudly ticking each painful second by. Slowly, a grin spreads across his face, but it feels more sinister than amused. The perfect contradiction for the boy who makes me feel all these weird, opposing feelings.

      In a moment, Caison has my chin in his hand, the other one latching onto my arm and pulling me closer. His grasp is firm but somehow caressing. I hate the way it makes my body feel alive.

      Scratch that, I love it.

      I should be balking at his touch, but I find myself leaning into it. His grip on my arm eases, and he smirks at me, running his thumb across my chin. It leaves me breathless, hoping for just a moment that it will reach up to graze my lips.

      “I didn’t buy drugs, Abby,” he says softly. The conviction in his words has me doubting myself, but I shake that thought away and straighten my spin.

      No, damnit, I know what I saw.

      “But I saw you,” I reply. Even to my own ears, it sounds weak.

      He leans forward just enough that we’re breathing the same air. I can smell the beer on his breath, and it’s intoxicating. Even more intoxicating than anything that bar has inside. Goose bumps pebble on my skin, and the loud thumping of the music dulls around me.

      “I bought insulin,” he says abruptly. “For my mom.”
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      I rear back. “Insulin?”

      He sighs and drops his hand, his eyes narrowing into little slants. “Yes, insulin. She has diabetes and it costs a fucking fortune through her doctor. My guy gets it across the border for cheap.”

      “Oh.” I have to force the word past the lump in my throat.

      He crosses his arms over his chest, the bright colors of his tattoos catching my eyes. “So all this time you’ve just been thinking I’m some big, scary guy hopped up on drugs, huh?”

      I close my eyes and sigh, a wave of guilt piercing my stomach. “I’m sorry. Seriously, I . . . I don’t know. I’m not usually such an ass. It’s just been kind of a shitty day.”

      “Why?” he asks. “You’re on vacation, aren’t you? You’re supposed to be having the time of your life.”

      “Yeah,” I reply dully. “You’re right.”

      “So what’s the issue?”

      “Nothing.” I match his stance, crossing my arms over my chest, but I drop them immediately, reminding myself not to go into defensive mode with him. Again.

      “So the fact that you’re here with your ex-boyfriend doesn’t have anything to do with it?”

      “Has anyone ever told you that you’re nosy?”

      “Says the girl who watched me buy my mother medicine without my knowledge.” He grins.

      I laugh—a little too loudly—and stand awkwardly. A group of girls at the front of the club draws my attention for a moment, but Caison’s eyes stay pinned on me. I clear my throat and shuffle my feet. “I should probably get back to the resort now.”

      “By yourself?”

      “Yes, alone,” I reply. “It wasn’t an invitation.”

      “I just meant that you probably shouldn’t walk back without your friends.”

      “Why, is it not safe?”

      He shakes his head and looks at me like I’m clueless. I can’t even take offense to it, because I am. “It’s not any less safe here than anywhere else, but it’s still not the best idea to walk home on your own.”

      “And here I thought you said I wasn’t helpless.”

      “Not helpless,” he replies with a laugh. “Beautiful. And beautiful girls need to be careful about walking home alone at night.”

      “But not ugly girls?” I ask, trying hard to ignore the warmth that spreads through my chest. Easier said than done.

      “This feels like a trap.” He looks behind me over my head. I almost turn to see what he’s looking at before his eyes drop back down to me. “Let’s go somewhere.”

      “You’re going to go with me back to the resort?”

      “If that’s where you’d like to go. But, no, I was thinking of somewhere else.”

      “Um, I don’t know,” I reply, taken aback. Horny Abby is inwardly bobbing her head up and down, not wanting to lose his attention and the feeling of freedom and danger he seems to churn inside me. But rational me is telling myself to go back to the resort and curl up with one of the books I brought with me. I mean, five minutes ago, I thought the man was trying to abduct me, and now I’m considering going somewhere with him?

      “I bet you’re a really bad poker player,” he says. “Every little thought you have is always written across your face.”

      I blink and mutter, “I don’t even play poker.”

      He laughs at that, and the sound oozes into my pours and enters my bloodstream, sending a zing of electricity throughout my body. Without warning, he grabs my hand and pulls me behind him and over to the bouncer at the front of the club. “Hey, Paul. What’s up, man?”

      Paul, apparently, reaches out and gives him a bro hug. “Caison, my man. What are you gettin’ into tonight?”

      “Well, Abby,” he says, motioning toward me, “and I are about to head out. She’ll text her friends, but in case they come looking for her, let them know she’s in good hands, all right?”

      Paul gives me a single nod. “You good?”

      “Yes,” I manage to squeak out, though it comes out as uncertain as I feel.

      “All right, man,” Paul replies. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      Caison chuckles as he waves and pulls me back to where we were standing a few feet away.

      “I bartend here every other weekend, so you don’t have to worry about me being some psycho who’s going to strangle you, cut you up with a hatchet, and hide the pieces of your body under my floorboards.”

      I cock my head to the side, eyebrows raised. “That was incredibly detailed.”

      “I watch a lot of true crime shows. Also, text your friends so they don’t worry about you.”

      “You’re awfully bossy, you know that? It’s almost like you’ve done this thing a time or two.”

      “Left the bar with a girl? Sure.” He shrugs. “But have I taken a girl where I’m taking you now? No.”

      “I think you should probably tell me where we’re going before I agree to go off with you.”

      “It’s a surprise.” He looks at me as if that’s enough of an explanation, his serious eyes telling me not to argue. So I don’t.

      I pull my phone out of my clutch and rattle off a message to Jenny.

      Abby: Not having a good time at the bar so heading out. I’m SAFE. Don’t worry. I’ll text soon.

      When I’m done, I look up to find his hand stretched out. I take it with a shy smile while horny Abby does a giddy dance, and he leads me around to a small back parking lot that stretches out over the buildings on this block.

      He drops my hand and pulls a set of keys out of his pocket, and I settle in step behind him as he leads the way to his car. Except when he stops, it’s not in front of a car.
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      I stand stock-still, staring at the hunk of metal in front of us. I’m sure the terror is clear on my face.

      “I’m a great driver, I promise.” He unlocks a helmet before handing it to me.

      It’s beautiful, I’ll give him that. The curves are sleek and the metal shines like it’s brand new. He clearly takes care of it. But still . . .

      “It’s a motorcycle,” I reply, trying to wrap my mind around the fact that he wants me to get on it.

      “Yep.” His grin is so wide that I can see most of his perfectly aligned, gorgeous white teeth. I wonder if he had to have braces like Sawyer.

      I look around us, to both sides of the busy sidewalks and then down to the small blue dress hugging tightly to my legs. The second I hop up on that seat, it’ll inch even further up my thighs and leave me completely exposed to Caison’s back, not to mention everyone else around us.

      “Can we walk?” I ask tightly. “Or you know, like take an Uber or something?”

      “Nope.” This time he laughs, his eyes following mine to my barely covered legs. “It’s too far to walk. I suppose we could take an Uber, but it’s a beautiful night for your first ride.”

      “You’re assuming this would be my first ride.”

      “Abby, your face is an open book.”

      “Um, yeah. Total virgin over here.” My laugh cracks, and when I realize what I said, my cheeks heat. “I mean, on a motorcycle. I’m a motorcycle virgin, not a real virgin,” I rush out. “Good golly.”

      I stop talking and hang my head in defeat.

      “Did you just say . . . good golly?”

      I don’t even bother responding as I pull one hand up to cover my eyes. If he’s going to laugh at me, I’d rather not see it. “Can we just rewind the past ten seconds?”

      Caison chuckles, pulling my hand down gently and transferring his helmet to the handlebar of his motorcycle. When he crosses his arms over his chest—I’m starting to think that’s his go-to move—his gaze washes over me. Maybe he’s wondering how quickly he can get me to the nearest psych ward.

      “Hey, Abby,” he says, his tone softening.

      “Yes, Caison?” I reply, mortified.

      “If you’re uncomfortable, I can walk you back to the resort and leave you safely at the front door. Or I can help you find one of your friends for you to walk back with. Hell, I can even call you an Uber and wait with you until it arrives.”

      He pauses briefly and takes a single step forward. “But if you’re not ready to go back to your room for the night, we can hang out. There’s no pressure. You’re in control here.”

      This feels stupid. Reckless. But . . . “I don’t want to be in control anymore.”

      His eyes never leave my own as he grabs the helmet again. He holds it out to me, asking permission with his raised eyebrows and pointed stare, so I nod again and stand still as he steps in closer. Without fear clouding my consciousness like it did in the club, I become fully aware of him as he presses in close. His scent hits me first. It’s clean and masculine, and if I knew I could get away with it, I’d take a big whiff.

      He snakes his arm around my head and gathers all my hair into his hand. He places it over the front of one of my shoulders, and as he does, his knuckles graze my neck. A gasp flies out of my mouth, and heat sizzles low in my belly.

      I look up into Caison’s eyes and see a fire I’m sure is reflecting in my own. With my hair still in his hand, he intentionally rubs two knuckles over my neck again. I can’t move or even breathe as we stare at each other.

      “Well, lucky for you, I’m pretty damn good at taking control.”

      And just as quickly as he entranced me, he drops my hair and uses both hands to plop the helmet onto my head. The weight of it almost knocks me off balance, and he chuckles.

      “What about you?” I ask, gesturing toward the helmet.

      “You’re wearing mine. I’ll be fine.”

      “What? No, that’s illegal, Caison.”

      “I’ll be fine,” he repeats as he swings one leg over the bike. He leans forward on the seat, offering plenty of room for me to get on behind him. “Get on, Abby.” He points to a black peg. “Foot here.”

      Even as I place my left foot on the peg and my left hand on his shoulder, my brain shouts at me not to do it. But within seconds, I’m settled on the seat, the leather cool on my upper thighs as they peek out of my dress.

      Caison scoots his butt backward, bumping into my knees. “Relax,” he says. “We’re gonna have to get closer than this.”

      He reaches both arms back, and his hands land on my knees. He nudges them apart, and the soft fabric of his T-shirt rubs against my inner thighs as he slides back while pulling me forward. There are still a few inches of space between his back and my front, but the heat radiating off him makes me pulse between my legs.

      “Now put your hands wherever you’re comfortable,” he tells me.

      I wiggle slightly in my seat and do as he tells me, trying to ignore my racing heart as my hands fist his T-shirt on each side of him.

      “I might not always be able to hear you well, so if you need me, tap me.”

      “Okay.”

      He turns on the motorcycle, and it comes alive beneath me. The slight vibration sends a whole new wave of adrenaline through my body. As the thrill rushes through me, I open my legs a bit wider so I can slide closer to him, and my hands meet in the middle of his tight stomach.

      He turns back to look at me, and one hand slides from the outside of my knee all the way up to where the fabric of my dress meets my thigh.

      “You nervous?” he asks.

      I consider lying, but he would just know that I was, so I tell the truth instead. “I am nervous. But I’m also . . . excited.”

      “Mmm,” he murmurs. His thumb rubs slowly against my hem. “Let’s do it, then.”

      And with a quick rev of the engine, he takes off.
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      “What all did you get?” I ask Caison after we’re settled on either side of a small round table at a froyo shop. We’re both sitting on kidney-shaped chairs, his neon green and mine in hot pink. The shop is empty, which I guess isn’t odd considering how late it is. I’m surprised it’s even still open, to be honest. Our one froyo shop back home closes by nine, along with the rest of the town.

      He tips his bowl so I can better see inside and used his spoon to point out the different items. “Chocolate, vanilla latte, and strawberry cheesecake. Plus, sour worms, Oreo chunks, dried pineapple, and of course, caramel sauce.”

      I try my best to hold back my grimace at seeing all of those flavors mixing. “That’s at least 5 different desserts thrown together.”

      “And it’s delicious. What’s that?” Caison asks, tipping his head toward my own bowl.

      “It’s uh . . . strawberry. With strawberries.”

      “Wow,” Caison replies, a corner of his mouth quirking up.

      “What?” I ask defensively.

      “Nothing.” He leans forward and lowers his voice, a mischievous twinkle in his eye. “You’re just so adventurous.”

      “I think it looks like you’re overcompensating for something.”

      Caison lets out a loud laugh then, drawing the attention of the girl wiping down the counter by the register. “Look at you loosening up,” he says. “You’re pretty damn cute when you’re awkward, but I think I might just like your sassy side even better.”

      After a few bites, Caison continues the conversation.

      “So, where are you from?” he asks me.

      “I’m not sure I should tell the guy who’s been following me around all day where I live,” I say matter-of-factly. “You did tell me I needed to be careful of the guys around here.”

      He makes a bored face and takes another bite of his cold treat. I do the same, letting out a laugh before continuing. “I’m actually from Florida. Bartow’s a small town about three and a half hours away.”

      “Oh, a local, huh?”

      I nod my head. “Yeah, I guess.”

      “More local than most,” he replies with a shrug. “What do you do there? Go to school, work? Or do you just live the good life watching Netflix all day?”

      “Well, I just graduated actually. I’ll be heading off to college in a few weeks.”

      “Hold up.” He drops his cardboard cup and points his spoon at me. “You just graduated high school?”

      “Yes?” I reply, my voice weak.

      He looks pointedly at my right hand and then my left, surely looking for the black X that would indicate I’m underage. His eyes are dancing with humor when they make it back up to mine.

      “You’re telling me that little Miss Goody-Two-shoes, who just spent all day judging me for illegally obtaining medicine, drank illegally?”

      “I didn’t know it was medicine,” I mutter.

      “Okay, so you’re eighteen, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. I don’t think I could handle you telling me you’re jailbait after all the things I’ve thought about doing to you.”

      My cheeks flame red, and as my chest fills with pressure, I have to remind myself how to breathe. “Whew, is it hot in here or what?”

      “No, it’s really not,” he says with a laugh. “Jesus, you’re cute.”

      He drops his pink spoon into his paper bowl and pushes it forward, then he replaces the space with his crossed arms.

      “Did you do any of these yourself?” I gesture toward his arm.

      “Nah,” he replies, amusement dancing along his features. “I mean, some artists do practice on themselves, but that’s not for me. I’m very particular about who does my work. Do you have any ink?”

      I tilt my chin down and side-eye him. “Does it look like I have any ink?”

      “Nope.” He laughs, scraping the bottom of his bowl to get the last bit of melted froyo out. Then he stares at me the same way he did on the beach, like if he focuses hard enough, all of my secrets will leak out of me and fall at our feet. Unfortunately, I don’t really have any of those.

      “You should let me give you something,” he finally says. “I’m a licensed artist.”

      “No way! My parents would kill me.” I pause while Caison gives me that perfect half grin of his. “God, that made me sound so lame, didn’t it?”

      “Yeah, pretty much,” he agrees, straight-faced. I throw a balled-up napkin at his face, and he laughs. “But they wouldn’t have to know anyway. Get something small. Where they can’t see it.”

      I cock my head and think it over. Something small . . .

      “Wait, you’re licensed? So you work at the resort, bartend, and you’re a tattoo artist?”

      “Like I said, I work a lot.”

      I laugh. “First you have me getting on a motorcycle, something I never thought I’d do—”

      “But you loved it.” He leans in closer and lowers his voice. “Just like your face, your body hides nothing.”

      I don’t blush at his words this time. Instead, I feel a strange sense of pride at how brazenly I had wrapped my arms around his middle and spread my legs against his sides.

      I don’t even know who I am anymore. It’s like horny Abby has completely taken over, and all she wants to do is find out more about those dirty thoughts he talked about earlier. The motorcycle ride was exhilarating, and there’s a part of me that can’t wait until it’s time to leave so I can experience the thrill of his body pressed against mine again. But a tattoo . . .

      “Okay.” I have to bite my tongue to keep myself from taking it back. “Will it hurt?”

      “Yes.” He smirks. “But I have a feeling you can handle it.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Less than an hour later, I’m standing in front of Vice, the tattoo parlor Caison works at. I expected it to still be open, but the hours on the door say it closed at eight p.m. He already texted the owner that we were coming in, though, so at least I don’t have that fear looming over me.

      He unlocks the door and holds it open for me. It’s pretty dark; even the streetlamps don’t offer much light into the place. He walks ahead of me and turns a light switch on, and the shop comes to life.

      “Well, what do you think?” His arms are out wide now, and he boasts a proud smile on his face. It’s cute.

      “It’s a lot different than I expected.”

      “Less intimidating?” He walks over to the station in the far back left corner. I follow him.

      I laugh lightly. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “I’ve heard that a lot from newbies. Tattoos used to be so demonized that people always seem to expect shops to be these grimy places ran by criminals. But we’re held to some pretty high standards.” He shrugs. “Do you have any idea what you might want?”

      “Kind of.” I grin broadly at his shocked expression. “What?”

      “Thought it’d take you a while.”

      “Well, I have thought about it. I just never really considered I’d actually get it.”

      “And now here we are. What’s it going to be?”

      “Hmm.” I pause, feeling a little embarrassed at my nerdy idea. “I was thinking something book related.”

      “That fits you.” He smiles. “Are you thinking something dark or more colorful?”

      “Oh. Well . . . colorful, I guess.”

      “Okay, last question. Where we doin’ this at?”

      “Um . . . here?”

      He blinks slowly and then laughs. “On your body, Abby.”

      “Right. I’m thinking my shoulder? But small, Caison.”

      He taps the countertop once. “Got it. Be right back.” He starts to walk away, then stops himself and points at a door near where I stand. “If you need a bathroom, it’s right there.”

      “Thanks.”

      He winks and continues his trip to a black door across the room. When he opens it, I see it’s a large office with a black leather couch and matching chair facing a big wood desk. He settles into the chair and starts messing around on a computer. I decide to take him up on the offer of the bathroom, and while I’m doing my business, I check my phone. It’s already after midnight, but my body is wired, partly in excitement, but admittedly, also in fear.

      There are a few missed calls and messages from Jenny. I’m surprised there’s nothing from anyone else, but I open her message thread and read through her “Where are you?”s and “Answer your damn phone”s. I type out another quick message, promising that I’m still safe and will be back at the resort soon, then I put it back into my clutch and finish up.

      As I’m washing my hands, I stare into my reflection in the mirror, and it’s like I’m seeing myself for the first time. I’m in a tattoo parlor, about to let a near strange poke me with needles. When did I become so impulsive that I agreed to getting a tattoo without any real planning? This isn’t me.

      “But isn’t this who I want to be?” I ask the girl in the mirror. Don’t I want to be more like Courtney? The fun girl who acts before she thinks and has more stories and adventures to tell than I could ever dream? Or am I destined to be the boring girl for the rest of my life?

      When I come out of the bathroom, Caison is back at his station, holding a tablet as he leans against the counter. “I have something I think you’ll like. It’s a design I did almost a year ago. But if you don’t, we’ll work something else up.”

      He turns the tablet screen on and hands it to me. There’s a simple drawing of a book, opened at the spine with the pages splayed, and bright plumes of pink and blue smoke shooting out of the middle. Little white stars dot the smoke.

      “Wow, it’s beautiful.” And it is. It’s perfect.

      He smiles. “Enough to have it on your body for the next sixty years?”

      I laugh tightly, a new wave of apprehension flowing through me and landing like a brick in my gut. Do I really want to do this? Mark my body for life? Now that it’s suddenly happening, I’m not so sure. Apprehension is replaced by fear, and my head starts to swim as nausea fills my belly.

      I can’t do this.

      I rasp in a shaky breath, and Caison grabs the tablet and lays it on the counter. He tugs me by the hand toward the office, and I follow him in a daze. I will myself to focus on my steps, my breathing—anything but the spiraling panic threatening to engulf me.

      “Sit.” He points to the leather couch to our left, and I drop into it without much grace. I focus on his movements as he walks over to a black mini fridge in the corner of the room. He grabs us each a bottle of water and then settles in beside me on the couch. After he unscrews a bottle for me, I gulp it down and then take a few shaky breaths.

      The cold water shocks my system back to the here and now, and some of the tension leaves my shoulders. We sit for several long, quiet minutes.

      Finally, he speaks softly. “I’m not tattooing you today, Abby.”

      I sigh and fall back against the couch. “Yeah, I figured as much.” He caps my water bottle and then sets both of them down on the ground. “I feel like an idiot,” I finally say.

      His smile is so sweet and gentle, and it takes all the strength I have not to cry.

      “You really shouldn’t. Don’t think you’re the first person to ever change their mind. Hell, we’ve had people pass out, break down in tears—you name it.” He tips my chin up and looks me in the eyes. “I just don’t think you really wanted to do this. Maybe you felt a little pressured by me, and if so, I’m sorry.”

      “I didn’t.” I shake my head and consider how vulnerable I’m willing to be with him. “I wanted to want to do it. I’m so sick of being boring Abby. I’m sick of being the dependable daughter and friend. The good girl who never rocks the boat. I thought I could have one night of impulsiveness. One night of being the hot, fun girl.”

      “Getting a tattoo won’t change who you are, Abby. And trying to be someone you’re not won’t change you for the good. Forget the idea that being a good girl or dependable is somehow bad, and fuck anyone who has ever made you feel that way. I meet so many different people here, at the bar, at the resort, and more than you might think are just wandering through life feeling lost. So many people would kill to have your focus and even the smallest idea of who they are and where they fit in this world. And here you are at eighteen with this whole ‘I’ve got life figured out’ vibe. That is attractive as fuck. Not forcing yourself to be the wild and crazy girl if that’s not who you are. Not getting ink on your body that you don’t want. Just keep being you, and all the fun years will still be ahead of you, I promise.”

      I laugh gently but it lacks humor. “Not if I keep getting scared at every new thing I try.”

      “You rode a motorcycle for the first time tonight. And I gotta say, you were pretty hot doing it.”

      My breath catches in my throat, and when I look into his eyes, I don’t see the slightest hint of teasing. “Really?”

      He moves a little closer on the couch and rubs his hand down my arm gently. “I swear, all I could think about the whole ride was how damn high your dress had ridden up and how good your legs looked around my waist. If I didn’t think you’d have slapped me or ran away scared, I would have kissed you back at that froyo place.”

      His simple touch on my arm has me breathless.

      “Maybe you should have,” I whisper. Heart pounding, I muster all the confidence I can and lean closer to him. I wrap my hand around the back of his head and pull it gently. That’s all the permission he needs before his lips capture mine.

      Having only ever kissed Sawyer, I initially hold back. But soon, I’m following his lead. I’m pretty sure I stop breathing altogether when he opens his mouth to nip my bottom lip. And when our tongues meet, a small moan sneaks out of my mouth.

      He kisses me wildly, passionately. Like I’m the only thing he wants to touch.

      His left palm connects with my thigh as his right arm slides around my waist, and in an instant, he’s maneuvered me on top of his lap, my legs spread on either side of him. My center aligns perfectly with the rough fabric of his jeans, and I nearly choke on a moan. He pulls back to look at where our bodies meet. My dress is nearly up around my waist, and my panties are on full display. I’m sure he can see how achingly wet I am.

      “Oh, fuck me,” he rasps, then his lips are back on mine as his hands tangle in my hair. His touch slides to my shoulders and down my chest, and when he finally cups my in his hands, I feel like I might combust.

      I can barely sit still as he devours my mouth, and when I realize how good it feels not to, I stop trying. I slide myself against his hardness, shocked at how quickly the pressure is building in my belly. It’s never been like this before. This exciting, this explosive. This hot. I’ve never felt so sexy, and I don’t want it to stop.

      One hand falls to my ass, urging my movements further, while the other twists and pulls at my nipple through my dress. Short gasps fall from my lips as I move my hips faster against him.

      His lips trail down to my ear. “See. You’re not boring at all, are you, baby?”

      With those words, I shatter.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Amanda Cuff

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Amanda Cuff has had a passion for reading and writing since she was old enough to put pen to paper. She is a mother of four and a military wife living wherever the government dictates and squeezes in writing time between working as a freelance editor and devouring all the latest romance releases. Amanda never turns down a strong margarita, her husband’s cooking, or a good Netflix binge.

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Wright to Love by Renee Dyer

          

        

      

    

    
    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        TILLY

      

      

      Nervous energy skitters across my skin as I step onto the stage. Hundreds of eyes follow me to the podium. Anxiety takes hold, but I keep my head held high.

      Six years ago, I fled Breckenridge University, swearing I would never step foot here again. A mistake sent me running, and I never looked back. Hopefully, I’ll avoid that mistake during my short stay.

      “Good afternoon. For those of you who don’t live on social media, I’m Tilly Wright.”

      Laughter filters through the crowd, and I smile, relaxing into my groove.

      If someone had told nineteen-year-old me I would become a successful blogger with over ten million followers and dozens of sponsors, I would have rolled my eyes.

      If that same person had told me I’d come to Breckenridge to end a two-month-long college tour speaking about one of the most personal aspects of my life, I’d swear I was being punked. It still feels like I am as I stare into the sea of faces waiting to hear what I have to say.

      They think I have life figured out, but I’m no closer to feeling like an adult than I was the day I ran away from this school.

      I wonder what they would think of that girl. The one who struggled to start over in a new city. Struggled to fit in. I’ve always had a hard time fitting in, but this was different.

      Being around people caused anxiety, so I stopped trying to connect with others, going so far as to switch my classes to online and accept freelance writing jobs. Money was tight, but it allowed me to stay locked away from the world, only having to brave the outdoors for necessities.

      Shut down emotionally, I created Ramblings from an Awkward Introvert as my mental dumping ground. It was its own form of therapy. I don’t remember making the blog public, but one night, someone left a message. My words resonated within her soul and helped her feel less alone.

      She shared my blog with friends, and then they shared it. Soon, others did too. It became a sensation within a few months of that first comment. Before long, readers began asking for videos, wanting to see me and know me more. I wanted that too.

      This was my chance to finally find my crowd, I just hadn’t expected it to grow so big.

      “Thank you for being here today and agreeing to be filmed. If you did not sign the waiver and do not wish to be on camera, now is the time to leave.”

      I’s dotted and T’s crossed. Everyone is aware they’re being filmed now.

      There are always people who stumble in, curious about what’s going on. Some stay, others leave. I don’t blame them. I’ve been in front of the camera for over four years and still feel like an imposter.

      “As you may be aware, the Supreme Court overturned Roe versus Wade.”

      A murmur of irritation and several hallelujahs sweep through the audience. It’s the same reaction I’ve gotten everywhere.

      “I’m not here to tell you how to feel about what’s happened. I’m here to speak to my experience as a twelve-year-old girl who got an abortion.”

      The room is silent except for one person who yells, “Murderer.”

      I’m used to that. I’ve heard it for thirteen years. People always judge based on their biases.

      There was a time I would let those words tear me to shreds, like a whip across my skin. Now, my skin has become my armor, repelling the hatred spewed toward me.

      “The last thing you expect when you sleep at your best friend’s house is for her father to rape you, but that’s what happened to me.”

      The arguing that had started in the crowd stops. Everyone goes silent.

      “I needed to use the bathroom. I didn’t know anyone else was awake until I walked out and headed back to her room. He grabbed my arm in one hand and covered my mouth with the other. Before I knew what was happening, he had me lifted up and carried me to their couch.”

      There’s not a sound as I tell the story of my young body being brutalized. How he put a throw pillow over my face so no one could hear my cries. I thought I was going to die from suffocation as he threatened to kill my mother if I told anyone what happened.

      “He left me crying on the couch and went to his bedroom where his wife slept. Like he hadn’t stolen my innocence.”

      I pause, letting them imagine a broken child and the heartless man who went to bed, lying beside his wife after what he’d just done.

      “I didn’t say anything at first. I made excuses to my mom and friend about why I wouldn’t go to her house. Then my period was late. I tried ignoring it, but two, then three, and four weeks went by. Panic set in, and I had to talk to someone.”

      I scan the crowd. Some people have tears and hands to their mouths, and I wonder if they’ve lived the same kind of nightmare.

      “Fear of what he would do…fear of what was happening to my body, I reluctantly told my mom. It was the first time I saw her cry. She asked a lot of questions. So many, I was uncomfortable answering, then she called two places: the police and my pediatrician.”

      I let that last word sink in. Pediatrician. A children’s doctor.

      “The next few days were a blur as I made statements and went through testing. The pregnancy test was positive, so I was referred to an OB, who got me in as an emergency appointment due to my age. She spoke about what pregnancy would be like for my still-developing body, adoption, and abortion then sent us home with printouts to read.”

      I step from behind the podium, the mic in hand, and sit at the edge of the stage, wanting to be as close to the audience as possible—wanting them to see how this still affects me.

      “I hadn’t even begun to handle being raped. I was twelve. In the sixth grade. I had never kissed a boy. Never even held hands with one. And I was pregnant. It was too big for me to handle. Too much. I couldn’t be a mom. I couldn’t look at the thing—that’s what I called the baby he forced inside me. I was in no way prepared for a pregnancy. Not mentally, emotionally, or physically. Fortunately, my mom recognized what I was trying to tell her and helped me articulate it to the doctor.”

      “You killed a baby!” someone screams. “How could you hate a child so much?”

      That person will never understand, but I hope some out there will, so I explain the best I can.

      “I got an abortion, but I never hated the baby. I felt bad for it.” This is the part that’s always the hardest to put into words. “I’ve had many people ask me why I didn’t go through the pregnancy and give it up for adoption. The truth is, I couldn’t. I couldn’t put a child into the world knowing it may try to find me one day. I couldn’t harm it by letting it know the truth about its father. That he’s a monster. That I couldn’t love it because of how it came to be. You call what I did hate, I call it mercy. I saved myself because my life matters too. If I had been forced to have that child, I would have committed suicide. Of that, I have no doubt. Would you have called me a murderer then, or just a sinner? Would you have been sad for me? Felt rage for me? Or only for the baby that was lost?”

      Silence greets me.

      “We walk fine lines in our beliefs.”

      I pause, letting the room absorb my words.

      “As I said before, I’m not here to tell you how to feel. I can only share my experience. I have been called a murderer since I was twelve. My mother had to move us from the town I grew up in because people sided with a rapist. They said he should have had a say in what I did about the pregnancy. Why is that?”

      I let them think about it. Talk amongst each other. Many are outraged. Part of the crowd says a father should have rights too. There are always those who defend him, and it hurts but this issue is bigger than what happened to me. That’s what I hope to leave them with.

      The ability to hear and respect each other’s opinions.

      “He was a little league coach. He owned a business in town. He was well known and respected. And because my mother was a single mom, she must have taught me how to come on to older men. He had a family. He wouldn’t do such a horrible thing. It must have been my fault. It was easier to blame a twelve-year-old child. This man was a criminal. A monster. He stole something from me I’d never get back. He forced me to deal with things no twelve-year-old should ever have to think about. And people I’d known my whole life felt he should have had more rights to my body than me—my body that he had already taken the rights to without permission. This is why I’m going college to college talking about this.”

      “So you can tell people not to have babies? To murder them?”

      It’s the same person as before. She wants to fight. I’m not here for that. I’m hoping to help people find peace.

      “No. If you want to have babies, have them. I plan to someday. If you don’t, then don’t.  You want to adopt? Great. If you want an abortion, get one. It’s your choice. You see, I believe pro-choice is pro-life if you give others the choice to live their lives as they wish to. I can’t say what the future holds for this country. I can only say I never want anyone to face anything like I did. Our bodies should not be a battleground.”

      I look out, trying to find the woman who keeps yelling, but there are too many faces.

      “Nobody’s body should be a battleground. If we can stop with the negativity, the name calling, the hate, and come to the middle with calm conversations, maybe, just maybe, we can start to find our way back to humanity and healing.”

      “You’re naïve,” someone yells.

      Another shouts, “Let her fucking speak.”

      A ripple of unrest starts to billow.

      “Please, stop!” I raise my voice. “We all should have a say. If history has taught us anything, it’s the moment we silence even one person, we fail. We can have our own opinions and beliefs. That’s okay. What isn’t okay is when our thoughts and feelings harm another person. This is why discussion is so important. Experiences are important.”

      I breathe for a second, scanning the room.

      “Kindness is important. All that leads to change, and I think we can all agree change needs to happen.”

      Cheers erupt. After they calm down, I open the floor for questions. A few come from the woman who wants to fight over beliefs and others who think she’s being unfairly treated, but mostly, it’s calm. Varying opinions filter through the air, but an overall theme prevails: women don’t feel safe or equal.

      I do my best to comfort them with how incredible my mother was. “She accepted my choice and helped me understand my decision didn’t make me a horrible person. It made me a survivor. She understood how fragile I was and helped me come to grips with how my choice saved my life. Her love and acceptance are why I know I’ll be a good mom someday.”

      I can’t fix the hurt many of these people feel or remove the worry from their hearts, but I’m proud I can share my journey to healing.

      I may not be able to hug them individually, but I can give them hope.

      Hope sparks conversations, and conversations bring change.

      Change is needed. For all of us.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        TILLY

      

      

      I couldn’t leave the area without stopping at Lick-Itz. Classmates used to tease about how dirty the name sounded. They were too immature to talk to the owner, Judy. Had they, they would have known she had named it after her granddaughter, who used to call ice cream cones lick-its. It made her smile, so when she opened the shop, there was only one name that fit.

      The bell rings, and Judy’s eyes widen before a smile brightens her face.

      “Tilly! It’s been too long!”

      Such an understatement. I’ve missed coming here and chatting with her.

      “Hi, Miss Judy.”

      “Your usual?”

      “Yeah.”

      Tears prick the backs of my eyes. This place feels like home. So many nights, I spent tucked away in the back booth, eating her homemade strawberry cheesecake ice cream while I worked on assignments. It had been so much better than the overcrowded coffee shops.

      Judy would sit with me and ask why I never brought anyone in with me. She was the only person who knew about—

      “Is this seat taken?”

      Hazel eyes, hidden behind too-big glasses, peer down at me, a grin widening his beard-covered cheek. His hair is swept back perfectly. Long enough on top, a girl can get her fingers in it. Short enough on the sides to look professional. Why does he still have to be so sexy?

      So much for avoiding your mistake.

      “Mr. Bradley, I…uh—”

      “You’re not my student anymore, Tilly. I think you can call me Alton now.” Motioning to the empty seat across from me, his eyes silently ask again.

      “Please,” scratches up my throat.

      It’s just one conversation, then you can go home.

      “That was quite the speech. I never pictured you as a public speaker.”

      “You were there?”

      I’m not sure which surprises me more: seeing him here or that he was at my event. He shouldn’t be anywhere near me after what I did.

      “I wouldn’t have missed the opportunity.”

      Butterflies flutter in my stomach as his lips tilt into the smile I’ve dreamed about for six years—the one I told myself I had no right to think about.

      Judy delivers two waffle bowls overfilled with ice cream and winks at me before walking off. I’m not sure why she’s winking, but I’m happy for the distraction—until I realize he never ordered.

      I shift my gaze from his dessert to him to Judy, trying to make sense of it. He laughs, and the sound wraps around me, warm like hot chocolate on a snowy night. “I’ve been coming here for years, hoping you’d come back someday.”

      “Me?” I put my hand to my chest. “Why?”

      “You never said goodbye. Nothing so bad happened you had to run away and change your whole life.”

      His gaze softens into a look I know too well. I’ve seen it since I was little. Pity. Fuck that. I don’t want his pity. I want him—wanted him.

      “You could have lost your job, Mr. Bradley.”

      “Alton.”

      “Whatever,” I huff, swiping my hand in a don’t-interrupt-me swoop. “I was young and thought you were giving off you-like-me vibes. I misread the situation.”

      “You didn’t misread anything.”

      “I never plann—”

      Words fail me as what he said sinks in.

      Grabbing the spoon, I shovel a massive bite of ice cream in, needing a minute to think. Not that it’s going to help. Mr. Bradley—Alton—the man I thought I fucked over, is saying I didn’t.

      What in the this-can’t-be-happening hell is this? I’m in the Twilight Zone. It’s the only explanation.

      “Shit! Brain freeze!”

      Head in my hands, I pinch my eyes tight.

      Alton chuckles, and I would so tell him off if my head wasn’t splitting.

      “I wanted that kiss. I’ve never been attracted to a student before, but you were different.”

      His words move the pain from my head to my heart. I needed to hear this six years ago. When I thought I forced myself on him. When I worried I ruined his life.

      “You were so honest, raw, vulnerable. You were unapologetically yourself. It was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. It was wrong of me, as your professor, eight years your senior, to send you the signals I did. I tried not to, but hearts fight for what they want. They don’t care about consequences.”

      The witty comebacks I’d normally have are gone. I don’t know whether to be flattered or pissed. I gave up everything I wanted thinking I was protecting his honor.

      I became someone I didn’t recognize.

      “You left so quickly, I never got to tell you how I felt. I tried finding you. I went to every business showing a picture of you I had from a group project, asking if anyone had seen you. Judy finally recognized you. I’ve been coming here several nights a week since, hoping you’d come back. I even got hooked on your favorite ice cream.”

      He nudges his bowl.

      Mixed emotions swirl through me. I’m all over social media. I’m not hard to find. He could have contacted me at any time.

      “Why didn’t you message me on any of my accounts?”

      His lips tilt up. I can’t imagine why on earth he’s grinning.

      “I’m a face-to-face kind of guy. I don’t believe in handling things online or over text. If we were meant to be, I knew we would see each other again. I’ve held onto that belief since you left—and here you are.”

      Is he kidding? He has to be.

      He scoops up a bite of ice cream like he didn’t just drop a crazy bomb on me.

      Nope, not kidding.

      “Dean Ellsworth wanted to fire you after Professor Antina caught us kissing. I went to him and told him it was all my fault, that I would give up my scholarship and leave that night—to save your job. Because I thought I misread your interest in me. You’re telling me I practically starved for two years while you believed faith would reunite us?”

      “Sounds about right.” He smiles like he isn’t a complete ass, and fire burns mine. How dare he. I gave up everything. My scholarship. The cushy dorm room. Good food. For what?

      A seedy motel room next to the community college I switched to? Nights of living on Saltines and lukewarm ramen because there was no oven or microwave?

      I lived on rations while he still had everything.

      “Ugh, unbelievable!” His smile drops as I stand, dump my ice cream into his lap, and yell to Judy, “I’ll come back to visit you soon.”
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      As a professor of English and Communications, I should be better with words, but Tilly Wright turns my brain to mush. And my crotch to ice. Deservedly so, I think as I wipe the mess up the best I can.

      What the hell was I thinking dumping all that on her without even asking how she was doing or how her life has been?

      Asshat.

      Tilly never gave herself credit for how strong she was. Worrying because she never fit into any crowds. She couldn’t see she stood out because she didn’t need to conform. She was a force all on her own.

      And her force has grown fiercer. Her blue eyes are ice, and I swear smoke billows from under her blonde curls as she says goodbye to Judy, giving the older woman the gentlest hug, then storms out without looking my way.

      “You better go after her.”

      Judy’s words follow me as I slam out the door, waving and racing after the woman who has haunted me for years.

      “Tilly. Wait—please.”

      She stops.

      “I handled that all wrong.”

      “Just that?” she asks, back still to me.

      “Everything. I should have chased you after Professor Antina walked in. You never should have had the chance to run away from your life—away from what we may have had.”

      She cocks her head back to me, then turns, facing me, her arms across her chest. “We would have never had anything. You would have lost your job. I would have been ostracized for getting everyone’s favorite professor fired. We would have been—”

      “Great. You want to end that sentence with ‘great,’ right?”

      Her blank stare is devoid of emotion, but I hold onto hope. She cares. Maybe only slightly, but she wouldn’t have gotten so angry, wouldn’t have stopped if she wasn’t curious what I’d say, if she didn’t.

      We have a chance.

      I step toward her. “You are beautiful and brave. Smart and compassionate. You had my heart from the moment you offered your seat to a student who wanted to be hidden in the back more than you did. Your lip quivered as you walked to the empty seat in the front row, but you kept your head held high.”

      “My lip didn’t quiver.”

      “It did.” I take another step. “I wanted to kiss your fears and insecurities away. I’d never had an immediate reaction like that before. Try as I might, I couldn’t hide it from you.”

      We’re only a few feet apart, her eyes wide as she takes in my truths. I push a little farther, shortening the distance one more step.

      “I called on you more than I should have. Looked your way to see if you were watching me. Lingered by your desk. Prayed you’d ask me for help—anything to give me even a few more seconds in your presence. You intoxicated me.”

      Her gaze stays on mine as I close the gap between us, leaving just enough space for cool air to wisp between us. With shaking fingers, I brush a lock of hair behind her ear.

      “It’s been hell waiting for you to come back.”

      The air crackles between us. Electricity tingles my skin. When her tongue peeks out and licks her lower lip, it breaks the thin hold I have on my control.

      Gripping the hem of her sweater, I pull her to me. Our mouths connect in a kiss full of fear and anger, happiness and longing, time missed and what-should-have-been mingling with what-could-be.

      We’re breathless as she breaks away, our foreheads leaning against the other.

      “That was… One kiss has never been enough. I promised myself if we saw each other again, I would make sure you know how I feel and fight for you.”

      She moves back, her eyes full of something I’ve never seen. Confusion. Mischief. Revenge. Adventure.

      “You’ll fight for me?”

      “Of course.”

      Her lips part in a smile so beautiful, it’s blinding.

      “If you can find me, then we have a chance.”

      She spins on her heel and walks to an old-school Chevelle SS. It’s not what I pictured her driving, but it suits her. Opening the sleek black door, she glances at me.

      “If it’s meant to be, right?”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        TILLY

      

      

      Dumping ice cream in Mr. Brad—Alton’s lap was sweet justice. Challenging him to find me was—what was it? It wasn’t punishment. Or maybe it was.

      Hell, I don’t know.

      I wanted to fall into his arms and live in that kiss for the rest of my days, but our past couldn’t be erased by pretty words and attraction.

      Going to Lick-Itz for the past six years would have been swoon-worthy if he had ever reached out to let me know he was interested. But how am I supposed to be swept away by a man claiming blind faith in me showing up when I never knew I was supposed to?

      It’s so damn confusing. He finally says everything I’ve wished for—and I don’t believe it’s real. Is it wrong that I want him to prove himself?

      These thoughts have plagued me over the past two weeks. Each day that passes, my heart beats slower, my belief in love diminishing.

      Why hasn’t he come yet?

      With the camera on and millions of fans waiting for me to speak, my heart takes over.

      “Have you ever been in love?”

      This wasn’t today’s planned topic, but I can’t get Alton off my mind. I hope they don’t mind kicking it old school, back to the days when I rambled about whatever I was thinking about.

      “I’m not sure I know what love is. I mean, I love my mom. She’s the best person I’ve ever known. But romantic love…the kind that leaves you breathless in someone else’s presence and your heart beating so fast, your chest might explode—have you ever felt that?”

      I take a deep breath and roll my shoulders.

      “I thought I had once. A man I was so… I’m not sure how to explain it… So in tune with, maybe. I knew when he was close. His voice sent chills through my entire body. Our conversations left me envisioning how our life would play out. We kissed once, and things didn’t go as I thought they would. Actually, they went horribly wrong. But I’ve never stopped thinking about him. Never stopped wondering what he’s doing. If he’s happy. If he thinks about me and wonders the same things. Is that love? To keep caring, long after whatever could have been ended? I’d like to hear your thoughts. Drop me some comments.”

      The screen goes blank, and I sigh as I start reading. Some say the past is best left in the past. Others say your heart holds onto what is meant to be. One comment has my heart pounding with hope.

      Professor A: I’m pretty damn sure he isn’t happy. You aren’t by his side and that’s all he’s ever wanted. He has thought about you every day. Read all your blog posts. Watched all your videos. Found any way to keep you in his life. He couldn’t live without you. You were in his heart. Everywhere. Always.

      Holy freaking romantic—it was him. All this time, it had been Alton.

      How could I have been so blind? Professor A? I thought the A stood for a grade, not Alton. Because I didn’t think I mattered to him. I ran away. He didn’t chase me. My world imploded. His kept spinning on its perfectly balanced axis.

      Or so I thought.

      I’ve had so many conversations with Professor A and never had a clue it was him. There were times when I felt low, and his words lifted my spirits. When great things happened, he was the first to comment and congratulate me. He’s been with me this whole time, encouraging me to chase my dreams, show the world who I am without apology, and understand how important my voice is.

      Maybe he meant I didn’t need to apologize to him.

      My God, I’d thought he’d forgotten about me. Convinced myself I’d been a blip on his radar—just one of many students who came on to him.  With how gorgeous he is, it made sense.

      Now, I don’t know what to think. Aside from my mother, he’s the biggest constant in my life. It seems so unre—

      The doorbell ringing brings me from my thoughts. I stand from my pillows on the floor and shake out my legs. With a giddy grin on my face, I open the door.

      “Is this love?”
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      Her smile drops, and her eyes go wide in surprise.

      “You found me.”

      “Guess it was meant to be.”

      “You…it was…why didn’t—” Words fail her.

      “May I come in?”

      She nods and steps to the side. I hand her a bag as I walk by. “Since your last bowl landed in my lap, I thought you may want some to enjoy.”

      A snicker sounds out. “You’re brave bringing me a weapon.”

      I bite back a smile as I check out her home. With Tilly’s success, she could have so much more, but she lives in a modest home with little decorations. It’s comfortable and homey. Blankets on the couch. A book on the coffee table next to her mug of hot chocolate. Pictures of her and her mom on the wall opposite her floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. Her TV is way smaller than I envisioned for someone who spends so much time on the screen.

      “I don’t watch it much. I prefer the written word.”

      “Me too.”

      My answer is immediate and soft as I walk over and admire her collection, a combination of classics and contemporary. I run my fingers along the spines, closing my eyes, taking in the magic of the writers’ souls.

      “Is this love?” I ask again, my eyes still closed. “Holding onto you after you raced away from me and never looked back? Pretending to be a stranger giving you comfort on your darkest days? Longing for you, knowing you may never feel the same way?”

      Fingers slide around my waist, and a cheek rests against my shoulder. My breathing slows, waiting for her answer.

      “I didn’t know there was anything to race back to, but I felt the same way. You have no idea the way I longed for you, prayed you would appear out of the blue and tell me you cared. I thought I was some stupid girl for missing you.”

      Her fingers tighten against my stomach, and I place my hands over hers.

      “Professor A? I have no idea how I never saw it.”

      I chuckle as I turn to face her. “I thought I was pretty clever.”

      “Too clever, apparently.”

      We stand there, staring at one another, a million words at the ready, but the moment feeling too precious to break.

      I want her to know she’s the most incredible woman I’ve ever known. Her kindness and willingness to help everyone she meets are an inspiration. Her strength makes me want to be stronger. She’s more beautiful inside than out.

      Everything about her makes me want to be a better human.

      I want to spend as many days as she’ll have me making her happy.

      “Do you think you can fall in love with someone without knowing them?”

      Her words are whispered, as if she worries I’ll find them foolish.

      “Many a poet has believed so. They’ve written about two souls recognizing each other long before our hearts or minds can fathom the truth.”

      “Do you believe the poets?”

      With a finger under her chin, I tilt her face up, needing her to look into my eyes. “Is this love?”

      Her breath hitches, and her lips spread into a smile so big, I can’t see anything other than how happy she is.

      “Yes. It’s crazy, but yes. I love you, Alton.”

      With those words, I capture her lips in a kiss that tells her exactly how I feel about her. She’s the air I’ve been deprived of. My skies are blue, and the sun is shining once more.

      I am never letting her go again.
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      Alton sits nervously beside me as I get ready to go live. It’s taken ten months to get him to agree to it, and I’m okay with that. No one should ever be forced into anything.

      “Ready?”

      He nods but fidgets uncomfortably.

      “You don’t have to do this.”

      He puts his hands up in an it’s-now-or-never manner, and I run with it, tapping the record button.

      “Hey, everyone. As you all saw on my college tour, I talked about the biggest traumas of my life. Many people think if you choose to have an abortion, you just move on and never think about it again. That’s not the case. It lives with you. Going on that tour wasn’t meant to change anyone’s beliefs about abortion. What I’d hoped for was others would see I was important—that women are important. Our lives mean something. I wanted to open dialogue between two sides so at war, they refuse to hear each other. I don’t know that I made a difference, but I’m glad I got to experience it.”

      I peer to my side and smile at Alton, letting him know it’s time for him to sit next to me.

      “I’ve never brought anyone on screen with me before, but I want to introduce you to someone. This is Alton, my fiancé. You may remember I told you about a kiss gone horribly wrong with the one person I thought I could have been in love with. Well, it’s this guy. That college tour brought us back together, and I’ve never been happier.”

      He scoots closer to me, waves at the camera, and gives a shy, “Hello.”

      I can’t hide my giddiness.

      “I was nineteen when I met him. At that time, I was still struggling with what had happened to me, with the decision I’d made…mostly because people had treated me like a broken doll for years. When others find out you’ve gone through trauma, they’ll tell you how strong you are with pity in their eyes. They start treating you differently. I’m sure a lot of you know what I’m talking about. It’s like you’re tainted. Like you can never be free of what someone else did to you.”

      Alton squeezes my leg.

      “I’ve had two people in my life who didn’t treat me like I was fragile. My mom and Alton. They believed I could take on the world and win. Because of them, I stopped hiding, stopped being afraid of how others would see me.

      “For any of you who feel small, broken, who don’t feel seen, I hope you realize the badass you are. I hope you get to a place where the looks and the comments no longer hurt. Where your skin is your armor. Until then, I will continue to cheer you on and tell you how amazing you are.”

      “You’re amazing,” Alton whispers.

      I smile at him and then look back at the camera.

      “There was a time I thought I didn’t deserve anything. Now I know I deserve to live. I have the right to love. The right to a happy life. You deserve the same.”

      The screen goes blank, and Alton pulls me into his lap and wraps me in his arms, emotion shining bright in his hazel eyes. He brushes the hair from my face. “Being by your side as you change lives, living in your aura, being trusted with your heart—you are a gift. I just wish I were more poetic.”

      A chuckle breaks free, and I bring my lips to his in a quick kiss.

      “I prefer professors. Poets were always whores.”

      He shakes his head, and his belly laugh goes straight to my soul. “I love you.”

      “I love you.”

      Still grinning, he says, “Not all poets were whores, you know?”

      “Just the really good ones.” I wink. “They were good at lots of things apparently.”

      “Professors are good at things too.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      He stands with my legs wrapped around his waist and carries me to the bedroom. “It’s time for a lesson, Miss Wright.”

      When he lays me down on the bed, hunger blazing in his eyes, my heart skips a beat at how much he means to me.

      I love when he gets feisty. Hell, I love him.

      Six years was a long time to have our heads up our asses—or as Alton puts it, to wait for fate to intervene. Who knows which is right, I’m just glad we finally found our way.

      One “mistaken” kiss. A bowl of ice cream to his nether regions. Stalking me through my blog.

      Of course, it’s going to work out.

      This is love.
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        Born and raised in New Hampshire, Renee Dyer spent much of her youth hidden under a weeping willow, writing and whispering her stories to its wispy branches. She soon began sharing them with friends and family, and this crazy thing happened: they enjoyed them. Entertaining others filled her heart, in the same way, that sharing her stories with the willow tree did. Having an audience unlocked her desire to be a writer. Today, she lives that dream and the joy it brings with her husband and sons.
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            Diamonds and Rubies by Karen Nappa

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A sheltered A+ student. The high school rock band's singer. What are the odds?

      

      

      Jewel struggled not to let her gaze stray to the infamous local bad boy, who just sauntered past her in the hallway followed by his gaggle of giggling admirers.

      Without halting his stride, Luke Peters winked at her, and Jewel ducked her head to hide her burning cheeks. How mortifying, not only had she been ogling the handsome young man, but he noticed.

      

      He's her first love, but music always has been his.

      As the band gets more popular, chances for their relationship get slimmer.

      When Jewel's secret is revealed, she may lose the roof over her head and her bright future, but there's so much more at stake.

      

      Author's note: This High School Opposite Attracts Short Story contains a love story between teenagers and an unexpected pregnancy. If such a topic offends you, please don't read this. This book has a Happy for Now (HFN) ending.

      Luke and Jewel are side-characters from Conflicted (Club Indigo 7).

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One: Diamonds and Rubies

          

        

      

    

    
      Kansas City, September 1984

      Jewel struggled not to let her gaze stray to the infamous local bad boy, who just sauntered past her in the hallway followed by his gaggle of giggling admirers.

      Without halting his stride, Luke Peters winked at her, and Jewel ducked her head to hide her burning cheeks. How mortifying, not only had she been ogling the handsome young man, but he noticed.

      She clutched her books against her small chest and kept her gaze downcast on the scuffed linoleum floor. Despite turning fifteen last month, she’d barely developed any breasts. Having skipped a year in middle school and being born in August she was by far the youngest sophomore, which didn’t boost her confidence.

      Why is the first day at school after summer always so hard?

      Someone bumped painfully against her bony shoulders and hurried past Jewel without so much as an apology or a backward glance.

      Oh well, I prefer being invisible over getting attention.

      “Hey asshole, watch out where you’re going.”

      The deep voice sent shivers down her spine and was super close. A masculine, steadying hand curled around her upper arm — the heat coming from the broad palm startling.

      Jewel didn’t dare to lift her gaze. She would recognize that voice anywhere and so would almost any living female between twelve and thirty in Kansas City. Not only was Luke Peters a gorgeous-looking guy, but he was also the lead singer of Purple House. The school rock band was quickly gaining popularity with the Kansas City population.

      “Are you all right?”

      She shrugged, but he kept his hold on her. Why did he bother? And why wouldn’t he leave? People were already gathering around them, looking for gossip. She stiffened.

      A girl stage-whispered, “What on earth is Luke doing with the nun?”

      Jewel cringed at the nickname.

      “Sweetheart?” Luke’s deep voice pulled her attention to him, and despite herself, she allowed their gazes to meet.

      The air caught in the back of her throat at his nearness and the masculine beauty of his face. His hair was long, even by fashion standards – and wouldn't meet the approval of her father, nothing about him would – his jaw strong, and his blue eyes kind.

      “Did he hurt you?”

      “Um,” oh, Luke was talking about the one who bumped into me. “I’m fine.” Unconsciously, she rubbed her shoulder and froze when her hand grazed his fingers still curled around her arm. He sucked in an audible breath and stilled. That spark wasn’t just in my mind?

      “Come on, let’s get into class before we’re late on our first day.” His famous smooth voice darkened in pitch to a more personal level and it stroked her ears like velvet.

      With the ease of an athlete he turned and began to walk. That's right, he's also a star on the football field. Wordlessly she moved her feet to keep up with him. Then her brain came to a screeching halt. “We’re not in the same class, are we?”

      Luke chuckled, and the sound affected her insides in a way she never experienced. He placed his hand on the small of her back and steered her toward the classroom. Jewel tried to ignore the warmth seeping through her dress and how his fingers brushed the edge of her underwear. Heat gathered between her legs and she bit back a gasp. This must be a sinful feeling but it's amazing.

      Quietly, she followed her classmates into the room and ignored the stares and whispers. Heat seared her cheeks and ears, when Luke settled at the desk beside hers and silently smiled.

      Keeping her gaze downcast, Jewel set her books on her desk and shifted in her seat. Much more aware of his presence beside her, she fumbled with her pen. From the corner of her eye she noticed how his grin widened. Does he enjoy making me uncomfortable? Is it a joke to him? She tried to pay attention to the teacher but couldn't avoid her gaze sliding to the good-looking boy in the chair next to her.

      Unfortunately, her fiddling with her pen had caused the ink to leak out and she was making a mess of her notes. Holding her smudged hand in the air and away from her body, she fumbled with her left hand in her right pocket where she kept her handkerchief.

      "Allow me."

      His whispered words startled her and as she swept her head his way, their heads didn't collide only because of his reflexes, honed on the football field.

      She gasped, and her right hand flew towards her chest, only to be intercepted by his warm palm.

      "Shh. Let me." With a placemat-sized white cloth in his hand, he cleaned the ink from her fingers. Jewel struggled to breathe as Luke wiped and scrubbed at a few persistent spots.

      From the heat in her face and neck, she must be beet red by now.

      "There." Leaning back, at ease and in control, he let go of her hand and folded the now blotched white fabric.

      "Oh." Horrified, Jewel touched his sleeve. "Your handkerchief is ruined. Mayb–be I can wash it out for you."

      He shrugged. "Nah."

      "Mister Peters." A few people snickered as the teacher loudly interrupted. His interrupting words slammed Jewel back into reality. "If you have so much to say, maybe you can read us the first paragraph from page nine."

      Without blinking, Luke stuffed the handkerchief and picked up his book. With confidence, he recited the words on the page. Mesmerized, Jewel listened to his voice. No wonder people love Purple House –their lead singer possesses the voice of an angel and the face and body of a sinner.

      During the entire class, she never lost the intense awareness of his presence, his scent, and the sound of his voice when he answered a question. He was smart, too, and Jewel discovered she liked everything about him. Her eyes shifted to his long-fingered hands, went up to his arms. Soon after the teacher had arrived, he draped his leather jacket over the back of his chair and his short-sleeved black shirt displayed his muscular forearms.

      The class seemed to drag on longer than the others. Was it because it was the first of the school year, or because she was waiting for him to burst out in laughter and make fun of her? It never happened; he continued to engage her, working on assignments, and answering questions from their teacher, who appeared to have a huge dislike for the boy beside her.

      Except for Home Economics and Latin, Luke and she shared every class and he made sure to sit beside her every time. When the bell rang for the last time that day, Jewel didn't know if she was pleased school was over or regretted it. Being close to him was both exhilarating and scary.

      The star of her thoughts rose from his seat with the grace of an athlete. He was tall, handsome, and muscular, and — God help her— she couldn't fathom why he paid her so much attention. She sat frozen in her chair and stared blankly at her belongings.

      "Jewel?"

      She lifted her head. Luke stood at her desk with a kind smile on his face.

      "Do you need a ride home? It is raining cats and dogs, and the bus will be a zoo." He tilted his head, a boyish plea on his handsome face.

      "I don't know. I don't want to inconvenience you." She hedged.

      "Nonsense." He gathered both their books and tipped his head to the hall. "After you, my lady."

      She rose and adopting his playful mood, she curtsied, eliciting a startled laugh from him. The sound delighted her and even when she stood outside in the rain, after donning her coat, she was still smiling.

      Half walking, half running, he guided her to a gleaming metallic blue muscle car with sleek lines and huge wheels.

      He opened the passenger door for her and helped her climb in. The car was lower than she’d expected, and she let out an embarrassing squeak when she dropped down several inches into the seat.

      By the time he had moved around the gleaming hood of the car and lowered his long frame behind the wheel, she managed to get her embarrassment under control.

      “Impressive car." Idly she caressed the black leather of her seat.

      He glanced sideways and his smile showed a lot of teeth.

      "Thank you." A closed-off expression flew over his face but was replaced so quickly by a boyish look, she wondered if she misread him. “We started out as a school band, but have been picked up by a local agent. He's getting us great opportunities and we are getting paid well for our performances. I bought this car when Purple House got compensated for our last gig of the summer.”

      "I know nothing about cars, what is it?"

      "This is a Pontiac Firebird, a fine American make and model. People are buying European and Japanese cars these days, but I like the ones made here better. Tommy has a Datsun 240Z.”

      “Datsun?” She blinked in time with the fast-beating rain on the roof, her mind scrambled to keep up with the conversation.

      “It’s a Japanese car, looks a bit like a Porsche.”

      “Oh.” She bobbed her head, pretending to understand what he was talking about. She folded her hands in her lap and chewed the inside of her cheek.

      They were silent for a moment as he started the engine, and the car roared to life. Lord in Heaven, the machine is loud even inside the car. She clenched her hands in her lap.

      "Tommy is your drummer, right?"

      Luke nodded, "Yup," and turned on the windshield wipers, "and my best friend since middle school." He checked his surroundings.

      "Who else is in the band?"

      "Ben and Rick."

      She rubbed her upper leg. The inside of the car was quite spacious, but still she was even closer to him than in the classroom and it made her nervous. "Why’s it called Purple House?"

      Luke ran his hand through his wet hair and shuddered when a few raindrops ran beneath his collar. He placed his hand back on the steering wheel. "It seemed as good a name as anything. At the time, we were practicing in the cellar of Rick's home and, well," he scrubbed the back of his neck, "the house is purple."

      Jewel let out a throaty laughter. That’s a funny way to name a band, right?

      "You know, you're beautiful when you laugh. You should do it more often."

      After his confusing but flattering statement, he eased the car forward and crawled over the school's parking lot as slow as the meandering Blue River in the summer. Putting on his turn signal, he waited for a biker to pass before he drove forward.

      Her heart raced, and she scrambled for something to say. "You're a careful driver."

      "I have precious cargo."

      What? She turned her head back and scanned the back seat. Not a thing in sight. Does he have the valuables in the trunk?

      Luke sniggered. "I meant you."

      "Oh." She hung her head as a fierce warmth spread like a wildfire over her cheeks and neck.

      He pressed a button and loud music surrounded them competing with the hammering rain. "Sorry." He winced and fiddled with a knob. The sound turned to an endurable level. "I didn't expect company when I shut off the song this morning."

      He turned left and paused for a red light. "Now, you need to give me directions so I can take you home."

      She didn't live far and with the strapping car, they were soon in front of the neat row of tract houses. "It's the second from the left." The gushing wind viciously shook the old tree in the front yard, but at least it had stopped raining for the moment. His mouth twitched. "You should probably run for it before it starts pouring again."

      "Uh- huh." She held her eyes downcast. How awkward. "Thank you for the ride." She held out her hand.

      He stared at her for a long moment but accepted the handshake. "You're very welcome. See you, tomorrow."

      She grappled for her things and dashed out of the vehicle, an odd mixture of relief and regret squeezing her chest. The moment she entered her house, the engine behind her roared as Luke drove away. Jewel peeled off her coat and hung it on the rack. When she turned to put her shoes in the right place, a shuffling sound announced her father's arrival.

      "Good afternoon, sir." She avoided his glare, bowed her head, and clasped her hands in front of her.

      "Who was that boy?"

      "Luke Peters, sir." At her father's dark expression, she hastened to add. "He–he's in my class and it was raining so he offered to bring me home in his car."

      "Not only lazy but also giving in to baser urges as well, are you?"

      "Baser urges?" Her eyes widened. Her father thought... "No!" She shook her head horrified. "I didn't do anything wrong. Luke didn't either."

      "Are you adding lying to your father to your transgressions?"

      With trepidation, Jewel watched her father unfasten his belt. “Proverbs 23:13-14,” he pulled the belt from the loops of his pants, “Withhold not correction from the child: for if thou beatest him with the rod, he shall not die. Thou shalt beat him with the rod and shalt deliver his soul from hell. ” With slow and deliberate movement, her father grasped the buckle and wound the leather around his hand one time. “My daughter will not behave like a loose woman if I can help it. Bare your bottom and assume the position, Jewel Nicole McCormick.”

      "Oh man, what were you doing with the nun?"

      Luke scowled at Tommy, their drummer and his – might he add former – best friend. "She's not a nun!"

      Tommy's incredulous stare called him either a liar or certifiably crazy. Their drummer hadn’t lost all of his baby fat, but with his brown curls and soulful dark eyes, he was still extremely popular with the girls.

      Hell, we all are. However, as front man and lead singer, Luke got the most female attention, and to be honest he was getting tired of it. "Listen, man." Luke ran his hand through his hair. "I'm not saying I find her unattractive, she has a cute face and if you ask me she has the most beautiful hair–"

      Tommy scoffed. "Which she always wears in a god-awful bun."

      Luke ignored him. "–but she's smart and sweet, and I like her." He crossed his arms in front of his chest and glared at his friend.

      Tommy lifted a shoulder, and Ben – keyboardist and perpetual peacekeeper – interjected. "Drop it, Tommy. Luke can date whoever he wants as long as he keeps up with the good stuff. Speaking of," Ben turned his attention to Luke, "did you write anything last night?"

      "I did." Luke unfolded his arms and plugged in his instrument.

      "The rock star and the nun?" Tommy teased and duck to evade Ben's mock punch.

      "Cut it out, man. You had your fun." Rick – guitar player and back-up vocalist – reprimanded Tommy. The fourth member of their band was the quiet one and preferred to be in the background. He possessed little patience for goofing around.

      Luke cleared his throat. "Actually the song is called Diamonds and Rubies and it goes like this."

      Luke strummed his bass guitar and his friends bobbed their heads in time with the blues-rock beat.

      "Beautiful women drop at my feet,

      Diamonds and rubies are what they want,

      Getting desperate, watch their greed,

      Money can’t buy love, gifts are what they long for."

      Tommy moved behind his drums and followed the beat with the bass drum.

      I took one out, we had a blast,

      Until the morning came when she needed more.

      I thought she loved me,

      But she wanted diamonds and rubies."

      Luke reached the chorus and pitched his voice higher.

      "Diamonds, diamonds, diamonds,

      Diamonds not enough,

      Diamonds and rubies - to get their love."

      Rick swirled his hand in the air and pointed a finger to the ceiling. When Luke repeated the chorus, Rick belted out "Diamonds and Rubies," with him and Luke pitched "their love." even higher.

      "Cool." Ben's entire body vibrated. "Can you elongate it, maybe a bit like Ian Gillan does in Child in Time?"

      They tried several variations for over an hour, until they nailed the chorus and continued with the song.

      "Great, great," Ben called, his fingers caressed the keys as he added the riff to the next verse, adding his personal touch with a slight variation.

      By the second time, Luke sang the chorus, the entire band was engaged in the song, and he was certain they were creating a hit.

      "Okay, okay." The music died and Luke continued, "I'm not sure what to do with the bridge, though. Who has ideas?"

      For about twenty minutes they jammed and tried various bridges until they settled on one Rick came up with.

      "This is amazing." Tommy's face was red and streaked with sweat but his smile was wide and contagious. "We've finished it?"

      "Well," Luke brushed the hair from his face. "I have another verse, but I don't know if you'll like it."

      "Try us." Ben fiddled with a few switches and his nimble fingers stroked the riff on his keyboard."

      Luke swallowed and began to sing.

      "Then an angel appears,

      She doesn't look at my car

      Doesn't want a thing

      Doesn't care about money,

      Doesn't care about bling,

      An Angel appears looking at me

      Looking past the veneer

      Diamonds and rubies she doesn't care

      All she wants is to be near."

      Luke had abandoned his bass guitar which dangled limply from his neck. His hands folded around the mic, he stared in the distance as the music faded away.

      For several beats, they all were silent.

      "It's perfect." Rick's slow words permeated the quiet room. "We'll only use your voice and words with the keys for the final verse."

      Luke made eye contact with each of the band members. Rick inclined his head, Ben raised his hand for a high five, and when his gaze landed on Teasing Tom, his best friend gave him a beaming smile and a thumbs up.

      "All right, gents. We might just have written ourselves a hit!"

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two: Unholy Night

          

        

      

    

    
      Kansas City, December 1984

      I can't believe it's almost Christmas.

      As she followed her father and mother, Jewel surveyed the street from the side of her eyes. The house and business owners had decorated their yards and buildings with colorful lights and green garlands. Her father didn't approve of the modern way of Christmas celebration, but Jewel liked the added warmth and color. One owner had gone all out and he had covered his yard with artificial snow, Santa in his sleigh with a full complement of reindeer, Frosty the Snowman, and a small Nativity scene off to one side. Her cheeks rose as she stole another glance. Her father shot her a warning frown, and she hurried along with her parents as they made their way to church for Sunday's service.

      When they entered, she was astonished to see the Church filled to the brim with parishioners. Jewel recognized several of the regulars but most attendees were new to her. To her astonishment, most of the new faces were younger. What is going on? Behind the polished wooden pews, someone had folding chairs arranged in six neat rows.

      "Who are all these people?" She overheard her mother whisper.

      "I have no clue." Her father shrugged. "I wish we'd gotten here earlier. Now we have to sit in the back." He scanned the rows and pointed to a chair on one side of the aisle. "Jewel, sit there." He took Jewel's mother by the upper arm, "We sit there," and guided her to the other side of the aisle where two seats were vacant.

      Jewel sank on the seat and kept her eyes downcast. Relief washed over her. With the seating arrangement, she wasn’t in her father's line of vision, and she was thankful for the short reprieve.

      Over the last couple of months, his focus on her intensified to an uncomfortable level. His constant scrutiny made it hard for her to move, even to breathe. It didn't matter how high her grades were, how much she helped her mother, or how well she knew the Bible. He always found something to disapprove of, to chastise her for. She shifted in her seat to get more comfortable but the unforgiving material of the folded chair didn't give her bruised buttocks any relief.

      Blinking back the tears, she hauled in a deep breath and tried to compose herself. While people settled in their seats, Pastor Michelson walked up to the lectern, and a silence settled over the congregation, only disturbed by whispers of fabric as people shifted and the occasional sigh or cough.

      "Good morning," the Pastor's voice carried in the acoustics of the church. "How wonderful to see you all this morning." He paused and scanned the room. "As I announced last week, today we have special music to celebrate the season, courtesy of Pastor Greg, our new youth pastor. I’d like to think you are here because of my words, but I have the distinct impression it has more to do with our musical visitors."

      People chuckled and feet scraped. Movement on the pastor's right made Jewel realize there was a musical setup, with a keyboard, a drum set, several guitars, and two microphones. The air caught in her lungs, as she recognized Luke and his friends. Oh my goodness. He is here, in my church, and is going to perform.

      Instead of his usual T-shirt and leather jacket attire, he wore black slacks with a black button-up shirt, but his hair was loose and wild. A lonely guitar started to play and the congregation grew quiet again. Luke smiled at the crowd, gripped the microphone, and began to sing,

      "O come, all ye faithful, joyful and triumphant

      O come ye, o come ye to Bethlehem

      O come and behold Him, born the King of Angels."

      She sucked in a breath. In the church with the flickering candlelight, his countenance and voice made him look like an Angel. A pleasurable tingling ran up her arms, and she forgot all about her ailments and sorrows and let his voice and the words soothe her into a meaningful state of closeness with the people around her, Jesus, and God himself.

      At the end of the song, a few of the younger people clapped and cheered. With a huff of surprise, Jewel stole a glance at her parents. Her father sat ramrod straight and she could almost see steam coming out of his ears. He was not going to be pleased about this, and Jewel and her mother would pay the price later, but for now she would enjoy and listen to Luke's performance.

      For the life of her, she couldn't remember any word the pastor spoke that day, but she would forever remember how Luke looked and sounded when he sang words of praise, hope, and love.

      Much faster than she wanted the service ended, and as soon as politely possible, her father marched out of the seats, her mother trailing behind him. With a painful grip on her upper arm, he dragged Jewel from her chair and she scrambled to keep up with him.

      "Father!"

      He ignored her pained exclamation and pulled her with them to the church door.

      People were pressing forward, wanting to meet the band, and Jewel felt like she was on a medieval torture rack, as her father dragged her by her arm towards the exit. People bumped into her shoulder and sides, her sleeve tore, and then they stood outside.

      "I can't believe the pastor invited that horrible group of teenagers to play in our church." Spittle gathered at the corners of her father's mouth. "To disgrace our words and music. ‘O Holy Night?’" He scoffed. "That song had nothing sacred about it. This was an Unholy Night if you ask me."

      Well, nobody is asking you, but that never bothered you. Resentment burned her throat and coated her tongue like bile.

      "Are you all right, honey?"

      Jewel hated the tremble in her mother's voice, but it was time she or her mother stood up to the man. "You ripped my jacket." She clenched her teeth and faced the man who raised her with his belt.

      Her father backhanded her across the face with enough force for Jewel to taste blood. A hand flying up to her mouth, her mother let out a pathetic cry as if he’d slapped her instead.

      Her left hand pressed to her throbbing cheek, Jewel lowered her face and shook her head in disbelief at how low her father had stooped.

      "Children, obey your parents in the Lord: for this is right. Honor thy father and mother; which is the first commandment with promise; That it may be well with thee, and thou mayest live long on the earth." Her father's chest puffed up in righteous self-belief. “Ephesians 6:1-3."

      Jewel straightened her spine and met her father's gaze head-on. “Ephesians also says in the next verse: Fathers, don’t exasperate your children, but raise them up with loving discipline and counsel that brings the revelation of our Lord. This," she pointed to her bleeding mouth, "isn't loving discipline. This is abuse." As her father's mouth tightened, she realized she would pay for her bravery.
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      The day after Christmas, Luke waited in his idling Pontiac on the curb. He parked two blocks down from Jewel's house and tapped his fingers on the steering wheel in time to the music in his head. Maybe this isn't a good idea.

      Over the last few months, he and Jewel got to know each other much better. He took her to and from school each day, no longer making the mistake of stopping in front of her house, but getting her and dropping her around the corner out of sight of her father’s watchful eyes. They continued to sit together in class and at lunch, where they were joined by members of Purple House most days. Jewel was quiet around the other boys, but came out of her shell with Luke. The one thing she didn’t talk about was her father’s idea of discipline

      Luke fiddled with the heater. Something didn't seem right at the McCormicks. He wasn't sure what was going on – those bruises, Jewel couldn't be that clumsy and they seemed to be more frequent over the last couple of months. Or perhaps they haven't and you're seeing ghosts.

      Uncertainty gnawed at his guts. Before he could ponder the matter, the passenger side door open and the object of his obsession entered the car.

      "Hi." Attired as always in a grey, ankle-length dress with long sleeves, black cotton stockings, and low-heeled black shoes she would stick out as a semitone in a major chord, but at least she wore her glorious hair loose, her cheeks were blushing, and her eyes sparkled. Luke considered her the most beautiful girl in the world.

      "Hey, sweetheart." He leaned over and pecked her on the cheek, enjoying the fierce heating the skin under his lips as her blush intensified.

      She fumbled with the seat belt and it took her three times to buckle in. When the clasp clicked into place, she giggled. "I can not believe we're doing this."

      "I can't believe it either. How did you get out?" He started the car, checked his mirror, and eased away from the curb.

      Jewel didn't answer him for such a long time, he glanced over to her at the next traffic light. She lifted her chin and watched him square in the face, but he noticed how her bottom lip trembled. She is putting up a brave facade but she's scared, but of what – or who?

      "I went to bed early, claiming to have a stomachache." She fiddled with a loose thread on the hem of her coat sleeve. "It's not a complete lie."

      "You're not well? Why have you come?" He grabbed her fiddling hand and gave her - what he hoped was - a reassuring squeeze.

      A blast of a horn behind his car, startled both, and Luke jammed the shift into gear and drove through the intersection.

      “I'm okay. I... I," she sighed. "It's just that I fell on my behind in the shower and I'm covered in bruises."

      In a reflex, Luke pressed his foot on the gas pedal and the Firebird roared forward, pressing them both into the seat. Fallen in the shower, my ass. He reined in his temper and eased his boot from the pedal. As much as he wanted to call her on her bullshit, she was as pale as a ghost, and he hadn't forgotten her trembling lip.

      Luke sighed. Tonight is supposed to be fun.

      He managed, "I'm sorry to hear that. Are you all right?"

      "Uh-huh." She bit her lip.

      "So you were in your room?" he prompted.

      The corner of her mouth lifted. "I locked my bedroom door, went onto the balcony, crawled over the railing, and jumped."

      "You jumped from the second floor?" His grip on the steering wheel tightened.

      Picking up on his worry, she placed her delicate hand on the straining muscle of his lower arm. "It isn't that high, and I dangled from the railing. It was just a few feet."

      "Still. How do you plan to get back in?"

      “I’m hoping you’ll give me a boost up to the balcony.”

      Her fingers stroked the leather of his jacket, and he could feel her trembling despite the thick material between her elegant hand and his arm. He unclenched his jaw and flexed his fingers.

      "So tell me more about this concert we're going to."

      Luke accepted her deflection. "There will be two bands performing: Queensrÿche and KISS. I'm particularly interested in seeing Queensrÿche perform live. Their lead singer, Geoff Tate, has a four-octave range and almost sounds like an opera singer."

      "Sounds like an opera singer," her brow furrowed, "but he sings your kind of music?"

      He grinned. "Oh yeah."

      "And the other band?"

      "KISS?"

      She nodded.

      "Actually, I've seen them perform before, and they put on quite the show. I really enjoy how the band plays the crowd, you know engages the audience. They almost play them like another instrument."

      Traffic slowed as they reached the Municipal Auditorium. "I guess we'd better park on Broadway Boulevard, it's only a five-minute walk from there."

      After parking and getting inside, Luke enjoyed Queensrÿche's set immensely. Tate was a great performer as well as a talented singer. However, more than the music, he enjoyed the wide-eyed innocent beside him. He bought her a Coke and laughed at her appalled expression at her first sip of the carbonated liquid.

      Although she startled at some of the more expressive audience members, she genuinely seemed to enjoy the music, moving in an unconscious sensual way in time with the beat. Luke curled a protective arm around Jewel and pulled her firmly against his body to prevent her from being constantly elbowed and jostled. For a sheltered girl like her, this must come as a complete shock.

      Luke grimaced as a girl close to them blew a puff of smoke their way – the sickly sweet smell of a joint recognizable. He leaned down to shout in Jewel's ear over the music. "What do you think?"

      Her answer was lost in the cheers from the audience as KISS came onstage.

      "What?" He leaned into her.

      She shouted, "It's loud and the people are crazy, but I like the music."

      Pleased, he straightened and nodded, but she tugged on his sleeve. As he bent down again, she yelled, "I like your music better."

      Warmth infused his body as a pride greater than when their agent signed them surged through him as he basked in her praise.

      Luke continued watching Jewel carefully as they moved through the crowd. Her eyes got wider every step of the way and he thought they had reached their widest point when KISS came on stage, but apparently, she could still be amazed by the sights and sounds around her. How wonderful to see all this wild, vibrant life for the first time. He had been a little worried about how she would react, since her life was so isolated.

      “Is it like this at your concerts, too, Luke?” She spoke low, but her voice carried to his ears even in the boisterous throng.

      “Not this crazy. But we have hopes. KISS is a major band and Queensrÿche is up and coming. We’re making progress. We’re well-known locally, but we’re going to have to start touring if we want to make it. Ideally, we would want to open for a bigger band, but that takes connections. Our agent thinks he can hook us up with something come summer.”
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      Kansas City, March 1985

      "Did you have any trouble sneaking out?”

      “No, my father expects me to be in my room after supper doing homework. As long as he doesn’t come looking for me, I’m fine.”

      “So what happened this time? I want answers, Jewel. Stop evading my questions. You didn’t get that black eye walking into a door." Luke closed his bedroom door with a measured snick, turned, and leaned his back against the wood.

      With trepidation, she sank onto the bed and stared at her hands. As Luke and she grew closer over the last weeks, the situation at home became increasingly more difficult and she was avoiding talking about her injuries with Luke.

      "What do you mean?" She raised her chin and gave him a defiant stare.

      With a scowl on his face, he pointed at her hip. "I noticed you flinched as soon as I touched you there."

      Her mouth went dry. "I," her mind scrambled, "I slipped when I was dropping off the balcony."

      "Yeah, Yeah." He stood tall and folded his arms in front of him. "You fell in the shower, down the stairs, and tripped over a chair. I've heard them all and I'm tired of them. Who is hurting you?"

      The air whooshed out of her lungs like a deflating balloon and she felt as uncontrolled. "My father."

      She flinched when Luke cursed a blue streak. "All of it?"

      Jewel nodded, and her ribs seemed to cave in on her. "It's just. I disappoint him all the time."

      "Do not," Luke held up a hand and glared, "make excuses for him."

      He sank on the bed and took her hands like she was made of glass and could shatter any moment now. "You can't stay there."

      "Where else is there? And what about my mother?"

      "He hits her, too?"

      "Not in front of me, but she's afraid of him. That I know."

      "Sweetheart. A girl isn't supposed to look out for her mother. It should be the other way around." His face brightened. "Our agent thinks he can get a tour for us. Why don't you come with us?"

      Hope flared but then she shook her head. "That won't work. I'm a minor. They might even consider it kidnapping. I need to stay in Kansas City. At least until I'm an adult."

      Luke jumped up, paced his small bedroom, and slammed his fist in his hand. "I'm almost eighteen, but it's going to be over two years before you're legally an adult." He ceased his restless back and forth and cradled her face in his hands. "I'm going to make enough money to support us soon, sweetheart, but I can't take you with me. You need to finish school."

      “What about you? You’re going to miss senior year.”

      “I can take the GED six months after I turn eighteen. I’m smart. I don’t think I’ll have any trouble passing.”

      She dropped her gaze, and Luke resumed his agitated pacing.

      “Why don’t you stay here?”

      “What, you mean in your house? How would your parents feel about that?”

      “My parents love you already. They’d be fine with it. We’ve got an extra room. My mom has always wanted a daughter.”

      “I don’t know, Luke. That’s a terrible imposition. I need to stand on my own two feet. I think it’s why my mom won’t leave my father. She was out of high school for only a couple of months when they married, and she’s never had a job of her own.”

      They discussed it over and over again. Jewel pulled her cardigan closer and tried not to cry. So much had changed in the last couple of months.

      "I wish I knew where to go. I can't live with you, but going home to live with my father isn’t an option, either."

      Luke paced some more. His face brightened. "I have an idea. My cousin Lucille has a beauty salon only a few blocks from school."

      Her breath hitched and her stomach tightened. "I don't understand how that would help me."

      "She has a bedroom and bathroom above the salon she doesn't use." Luke halted in his stride.

      A flash of hope died faster than a fly against a windshield. "I can’t afford to rent a room," she held up a hand, "and you are not going to pay my rent."

      "Maybe you can work for her to pay for living there?"

      "Work in a hair salon? I don’t know anything about hair." She locked her hands together and the tightness in her belly changed into a fluttering. "Do you think she would let me?"

      "Uh-huh." Luke cocked his head. "She's a real sweetheart. Almost like a second mother to me."

      With two ground-eating strides, he was at her side and sank onto the bed. He enfolded both her hands in his warm palms and squeezed with the careful control she loved about him.

      "Don't worry, honey. We'll figure something out. At least let me ask Lucille."

      She plastered a smile on her face and peeked up at him from under her eyelashes. "Okay."

      His thigh pressed against her upper leg and some of his heat seeped into her. Their gazes connected, and they both shifted - mirroring each other's movements. Luke moved closer and she could clearly see the pattern in his irises.

      Jewel straightened her back, subconsciously thrusting out her chest, and she lifted her chin. Her small breasts brushed against his hard chest and she liked the tingles the movement caused.

      Luke's lips parted, his tongue darted out to lick his lips. He dropped his gaze to her mouth.

      Jewel's heart drummed in her chest like when Tommy beat on his bass drum, and the hairs on her arms rose.

      Again he cradled her face and the need to touch him rode her hard. Braver than ever before, she slid her hands under his t-shirt, enjoying the warm skin over hard muscles.

      A wave of desire flowed through her and she allowed Luke to pull her closer to him. His first kiss was tentative, like the way she tested the temperature of bath water – a soft brush of lips, almost gone before she even was aware of him stroking over her mouth.

      Moaning softly, she burrowed closer. More. Please. She didn't know if she spoke the words but he understood her even if the plea had been in her head because his mouth returned and he deepened the kiss. Tasting her, gently stroking his tongue over the seam of her lips.

      He pulled her even closer, squashing her soft body against his, conveying his desire for her with his touch. Her breathing quickened and became more audible, and she opened her mouth allowing him access and leaving her panting for air. Without a conscious decision, her trembling hands fumbled with his clothes wanting and needing to get closer to him.

      When his lips left her mouth and he kissed a trail along her jaw and neck she tipped her head back to allow him more access. Jewel shivered.

      "Are you okay?" Luke mumbled against her skin. She grabbed the back of his head and pressed him more firmly against the hollow between her neck and shoulder.

      Luke chuckled against her skin, sending small puffs of air and goosebumps over her body. She tingled and throbbed with a hunger she couldn't control or explain as the desire to become one intensified.
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      Winding down from their performance, Luke wiped his sweat-covered neck with a towel, when Mitchell O'Connell burst into the dressing room. An unknown couple followed their manager much more sedately, but he waved his arms too much for the two to only be some fans. The man was vibrating with excitement.

      "Hey guys, I want you to meet Kim and Diana Harris, the owners of Easy Street Records in Seattle."

      They all shook hands and Luke raised an eyebrow at Ben, who was more in the loop with names and such since he devoured Kerrang! magazine each week.

      "Easy Street Records?" Rick echoed. "Aren't you behind Queensrÿche's success?"

      Really? Luke's eyebrows rose even higher.

      "We are. We got them a deal with EMI and Queensrÿche recorded The Warning with them this year."

      "The Warning is a great album." Ben's head moved faster up and down than a head banger listening to speed metal, and Luke added, "I went to see them in the Municipal Auditorium, last December. Amazing band."

      Harris smiled. "They are, but so are you."

      Luke's heart started to pound like crazy. "You think?"

      The only woman in the room stepped forward, "We do, but you've got to do something about that name."

      "Purple House?" Rick shrugged. "The name was actually more of a joke, but it had a nice ring to it so we stuck with it."

      "The name is a bit bland." Harris leaned a shoulder against the wall and crossed his ankles. "Nice doesn't cut it, boys."

      The dressing room fell silent as they all contemplated a better name.

      "If Purple House is too bland, how about Purple Castle?" O'Connell suggested.

      Diana Harris cocked her head and tapped her index finger against her mouth. "I like Castle."

      "Agreed." Harris pushed away from the wall and started to pace the small space. "Purple is still a bit... blah."

      His wife halted him in his track with a hand on his arm. "How about Magenta Castle?"

      "What on earth is Magenta?"

      She chuckled and her eyes sparkled with humor. "Magenta is a color between red and purple."

      "Magenta Castle." He stretched the words, tasting them on his tongue. "I like the sound of it." He perused the dressing room, his gaze landing on each of them. "Guys?"

      "I like it.", "Sounds good.", "Awesome." they voiced, and –although he didn't speak – Rick's face split in a smile, more expressive than a thousand words.

      Mitchell's head bobbed up and down so fast, Luke feared for a moment it would fall off and bounce on the floor.

      Harris grinned. "Magenta Castle it is."

      Luke handed out cans of Coke. "We don't have champagne, but we should drink to that." He popped the lid and held up the can. "To Magenta Castle."

      "Magenta Castle," they cheered, and Luke took a gulp from his Coke. Then he spotted the time and cursed.

      "Guys." He shook hands with the Harrises and tipped his index and middle finger at his brow in token salute to his manager and the other band members. "I have somewhere else to be."

      His friends sniggered, as he hurried towards the exit. Jewel will not be happy with me.
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      “Oh, no, sweetheart. Don’t cry,” Luke kissed the top of her head.

      She flung her arms around his neck. “I thought you weren’t coming. Just like after your performance last week when you were so late.”

      “Shh.” He stroked her sides, his hands warm through the rough material of her dress. “I’m sorry. The rehearsal turned into a writing and jamming session instead, we were on fire tonight.” His eyes sparkled with excitement. “I think we have the makings of a hit.”

      She swallowed down the urge to cry and released him. Magenta Castle will always be more important to him than I am. Every time her world turned starker and bleaker, Luke’s world became more vibrant and colorful. Just like the time she snuck out to watch the carnival, she was on the outside. She remembered the aftermath of the carnival. It didn't matter she hadn't participated in the fun, her father punished her anyway.

      “What’s going on in your mind?” Luke brushed her braid back from her shoulder and rested his hand on the side of her neck.

      "I don't want to live like this anymore."

      Luke dipped his head to make eye contact. "What do you mean like this?"

      "This." She gestured to the front of her drab dress. "This." She pulled the tie from her hair and combed the braid loose with her fingers. "I want to live, Luke. Feel alive! Act like a young woman, not a girl – or a nun."

      Luke stepped back and sat on the chair on the other side of the room. He put his elbows on his knees and ran both hands through his hair. “What are you saying, babe? Please. I need ....”

      “I need, too,” She took a step closer to him, hesitated, straightened her spine, and stepped between his legs. “I want, too.”

      “Jewel!” Her name fell from his lips like a curse, a caress, and an oath all wrapped in one. He pulled her onto his lap and wrapped his arms around her middle.

      Jewel nuzzled her face in the crook of his neck. For a moment, she enjoyed the scent of his leather jacket, fresh cologne, and his own unique fragrance underneath. “Make love to me, Luke. I’m ready. I... I want to do it.”

      His fingertips dug into her upper legs. “You can’t mean that! We shouldn’t... We, we can’t...”

      Her shoulders fell, and her heart seemed to shrink inside her chest. “You don’t want me like that?”

      “Babe.” Luke lifted his pelvis and pressed a hard lump against her bottom.

      Was that...? Is he? She shivered and dared to lift her gaze to his face for the first time since she sat on his lap. If he is hard, he does want me. Right? The rock star and the nun – it almost sounded like some sort of romance novel. Like the ones Tiffany always carried around. The sliver of humor steeled her nerves, and she reached to smooth Luke’s long hair from his face. The silky locks should have made him look girlish but they rather enhanced his masculine beauty. “Then why can’t we?” She tried to sound reasonable.

      “Really?” His expression morphed into something darker. “What about your parents? The church? You shouldn’t be with me. I have nothing to offer.”

      His expression should have scared her, but it only thrilled her and urged her on. Because now she knew his need for her and the reason he was holding back. “You have everything to offer, Luke.” At the mentioning of his name, their eyes met and there was so much naked hunger in his eyes— for a moment it was hard to breathe. “You’re kind, talented, and sweet. You’re considerate and generous. You’re worthy of so much more than my virginity.”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed. “I still think we should wait,” he protested but his hands wandered over her body. When he touched her small breasts, she gasped at the exquisite sensation. He stilled. “Did I hurt you?”

      Trying to appear casual, she unbuttoned the top three buttons of her dress. Halted and unfastened two more. “Only if you stop touching me.”

      He groaned and buried his face between the little mounds.

      His hungry lips found her nipple, and Jewel grasped his hair as he laved the stiff peak with his tongue.

      She arched into him, and as soon as he rose, she wrapped her legs around his hips and pressed her aching core against the evidence of his lust.

      "Baby, slow down. I... We can't, I don't have any condoms. Your first time should be in a decent bed with your husband.”

      “This is a perfectly good bed." She turned her head to the twin bed behind her. "Please, Luke. Make love to me. I don’t care about protection. You can pull out before you...” her face heated.

      “Are you sure?”

      When Jewel nodded, Luke was on her like the church ladies on gossip. He slid his hands under her dress and under the waistband of her panties.

      He discarded the garment but, unlike what she expected him to do, he didn't pull up her skirt. Come to think of it, part of Luke’s appeal is his unpredictability.

      He pressed closer and Jewel opened her legs to accommodate him. He leaned in and ran the tip of his tongue over the shell of her ear. She shuddered at the unexpected erotic sensation of the almost innocent touch. Instinct took over, and she arched her back. His strong hands found her breasts and massaged the small globes, sending sizzles of pleasure through her body.

      “Have...,” Jewel licked her lips, “have you done this before?”

      “Nope. Never met a girl I wanted to go past second base with, but you...” he didn’t finish but claimed her lips in a kiss showing his desperate need for her. He kissed her until she was frantic for him.

      He pulled back and stared deep into her eyes. “But I've watched some movies with the band. I know how to make you feel good, babe.”

      “Luke,” she pleaded against his mouth. “I need you. I'm ready.”

      She could sense his smile. “No, you’re not.” He pulled away. "Not yet." The carnal promise in his eyes took her breath away.

      He took the hem of her dress and balled the fabric in his fists, pushing it up over her legs. “Lean back on your elbows and don’t move.” Tipping his head, he stared from under his eyebrows at her until she complied, then he pointed his gaze down to her exposed crotch.

      What a place to look at.

      She struggled to sit back up to cover herself, but Luke stopped her by putting his hand on her thigh in a reassuring gesture. "This," he pressed his lips on top of her mound where the light smattering of hair grew. "This is so gorgeous and you smell..." he made a show of inhaling deeply, “divine.”

      “I,” relief washed through her. He likes me down there? “I do?” 

      “Hmm.” He made eye contact, his eyes dark and passionate, his face taut and streaked with a red flush. "I've been thinking about burying my face in this sweet pussy for months now."

      Then he didn’t speak but put his mouth on her and showed her how much he liked her down there without words.

      He didn’t limit his efforts to his lips and tongue either. Luke’s hands slid up the inside of her leg from her knees to her most private part. One hand kept stroking her leg the other touched her secret core. His touch was light and tentative, a mere stroke of his fingertip and she moaned and melted into the threadbare quilt.

      Luke hummed again and the sound vibrated across her never-touched flesh. "Like sweet ripe peaches."

      He likes how I taste? Down there?

      Luke moved his mouth, his lips gentle but insistent, and all her worries and every coherent thought left her brain. Jewel’s hands grabbed Luke's head, and her fingers tangled in his long, silky hair, pulling him closer. He didn’t resist but ran his tongue hot and fast over her nether regions.

      Her body wasn’t hers anymore but undulated under the rhythmic flicking of Luke’s tongue, and spiraling out of control towards some elusive peak she could feel but not see. She held her breath and her leg muscles stiffened while her stomach quivered uncontrollably. Jewel didn’t know what was happening to her, but it was both scary and exhilarating. Then he slid one finger inside her and he carefully pumped in and out of her. Her entire torso seemed to be on fire and shocks of pleasure rippled through her lower half.

      His left hand tightened on her leg, keeping her in place as his gentle mouth brought her down from the most mind-boggling experience of her life.

      She flopped down on her back and stared up at the underside of the rafters, struggling to catch her breath. When her inhalation had slowed to almost normal, she dropped her gaze to Luke. His mouth wet, his eyes dark with passion, and an expression of male pride on his face gave him a sexy, dangerous, bad-boy edge she — to her own amazement — liked.

      She held out her arms. "Please." Physically aching with the longing to have him inside her. To let him fill the void inside her that was more than just physical. She also longed to give him pleasure as he’d done for her. To make love with him. Luke rose and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. When he leaned in to peck her on the lips Jewel tasted sweet feminine musk, wrinkled her nose, but then it was only Luke's essence on her tongue. He slid his fingers between the buttons down the front of her dress and broke the kiss. "Please, what, sweetie?"

      She shifted as much as his weight over her allowed. "Please make love to me, Luke." Feeling wanton and brazen she flung her arms around his neck. “Make me yours.”

      “Mine.” He groaned against her neck and parted the fabric of her dress. Latching onto one peaked nipple, he fumbled with his clothes.

      Awed, she watched him bare himself. His penis jutted out from a nest of dark hair. The size of his shaft — so much larger than his finger — filled her with trepidation and also excitement.

      As his hands gripping her waist, he settled between her spread thighs, and she realized he was shaking. Is he nervous like I am? Afraid he’ll hurt me? Holding himself back?

      By now, Jewel was breathing hard, and her heart banged against her ribs like a caged animal might jump against the bars. He leaned in for another kiss, and his hips settle between her legs his weight and size a stark contrast to her own body. With his left palm on her shoulder, his other hand slid between her thighs, rubbing and stimulating the small nubbin with butterfly-light touches, which sent sparks of sensation through her body.

      Jewel allowed her legs to fall open, and she tried to relax. The first time always hurts for a woman, but being tense would make the pain worse, or so she’d heard. His penis pulsed against her inner thigh, his swirling finger over the top of her entrance grew more insistent, and her belly began to quiver again. As the tension grew inside her, he shifted his hips and used his hand to guide himself toward her entrance.

      She gasped as the head slipped inside, and every time he rocked in and out, a little deeper each time. She pushed up onto her elbows again so she could watch him disappear inside, one inch at a time.

      When his progression halted, Luke stared into her eyes. "You're okay?"

      "I... I think so. You?"

      Sweat beaded on his forehead as he held himself poised above her, and his arms trembled. With a mighty thrust, he pierced her innocence and pushed all the way in. The ripping sensation deep inside her was pure agony, and Jewel bit back a yelp and held her breath. He was so deep, and it hurt so bad.

      "Shh," Luke crooned and leaned on one elbow to stroke the sweat-dampened hair from her face. His lips parted and his breath wheezed. "You're so tight. Give it a moment. You'll adjust."

      She nodded. Her breathing was still ragged, and the fullness inside her still overwhelmed but, "The pain is getting better now."

      A vein pulsed in Luke's forehead. "I'm going to pull out." He eased back and rocked inside her with small careful movement. The tautness of his cheeks and neck muscles showed her how much he was holding back. And it didn’t hurt anymore – at least, not much.

      Pushing her pelvis up, she took more of him. "Luke, let go," she whispered, eyes roaming over his body, his shoulders, his face.

      "You sure?" He rocked his hips, still holding a firm reign on his passion.

      She groaned. Her body had adjusted and she wanted him to take his pleasure as well.

      Luke moaned several octaves lower than the sound she just made, lowered himself on both elbows, and started rutting into her in earnest.

      She bucked her hips in time with his movement, enjoying the friction against her core, and amazed that heat started to gather in her lower half again. How can he do this to me?

      With the uncanny rhythm of a musician, pulsing like the heavy metal beats of his band, Luke sped up and took her. Pistoning in and out of her body, she stiffened again, now knowing what the sensation beneath her belly button meant.

      Jewel held her breath as the pressure built until the coil snapped, and she exploded around him in a mind-boggling orgasm and splintered into a million pieces but never feeling more whole as well.

      Before the ripples of her climax subsided, Luke groaned against her ear and he became even larger and thicker. His cock jerked and pulsed inside her, creating little aftershocks in her as well, as he emptied himself into her body.

      Spent and satiated they both lay for long moments, trying to control their breathing and waiting for their hearts to slow down.

      "That was..." she began.

      "...amazing," he finished and they both burst out laughing, making her push him out. Luke cursed, "I forgot to pull out," pulled his shirt over his head and used it to wipe the wet mess. "I'm so sorry, sweetheart."

      "I'm sure it won't be a problem. It's just this once," she soothed him and held out her arms longing to hold him against her.

      Leaning down, he pressed a gentle, almost chaste kiss over her lips and gathered her against his strong body slowly rocking her.
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      Kansas City, May 1985

      Only a few weeks of school left and Magenta Castle would leave on their first nationwide tour. Luke equally anticipated and dreaded the time away from Kansas City. Touring, meeting other bands, the prospect of recording an album were all exciting, but what about Jewel?

      A balled-up piece of paper hit him between the eyes. "What the..." Luke bit off his curse and rubbed the spot above his nose.

      "Concentrate asshole." Tommy's grin showed he wasn't upset. His friend was right, though.

      I cannot change the dilemma I have with Jewel, I sure as hell can do my darndest to make this band succeed. Determined, Luke took hold of the neck of his bass guitar. "Let's rehearse the new song."

      Ben shifted his weight. "You know, we really should come up with a name."

      "We will." Rick fiddled with a tuning key and plucked a snare. "But we've been at it for almost two hours. Maybe we should just play it and the name will come."

      "Sounds like a plan." Luke widened his stance and lifted his chin toward Tommy. "One, two, three."

      They head banged along with the fast-paced drumming, Luke added his bass guitar as they played the almost minute-long intro to the heavy metal song.

      The pace changed, and Luke began to sing in a growling voice. He allowed the pain to pour into the words and roughened his tone,

      "Watch her walking away,

      Love her, want her to stay,

      She's hurting. It's killing me,

      She's pureness, so heavenly."

      The tempo of the music changed, and he softened his tone to an almost lullaby quality, making the harsh reality of the words stand out more,

      "She's so sweet,

      Bastard me,

      She's all good,

      I'm not right for her."

      His gaze met Ben, who made the universal metal sign with his pinky finger and forefinger. Luke allowed the truth of the words to sink into his belly and pour out from his mouth as he ended the verse,

      "She’s hurting,

      Can't save her."

      They played the instrumental bridge together, bobbing their heads in time to the beat, enjoying the music, and when the drumbeat sped up again, Luke returned to the growling voice,

      "Beat me, hit me, crucify me,

      Beat me, hit me, crucify me,

      This twisted fate is killing me,

      This twisted fate..."

      Sweat drizzled down his temples and the music abruptly ended.

      Tommy placed his hand on the snare drum and spoke first, "Damn, those lyrics are dark, man. Beautiful but dark."

      Rick nodded. "I like how the song sort of dies at the end. Like the twisted fate is not only killing the narrator, but also the song."

      "Hey," Ben exclaimed. "Why don't we call it Twisted Fate? I think this is a perfect song to end the set."

      "Yeah, I was thinking we should end the set with Diamonds and Rubies but this one really packs a punch." Rick agreed.

      His friends nodded and grinned. Luke stayed quiet, his insides twisting like the fate he just lamented.
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      Kansas City, July 1985

      Hand in hand, Luke and Jewel strolled through Penn Valley Park. Her shoulder grazed his upper arm and she became instantly aware of him but also the world around them. The colors appeared brighter, the people happier, the peace of the park and trees, and the twittering of the birds all seemed magnified around them. The park was lively, but it could have been just the two of them.

      Her stomach did another cartwheel followed by a somersault, and she swallowed and fought back the sickness. Luke was having second thoughts, she knew that, and she was determined to make him leave anyway.

      After their heated talk in his bedroom, Jewel had settled in with Cousin Lucille and was adjusting to her new life. To her utter amazement, she enjoyed helping out in the hair salon, and she decided to go to cosmetology school after getting her high school diploma. She saved every penny she could.

      "Are you really going to be okay?" Luke kicked a pebble as they continued walking.

      Jewel fought back the tears. "I am." Nauseated and puking all the time, but at least not getting beaten at the drop of a hat anymore. "Lucille is a sweetheart. I'm doing fine, Luke, don't worry about me."

      "I don't want to leave you behind."

      "Luke Peters!" She pulled him to a halt and made him face her. "You are a wonderful and talented singer. Magenta Castle is going to do great, but not if you stay in Kansas City. You need to go." When he opened his mouth to protest, she took his face between her hands and implored him with her gaze. "You must." She pressed a soft kiss to his lips. "I'll be fine here. I'll finish school and when I'm legal, I can join you."

      She closed her eyes as she tried not to remember lying was a sin.

      His head bobbed up and down as the words sank in. He slid his hand into his pocket and pulled out a long, rectangular velvet box in a gorgeous dark cornflower blue.

      "What's that?"

      He gave her a boyish grin and the worry lines eased from his face. "What does it look like?" He inclined his head. "Open it."

      Tentatively she reached out and gasped for air as she opened the box. A sturdy silver necklace with a large ruby-red heart, surrounded with small white sparkling stones gleamed in the afternoon sun. "It's," beautiful, stunning, breathtaking – words didn't seem adequate.

      "Turn around and hold up your hair," he ordered with a hoarse voice.

      She did what he told her and he lifted the pendant over her head.

      "It's a SeidenGang. They make the most beautiful pieces. The inner stone is a ruby and the surrounding diamonds are brilliant-cut, that's what makes them sparkle."

      "Luke!" She placed her open palm over the precious stones. "This is much too expensive."

      Warm air from his mouth puffed against the side of her neck as he spoke, "Nonsense, sweetheart, I love you and my heart will always be with you, no matter where I am."

      He fumbled with the clasp, and it gave Jewel a chance to compose herself. Not telling him is the right decision.

      He straightened and turned her to face him and she grabbed his forearms for balance. “Magenta Castle is going to be a huge success, and I will buy you all the diamonds and rubies I can find.”

      Her lip twitched. “Silly man, I don’t need jewelry.”

      His throat worked. "Yes, you do." Bending, Luke brushed his mouth over her lips. Going onto tiptoes, she pressed a shy, sweet kiss against his lips. He slanted his head and kissed her more fully. Jewel let go of his forearms and laced her hand behind his neck.

      The sounds of the park and the city faded away as she gave herself fully to him for the last time for a long time. The kiss was a goodbye and a promise, a mourning of losing their previous life and a celebration of the life that was to come.

      He kept kissing her, even when the distinct roar from the broken exhaust pipe from Ben’s old Chevy came closer and idled at the curb. Both Luke and Tommy had sold their cars since they wouldn't be in Kansas City for close to a year.

      Finally as reluctant as a man facing death row, he pulled back and stared into her eyes for several heartbeats.

      Luke squeezed her shoulder, and Jewel fought back her tears. Luke would return to her and this contract was too big of an opportunity for them to lose.

      With his jaw set in a determined line, Luke squared his shoulders, lifted his duffel bag from the bench, and marched to the car. Jewel couldn’t understand the words from his bandmates over the rumble of the engine, but she could imagine their banter. Luke had solid friends.

      He lifted a hand at her and — before she waved back — slid into the car.

      Heart aching, she watched as the Chevy eased forward in a cloud of exhaust fumes. She stayed in her spot as the old truck rounded the corner and disappeared behind a three-story building. She waited as the noise of the engine faded, and the distance between her and the love of her life grew.

      Something inside her stirred, or rather—someone. Jewel stroked her belly and smiled when the baby fluttered against her hand—like protesting its father leaving them. “Don’t worry, love. We’ll be just fine.” Her back ached, and she missed Luke already but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was the tiny life inside her. “If you’re a boy, I’m going to call you Luke after your daddy.” Her hand went to the ruby heart on her necklace. “If you’re a girl, I’m going to name you Ruby.”
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      The bar was full of noise, but it was muted in Rachel’s ears as she leaned over to smile at the cute little bartender and order herself a beer. She sighed and rolled her shoulders as she waited for the pint glass to appear before her. It was rare that she came to these places in her full clergy garb—in fact, it was rare that she wore full garb anyway. It felt odd to sit there, but she needed to decompress.

      The rally had been beautiful. Full of life, energy, people, all those who were fighting for one thing, and the adrenaline that poured through her from it was too much and she had to take time to relax before going home. The collar around her neck was tight as the beer was set before her, so instead of grabbing the cold glass, she slid a finger against the white collar and tugged it lightly.

      This was why she didn’t wear one often, but the immediate recognition of who she was with it on had been what she was looking for. How often did a tattooed, pierced, female identifying minister show up at a woman’s rights rally? Not often. When she’d been asked to speak, Rachel had hesitated.

      Who would she piss off?

      Would it affect her church any?

      Would she be fired for it? Reprimanded?

      But in the end, she hadn’t been able to resist the call of standing up for what she believed, for what she knew was right, and ultimately what her faith told her to do. Damn Jesus for being such a political activist.

      Sighing into her beer, she took a sip and closed her eyes. The cold brew was perfect against her tongue, the damp clothes she wore from when the rain had pelted down on her as the rally quickly came to an end stuck to her skin in the humid heat. Still, the beer had been exactly what she needed. Public speaking, while a requirement of her job, was not something she did frequently outside of the pulpit, and definitely not in front of three thousand plus people.

      “Are you sure you’re allowed to be here drinking?”

      The voice was warm, but it held an edge to it. Rachel set her beer down and glanced over her shoulder to find an equally tatted woman, with a side cut that allowed the longer hair to flop over to one side, sitting next to her on the metal stool. Rachel pressed her lips together, dropping her gaze down and then up this woman’s body, trying to figure out her aim.

      “Are you saying that because I have a clerical collar on?”

      “Of course. Why else would I say that?” The woman wrinkled her nose.

      Rachel let out a little snort and turned so they could face each other better. If this was going to be how her night ended, she would take it. An attractive woman next to her, someone who clearly didn’t look like she belonged in a church, much like Rachel herself. They could find a few interesting conversations to have.

      “So I suppose you subscribe to the illusion that those of us who are of the cloth, as some say, should be more holy than the rest of the world. No drinking, no sex, no eating food that isn’t bland and made in a kitchen in a church basement? Absolutely not female, tattooed, pierced, and you know, available to star in political rallies.”

      The woman wrinkled her nose, her deep brown eyes squinting at the prospect. “No, but I’m not sure you should be sitting at the bar in that.”

      Her tone left nothing to the imagination about what she felt or believed was Rachel’s proper place to be. “Where should I be sitting then?”

      “I dunno. At home? Church? Not in a bar in the middle of downtown.”

      Rachel chuckled lightly and took a long sip of her beer to prove a point. She wiped her thumb over her upper lip to remove the foam and kept her gaze on this beautifully intriguing woman. “I suppose you think I shouldn’t have spoken at tonight’s rally for reproductive rights then either.”

      The woman’s eyes grew big, her pupils dilating so the brown nearly disappeared. Her dark hair stayed in place as she shifted a gaze from Rachel to the bartender, ordering herself a mixed drink of some sort. “I was there, you know.”

      “Were you?” Rachel raised an eyebrow at her, enjoying this slow taunt of conversation the two of them had. “I didn’t see you there.”

      The woman snorted. “Because you were up front, Ms. Shouldn’t-Be-There.”

      Oh, so they were playing that game. Rachel could get on board with this. “Shouldn’t be there? I don’t believe it was a private invite-only event.”

      “Were you even allowed to be there?”

      “My congregation isn’t the body who ordained me, and my denomination is very much on the same page I am where it concerns women’s rights and women’s reproductive rights. The church can fire me, sure, but they can’t take away my ordination or my ability to find work. Besides, do you think a church that would hire a tattooed and pierced preacher would fire me over standing up to the government?”

      “Yes,” she answered, honestly and quickly. “People are assholes.”

      Rachel laughed, the rumble starting in her chest and working its way up and out. “You are very right on that front.”

      A silence fell over them. Rachel rolled her shoulders as she spun the glass in front of her. “Did you like my three-minute speech?”

      “Three minutes? That was it?” The woman’s eyes twinkled as if there was some hidden humor there. “How ever did a preacher keep it that short?”

      Rachel chuckled lightly and shook her head. “We’re very good at being succinct sometimes. But truthfully, what did you think?”

      “I think you were nervous.”

      Well, she wasn’t wrong. Rachel had been insanely nervous, the awkward tension of standing up in her collar and garb and declaring “I’m a minister and I’m pro-choice” nearly sending her over the edge into a panic attack. Her hands had been shaking so badly at the end that she’d had to calm herself down by walking to the end of the block and back during the next speaker’s turn.

      “I think you were the outlier.”

      “What do you mean?” Rachel frowned into her beer for finishing that pint and asking for another.

      The woman sighed and took her time answering. As soon as Rachel had another beer in front of her, she finally spoke. “There weren’t any other clergy asked to speak.”

      “That was the point of me being there.”

      “How do you even get asked to do that?”

      Rachel smirked. “I opened my big mouth on social media. Since I’m so new to town, I haven’t joined any non-profits yet, but I am well-enough connected that when I opened my mouth on social media, someone saw it and asked.”

      “Lucky you, having the right friends.”

      “For this. There are far too many women out there who don’t have the right friends.” For the first time since the woman had shown up, Rachel wanted to reach out and touch her arm, offer some kind of comfort. The flirtatious tones were tamped, and the role of pastoral care provider kicked in. This woman had a story to tell, and Rachel had a feeling she wanted to share it. “Did you want to speak tonight?”

      She shook her head, the dark hairs ruffling in the move. “No, public speaking isn’t for me. I’ll stick to behind the scenes.”

      “Do you want to talk about it now?” Rachel lowered her tones so they were barely above a whisper in the noisy bar, but honestly, it was as if the world around them had vanished in the few minutes since they had begun talking.

      “Why are so many Christians up in my business?”

      Rachel’s lips pulled tight, and she had to force them into a smile. “I think the better question to ask is why are you letting them in your business.”

      “Maybe.” She looked down at her drink and ran her finger through the condensed water on the glass. “Tell me, preach, what does the Bible say about abortion? You can’t tell me you haven’t had this argument before, and you can’t tell me that it isn’t a point of contention in  your church.”

      “Oh, it is.” Rachel had taken as many pains as possible to avoid an outright conflict in her congregation with the overturning Roe, and that line was one of the hardest she had ever walked, though she equally knew it wouldn’t be the last. Living in a conservative part of the country while being queer was not her ideal, but she had managed so far, loving the life she had created for herself.

      “Preach?”

      Rachel shook the reverie and straightened her shoulders. “There are a lot of convoluted traditions that people think are law. A huge part of my job is to help them navigate those traditions, challenge them, and figure out what the scriptures say versus what tradition says.”

      “What?”

      At the woman’s confused look, Rachel sighed. “The belief of life at conception didn’t really begin until the sixties. The nineteen-sixties to be clear. It’s literally that recent.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yes.” Rachel took a long pull from her beer. “If you look at the scriptures, they really only talk about life at first breath, and really life at survival. The mortality rates for mothers and infants in scriptural times was insanely high, I personally can’t imagine a world where they would consider life prior to that since there was so much death possible.”

      “I guess that’s a good point.”

      “It’s not a point. It’s scripture.” Rachel took another sip of her beer. “In the sixties, there were some politicians who wanted to win elections, and so this overwhelming tradition—” she made sure to emphasize that word “—of life at conception started in order to win the more conservative vote. And, unfortunately for some, it worked.”

      “You mean unfortunately for women.”

      “Yes.” Rachel looked at the bar counter, placing her palm fully on top of it. “Yes, unfortunately for women because it’s our rights that it infringes on.”

      “What do we do about it then?”

      “We educate. We dismantle patriarchy. We push through life as if we have control, and we take back what we’ve never had before.” Rachel curled her fingers over her knee as she leaned back on the stool to look this woman over again. She did seem lost, in a way Rachel wasn’t sure they had even touched on yet. “Traditions are hard to break, and they usually take generations to break where they take one year to form. Trust me…the church loves tradition, and they will create one out of thin air if they can.”

      That earned Rachel a slight smile, which she was glad to see. They fell into another silence, but this time, Rachel couldn’t pull her gaze away from those beautiful brown eyes that were so damn expressive.

      “How do you deal with it?” she asked.

      “Deal with what?” Rachel inquired, trying to follow the trail of thought.

      “The other Christians.”

      “Oh.” Rachel frowned. She had been trying to work that one out for years. She always wanted to keep the lines of communication open, wanted to be able to talk about the influences, the details, the minutiae of differences in scriptural texts—but that was her seminary-trained brain talking. Not her pastoral one. “Sometimes I ignore them. Sometimes I fight back. Mostly I just try to explain the other side to everyone else, to make sure people know there is more than one view point out there.”

      The air between them became heavy with tension, and before Rachel could say anything, the woman’s lips parted, and the confession fell. “I had an abortion.”

      Rachel eyed her carefully, judging what she could say, what she could do. She wanted to offer support and comfort, but these moments were absolutely precious, and she wanted to allow the space for the story to be made. Finally reaching over, Rachel touched her hand tenderly, curling fingers around fingers and squeezing lightly. “Want to talk about it?”

      “I never want to talk about it, but you said something tonight that made sense to me.”

      “What did I say?” Genuine curiosity touched her, but Rachel made sure to keep the physical connection between them.

      The woman dragged in a deep breath and let it out slowly, not daring to raise her gaze to Rachel’s. It was fine, often when sharing such personal stories, people felt shame and embarrassment. Even if that was what her conversational partner was feeling, Rachel wasn’t going to allow it to have a voice or allow it to grow more than necessary.

      “You said we have to share stories, that stories are what will change the world.”

      Rachel’s lips quirked upward. “I did. That’s all the Bible is…stories. That’s all we are as humans. Our stories are our lives.”

      “Right, so I have a story, of abortion.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “I’ve talked about it before.”

      Rachel cocked her head to the side slightly. “But it seems like you’re still experiencing shame from it.”

      “I’m not sure I’ll ever move past that.” Those brown eyes turned onto Rachel, and in an instant, her breath was taken away. This woman was so strong in her vulnerability, right on the cusp of digging deep into her life to share it for the purpose of telling the story, telling her truth.

      “I’m here to listen if you want.” Rachel squeezed her hand again, making sure the physical connection between them was a reminder that Rachel wouldn’t judge. “I’m always here to listen.”

      “You listen to your people, not me.”

      “I listen to everyone,” Rachel whispered.

      The woman’s lip quivered, and it was clear she held back tears. “Well, this conversation went from fun and flirtatious to dark and deep quickly.”

      Rachel smiled. “Life usually does that. The fun and flirty will come back, I promise.”

      “When?”

      “I don’t know,” Rachel answered honestly.

      “Right.” The woman paused, no doubt gathering her gumption. “I was twenty-one, and it was before I figured out that I liked women. I got pregnant, and I knew instantly that me being a parent was a bad idea. So I did the only thing I could do. I had no money, no insurance, no job. Even maintaining a pregnancy was a bad idea, so I went down to the clinic, and I did it.”

      Rachel tightened her grasp again. “You did what you thought was right for you and for those around you. There is nothing wrong with that.”

      “Then why does it feel so wrong?” she whispered.

      “Do you want the real answer? Or do you want the pat answer?” Rachel waited patiently because she could go either way with it, but she wanted to know what her companion was looking for in the conversation.

      When those brown eyes were turned on her again, Rachel knew which way they were going to go. “I want the real answer. I’m tired of the feel-good ones.”

      “Because society dictates, current society mind you, that it is a bad thing to think of yourself, especially as a woman. We’re supposed to always be thinking about the other. It’s literally ingrained is us from the moment we take our first breaths. Society, culture, dictates that we are supposed to sacrifice for the other to get ahead. And it’s not a pleasant thought in the least, and it’s certainly what no one wants to talk about at the dinner table—”

      “Or over beers,” she interrupted.

      Rachel grinned and nodded. “Or over beers, but it is the truth. You feel shame because you have been told it is shameful. I’m here to tell you it’s not. It’s not shameful to want to be your best self and to work toward it. It’s not shameful or wrong in any way, and I personally believe that Christ would want that for you to. The scriptures on that one are limitless.”

      “Thanks,” the woman whispered.

      “For what?” Rachel had never been thanked for bringing home such a hard truth in the middle of a deep and vulnerable conversation before.

      “For not being an asshole.”

      Laughing heartily, Rachel shook her head. “I love you.”

      “Well, that’s good, because I happen to love you, too.”

      Rachel knew right then the gig was up. Leaning in, she pressed their lips together in a sweet kiss. “Thank you for sharing with me again, Tara. I always appreciate it when you share yourself with me.”

      “Anytime,” Tara murmured and kissed her again. “But you do still have to explain to me sometime how a woman of the cloth ends up with another woman.”

      “Oh, do I now?” Rachel chuckled heartily. “You haven’t figured that out in the ten years we’ve been married?”

      “Nope.” Tara grinned broadly. “It still confuses me.”

      “Well, maybe you should come to church with me sometime, and then you’ll understand.”

      Tara narrowed her gaze as if the request was nearly too much. Rachel had asked her many times throughout the years they had been together, but Tara had always resisted, the trauma from her church upbringing far too deep for her to handle believing in the institution that was church again.

      “You know what?” Rachel started, “Forget I asked. Tonight is for celebration. Thousands at a rally, my lovely wife, and a beer to boot.”

      Tara wrinkled her nose. “I still think you should take that damn collar off.”

      “Why? I know you find it sexy.” The flirt was back, and Rachel was going to live into it for as long as she possibly could. The adrenaline from the rally still worked into her veins, and she knew it was going to be a long night of trying to tamp it down so she could sleep and wake up early for the funeral she was presiding at in the morning.

      Tara hummed, but it was a noise of pleasure. “Of course I do, but it’s more you than the collar.”

      Reaching up, Tara ran her fingers over the pristine white collar at Rachel’s neck.

      “Nope, I changed my mind. It’s definitely the collar. Finish your beer, love. I have plans for you tonight.”

      Laughing, Rachel threw some cash onto the counter for both their drinks and grabbed Tara’s hand as they walked out of the bar. “Meet you at home?”

      “Yes.” Tara winked. “Leave the collar on.”

      Laughing, Rachel leaned in to kiss her again. She made sure Tara was in her car and driving toward their house before she pulled out of the parking lot. The day had been one of stretching her limits, but in the end, the calculated risk had been worth it.
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      Tiny feet pitter-pattered across the floor as I opened the front door to Mamá Medina’s house. I just caught the head of nearly bright-white hair as one of the wee ones dashed into the other room. Happiness pulsed inside of me like a living, breathing thing as I quietly shut the door and crept after the child.

      Little Mila was holding court in the kitchen, directing her sister and cousins around as they played with the kitchen play set Natalia and I had given them for Christmas. Her bright blue eyes flared as they caught on me, and she turned an even brighter smile toward her littlest cousin.

      “Kosta, you have to tell me what you want now.”

      Baby Kosta, with his thick black hair and chubby little arms and legs, carefully pushed himself to standing. He wavered, his padded butt jutting out each time he faltered. “Nana!”

      Mila didn’t look at me as I snuck forward, setting my gift bag on the carpet before entering the tiled room. “Now, Kosta, you have to say it right. Say banana.”

      “Nana!”

      “Ba-na-na.”

      “Nan-ahhh!” He squealed as I grabbed him under the arms and swung him up into the air. I blew raspberries into the space beneath his chins, and was rewarded with so much drool covering my beard that I was going to need more than just a napkin to clean myself up.

      “Unchie D!” Precious little Ada squealed before she and Inna and Mila were racing toward me, clinging to my arms and legs and pulling me to the floor.

      Laughter like I hadn’t felt in weeks tumbled through me as the kids climbed on top of me, trying to tickle me and blow their own slobbery raspberries against my skin. I hugged them to me, grateful to be back home.

      Back with my family.

      “Look who’s back!”

      Peering up through the arms and legs and slobbery faces, I found a frazzled Tessa standing in the doorway to the living room. She had a blanket draped over her shoulder, another precious little bundle hidden under there.

      “A little help?”

      “Um, no thanks. You scared me to death, Diesel. The way they were all squealing, I thought for sure something had gone wrong.”

      “It was probably Ada,” Mila said, her eyes so full of mischief it was hard not to fall for her crooked little smile.

      “Was it now?” I sat up, righting Ada before I carefully set Mr. Kosta back on his unsteady feet. I smacked a kiss to his cheek, then one to both Ada’s and Inna’s heads before I bent over and stared Mila in the eye. “It wasn’t her big cousin causin’ all them troubles? Pretendin’ there wasn’t some big bad man comin’ in to scare you all?”

      Mila’s brow pulled down and she tilted her head. “You’re not bad. You’re a good guy.”

      “Aww, thank ya, darlin’.” I pressed my slobbery beard against her cheek, giving one last raspberry as she giggled and squealed.

      Tessa was grinning at me when I stood and stepped toward her, stopping only to grab my gift bag from the front room. “Where’s my girl?”

      Her smile faltered a fraction. “Upstairs, I think. She went to lay down. Said she didn’t feel very good.”

      I wiped a hand down my face—pretty sure Kosta left some snot behind—and nodded. “Be right back down.”

      “You’re not going to say hello to your family first?” Tessa teased as I reached out to run a hand down the tiny head of white-blond hair sticking out from under the blanket.

      “Nah.” I winked, then smacked a kiss to her cheek. “Gonna go clean up.”

      “Ew!” She wiped her face, and her laughter chased me as I ran for the stairs. “You’ll pay for that!”

      Damn, it was good to be home. Had to pause at the top of the steps, my heart too big for my chest at the thought of it. Of these people.

      My family.

      Didn’t matter that it wasn’t legal yet.

      I loved each and every one of them. Loved them with every single piece of me. Wasn’t a day that went by that I wasn’t grateful I’d been given this chance.

      To live.

      To love.

      Even if Natalia hadn’t accepted my proposal years ago, didn’t mean I wasn’t in this for life. There was no getting rid of me. There was no way I would ever leave her side. No way I’d ever love anyone but her.

      Without Natalia Medina, there was no Diesel Adams.

      Creeping once again, I made it to Natalia’s childhood bedroom and twisted the doorknob, pushing my way in as quiet as I could. I’d expected her to be sleeping. At least resting in her bed.

      Instead, she was sitting there: one leg hanging over the edge, one pulled up to her chest with her arms wrapped around it, her back to me.

      The bottle inside the gift bag thunked quietly as I set it on the floor. Wasn’t trying to be quiet no more, not as I felt a pull in my gut that dragged me to her, as if she’d wound me up with some sort of magic and had demanded I come right to her side.

      So I did. I went to her. I crawled across the top of the bed, rested my hands on her shoulders, set to press a messy kiss to the side of her face.

      ’Cept, the thing in her hand stopped me.

      That, and the three just like it sitting on her bedside table.

      My hand shook as I reached for the little white stick, my voice trembling as I asked, “What is it, little bird?” My eyes teared up as I brought it close enough to read the tiny little word written on the screen. My brain scrambled, because I didn’t understand how this was possible.

      I couldn’t make sense of the word.

      Pregnant.
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        NATALIA

      

      

      

      When I was a kid, I always dreamed of having a family. It was the typical American dream—except Mamá had three children, so of course I wanted three as well. That was right up until my sixteenth birthday, when three men—selfish, disgusting boys—decided to ruin my life.

      The abortion I had was necessary for my own sanity. There was no way I could live knowing that my rapist’s child was growing inside of me, that I would look at that child’s face every single day and have to relive the most terrifying night I’d ever lived. I’d watched my best friend get murdered as I lay there, fighting for my own life.

      Afterward, I demanded on an IUD. I insisted, after that point, that I would never, ever bear a child. That I would never do that to myself, never be reminded of what I’d had taken from me.

      And yet here I was, the evidence sitting before me: three strips on the table, one in Diesel‘s hand, all telling me the same thing.

      I was pregnant.

      Behind me, Diesel choked out a raspy, “How?” and I knew there was no avoiding this any longer.

      “My IUD was expelled.” I twisted to look over my shoulder at him. He was kneeling on the bed, his long, blond hair hanging in messy waves around his handsome face.

      “When?”

      I took his free hand, sliding my fingers between his. By the way his face flinched, I could tell he needed that connection as much as me. “A few months ago. I never made an appointment to get it replaced.”

      Somewhere in his expression, I could see him working through what I’d told him. All the times we’d been to the city visiting my therapist since then, to the very building where that doctor’s office was.

      How easy it would have been to just make an appointment. To go in and get a new device that would keep this very thing from happening to me.

      To us.

      “We’re pregnant.”

      The skin under his eye twitched, but Diesel schooled his face. “You okay?”

      Pulling my lower lip between my teeth, I nodded. “I think so.”

      He set the pregnancy test on the bed and took my other hand, pulling it to his chest. “Little bird—”

      “Don’t ‘little bird’ me, Diesel.” I closed my eyes and took a calming breath. Before I could open them again, he’d cupped my cheek with his palm, and I turned into it, desperate for every drop of comfort I could get. His bright blue eyes were waiting for me when I finally opened mine, so much concern written in their depths. “I just…”

      When he leaned forward and pressed a kiss to my lips, I didn’t bother trying to stop him. He edged back too soon.

      I hadn’t seen him in weeks, and I’d missed him. I’d needed him beside me as I processed everything that was going on inside of me. The constant cravings. The morning nausea. The realization that my period was late. That I didn’t have it last month either.

      Walking into the pharmacy and purchasing the tests.

      Coming to my old bedroom and waiting as test after test promised me what I couldn’t bear to hope.

      “I want this.” I squeezed his hands, wishing he could feel what I did. “I want this for us. And I have, Diesel. I have, for years. Ever since Mila—”

      A quiet sob stole my breath. My God. I loved my nieces and nephews so much. Each time I held them, each time I saw their beautiful smiles, I ached to hold on to those memories.

      To create my own.

      “Baby girl.” Diesel pulled me to him, cradling me as he lowered us to the bed. I cried into his bare chest, hands grasping for him as he held me and pressed gentle kisses to my forehead.

      “I never believed I could do it,” I whispered. “Bringing a child into this life, with this business I created? As broken as I was? I never believed it would work. But then Lia and Queenie and Tessa joined our family, and they brought their babies into this world. When Mila was born, I stopped thinking it couldn’t be done. And by the time Inna arrived, I stopped thinking I didn’t want one.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Peeking up, I caught his blue gaze and shrugged. “I was scared.” He ran a thumb under my eye, wiping away my tears. “I was worried that you wouldn’t want a baby. Not with me. Not after I said no.”

      He tugged me closer, pressed his bearded face to my forehead. “Ain’t never gonna stop loving you, baby girl. Told you, you can’t get rid of me.”

      A huff of breath burst free, and I curled my hands around the edges of his leather vest, holding him tight against me. “I don’t want to get rid of you.”

      “You sure ’bout that?” It was all a tease, his voice laced with the light-hearted laughter he’d always brought to my life. “Keep sendin’ me away on all these trips. You got me thinkin’ you don’t really want me ’round.”

      “Oh, my God. You’re ridiculous.”

      “But you love me.”

      I smiled, tracing his cheekbone with my finger. “I love you. So much.”

      “We’re gonna have a baby.” I nodded and he looked down at my stomach, placing his palm over the tiny bump that was barely noticeable beneath my clothes. The look of wonder in his eyes as he glanced back up at me took my breath away. “I’m gonna be a daddy.”

      I nodded again, covering his hand with mine. “Alma would have been so proud.”

      Alma, the woman who had taken Diesel in as a child and raised him as her own. When I met her, she’d been thrilled that he’d finally brought someone home, and talk of babies had fallen from her lips within minutes.

      Diesel’s bottom lip quivered, and a tear rolled down his cheek as he turned his face toward the bed. “Don’t want you doing it just because of her. Want you to want this—”

      “I do.” I pressed a kiss to his lips. “I do, Diesel. I promise, I want this with you. I already love this baby so much.” I kissed him again. Kissed him until his protests stopped and he gave into this idea that I’d been dying to experience for so long.

      Parenthood.

      We were going to be parents.

      Pulling away, I sucked in a sharp breath. “I don’t know how to be a mom!”

      His deep chuckle seeped into me as he pulled me tight against him. “Pretty sure we’ll figure it out. You’ll be the best mom ever. Besides, we’ll have your sisters and Mamá to help.”

      My sisters.

      I buried my face in the crook of his shoulder.

      I’d hated Lia and Tessa years ago, and Queenie? I hadn’t even realized she’d existed back then. Now, they meant as much to me as my brothers, as the babies they brought into our family. They’d accepted me long before I’d ever been able to get over myself and accept them.

      “Yeah.”

      “Yeah?” Diesel shifted until he could see me, his hands smoothing over my back and hip. Under his beard, his lips curled up, and it reminded me how much I loved this man.

      “I missed you.”

      He licked his lips. “Brought you a gift.”

      “I’m sure you did.” I palmed his hard cock and he let out a groan.

      “Not the kinda gift I was talking about, baby girl.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      He didn’t protest as my fingers flicked through the button and zipper on his pants, or as I peeled them down his long legs. He sat up and kissed me, returning the gesture by tearing off my leggings.

      Then he flipped me onto my back, causing me to let out a squeal before he was hovering over me, his tip nudging against me. “Feel like we need to make up for lost time.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “How’s that?”

      “All that baby-makin’ sex we coulda been havin’, and here you are”—he smoothed his hand over my belly—“already carryin’ our child.”

      “Sounds like you better start making it up to me then.”

      Diesel’s eyes sparkled and his smile grew. His hand left my belly, only for him to grip his cock and rub his tip against my pussy. “If I must.”

      He didn’t give me time for a response, instead just slipped inside of me in one strong thrust. I let out a moan as he wrapped his arms around me, cradling me as he started to move.

      “Never gonna stop lovin’ you,” he whispered against my skin as he showed me exactly what he meant. “Never gonna love anyone other than you and our wee one.”

      My heart filled with his words, as he filled me—my body and my soul. We made love, all the while falling deeper in love with each other. He made me fall apart, never once letting me go, giving me everything I could ever want in this world.

      This was my chance to set right the course of my life, giving me the family of my dreams.

      “Marry me.” The words slipped from my lips as Diesel stilled over me, his eyes closed and his lips parted as his hips jerked one last time. It was a long moment before he opened his eyes, before he looked down at me with a love so pure, I didn’t know if I could ever be worthy.

      “You wanna marry me?” Something in me ached at the disbelief etched on his face, and I nodded. His smile tilted his parted lips before he dropped a gentle kiss to my mine and pressed his forehead against my own.

      Cupping his cheeks in my palms, I answered, “I do.”
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        DIESEL

      

      

      

      I do.

      It would be wrong to say those two words weren’t music to my ears. When I’d asked her years ago, and she told me no, I tried to take comfort in her explanation.

      The rape.

      The death of a dream.

      It had hurt, but I tried not to take it personally. I held on tight to the knowledge that she loved me and I loved her, and I wasn’t going anywhere.

      I never gave up hope, going so far as carrying the ring I bought her with me at times. As if she'd suddenly change her mind and let me put that symbol of my love for her on her finger.

      Of course, I didn’t have it with me today.

      “Diesel?” I peeked up at her, then lifted my forehead from hers. “Are you going to answer?”

      Lifting one shoulder, I told her, “I’ll have to think about it.”

      Her eyes flared before she slapped her palms on my chest. “Asshole!”

      Laughter shook the air between us as I pulled her to me and fell onto my back. “You goin’ to get down on one knee?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Are you going to make me?”

      “Nah, baby girl.” I kissed the angry scowl from her face. “I’d marry you right here, right now. If only I had the ring.”

      Her smirk would forever be my favorite of her expressions. “And maybe some pants?”

      “Nah. Let them see me in all my glory.”

      “Oh my God.” She rolled her eyes again, then her expression turned somber. She traced her fingertip over the black heart inked on my chest. “What if I told you I have it here?”

      “My pants?”

      Another eye roll. “The ring.”

      My chest clenched. “You do?” She nodded and I kissed her again. Kissed her until she had to tear away from me, stopping us from doing exactly what we’d just finished doing. She rolled to her other side, pulled open the drawer on the bedside table—knocking those three sticks to the floor as she did—and pulled out the little black velvet box that’d been worn in places from my fingers worrying at its edges.

      I snagged the box from her, kissing her to stop her complaints, and pulled the ring from its housing. I grabbed her hand, but she quickly snatched it back before extending the correct one toward me.

      “Natalia Medina, will you marry me?”

      Tears I never would have expected from her flooded her eyes. But she nodded, smiled, let me put my ring on her finger before she was kissing me and chanting the most beautiful words I’d ever heard. “Yes! Yes! I love you so much. Yes!”

      We made love again, then I helped clean her up before grabbing the gift I’d brought her from the floor and returning to the bed. “Gonna have to save that,” I said as she lifted the bottle of red wine from the bag. She smiled, setting it aside before pulling out all the other little things. The bath bombs, the face masks, the lotions and perfumes, and the box of her favorite chocolates.

      There were more tears in her eyes when she was finished, and she pushed all her things aside before wrapping me up in an embrace that left my heart soaring.

      “I love you, Diesel Adams. You’ll forever be my favorite gift.”

      “And you’re mine, baby girl. Always and forever.”
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        SANNY

      

      

      The taxi stops in front of the Grand Dawson Hotel in Macao, a city-state on the south coast of China. Sanny Day had taken a one-hour ferry ride to reach Macao from Hong Kong, where she’d been for the past five days. She’d documented her entire trip since departing from San Francisco Airport and then landing at Hong Kong International. She’d checked into the three different hotels. Her trip to Hong Kong had been mostly paid for by the Grand Dawson Hotel chain who’d wanted an honest evaluation of their hotels to see where they could improve, as well as the exposure she’ll give them when she documents her trip on her blog. As a popular travel blogger, she’s considered an influencer that hotels, restaurants, airlines, and even activity centers want to book. She’s picky about what jobs she accepts because she likes to keep honest content for her followers.

      Not all of her trips are paid for. Some, like how she’d gotten started as a travel blogger, are purely a vacation she’d planned and paid for on her own. Though the Grand Dawson Hotel hadn’t hired her for Macao, she decided to add it to her itinerary since discovering the place in one of her favorite movies. She’d chosen to stay in the Grand Dawson Hotel in Macao because she enjoyed her stay at their Hong Kong locations. Most people usually make a day trip to Macau. She decided to stay for the weekend to make sure she has a detailed and accurate coverage of her vacation. After all, she is a travel blogger, and quality content is important for her reputation.

      The Grand Dawson Hotel in Macao did not disappoint. In fact, it blew her away. The exterior structure is a popular sight when it comes to Macao due to its odd shape of a slimmer bottom and wider top. The hotel is grand, like its name states, but this hotel was even more impressive than the three other Grand Dawson Hotels where she’d stayed in Hong Kong. She knew she stood out right away by arriving in a taxi she’d hailed from the ferry station, while other guests arrived in slick black cars that is supposed to illustrate their wealth. Sanny didn’t care; she’s here to enjoy her trip. The taxi door was opened by a valet personnel before she could open it herself, and her luggage was quickly unloaded and handed to the valet by the taxi driver.

      “Oh, I’ll take it,” Sanny tells the valet as she reached for her own luggage. It’s not that she wasn’t familiar with luxury hotels; she just prefers to handle her own items rather than trust someone else with the task. She walks in, pulling her luggage behind her, wearing bright clothes screaming tourist rather than the popular formal business attires most sported at the hotel.

      “Whoa,” she says to no one in particular as she gets a view of the lobby. It’s expensive, elegant, and stunning. Walking closer to the center, she stares up at what seemed like endless floors leading to the glass ceiling center. “This is amazing,” she says to herself as she takes out her phone to take a picture.

      First, Sanny took a video to showcase the interior of the hotel, and then she took photos. Deciding an angled photo from the ground pointing up would be a better shot, she bent her knees, almost half-sitting in the air to take the perfect photo. She took one shot, checked, then decided to take another with a better angle. “Perfect,” Sanny says to herself when she has the angle she wants. Before she could click the button to take the picture, she’s pushed from behind, sending her crashing to the ground in a mess, and her phone landing with a loud thud on the marble floor.
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      Xiao steps out of the SUV and straightens his suit. The Grand Dawson Hotel was one of the few hotels that impressed him, which was why it is his favorite place to do business. His market is all over the world, but many times, his business starts in China where most of the weapons are made. Tonight’s business is a six-million-dollar transaction with a Foreign Officer who’ll make sure the merchandise will pass through customs in Singapore.

      As the adopted son of an international weapons dealer and merchandise negotiator, Xiao is used to danger and knows to always be vigilant of his surroundings. It didn’t matter how many bodyguards he had to protect him; his father had taught him to never leave himself vulnerable by depending on others. He sees the squatting woman even before he enters the lobby, but he doesn’t bother to stop or warn his bodyguards or her of their approach. He sees his bodyguard shove the woman aside.

      “Hey!” he hears her high-strung complaint. He could have ignored the situation, but something made him stop. “Asshole,” he hears her add. He stops, turns back, and walks towards her as she sits on the ground putting things back into her purse. He crouches down in front of her, and she stares up at him in silent surprise. He’s young, younger than most people would think because of his talent and confidence. Being Asian also makes him look even younger than his twenty-eight years of age. He also knows his face plays a big role on people’s reaction to him. He has a handsome face…in fact, it’s probably a beautiful face. The woman staring up at him from the floor is no different from all the others. The awe and surprise are written all over her expression. Sometimes it annoys him, but most of the time he uses it to his advantage—another lesson he learned from his father.

      “Next time, get out of the way,” he tells her. “When you plant yourself in the middle of the lobby, you inconvenience everyone else. You’re bound to get hurt.”

      She still stares at him like she couldn’t comprehend what he was saying.

      He takes her in, thinking he supposes she’s pretty. Blonde hair, brown eyes, nice lips with a clear complex—

      She reaches out and pinches his cheek.

      He was distracted by analyzing her looks, completely unprepared for what happened. Her actions render him speechless.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he asks her, but didn’t remove her hand. The pinch didn’t really hurt. It was just completely unexpected and baffling because she’s staring at him like he isn’t real.

      “Whoa, you’re real. Is your face real? Like is this surgery or—” she responds. She pulls a little, and it was enough to pull him out of his disbelief. He slaps her hand away, but rather than be scared that she offended him, she grins at him like a lunatic.

      “You’re supposed to pinch yourself not the other person,” he replies not believing that he’s letting it pass.

      She shrugs, and then picks up the rest of her things. He didn’t help her. He stands at the same time she did. She’s short, barely to his chest, but she stood before him defiantly staring at him in her bright dress with an easy smile.

      “I was here first. You guys are the ones who bumped into me,” she explains like he gave a fuck. She didn’t say it in a way that made him feel like he’s being disrespected, so he isn’t exactly mad at her-annoyed, but not angry. The situation however is starting to irritate him. Controlling his temper, Xiao looks at the bodyguard who’d shoved her out of the way.

      “Apologize,” Xiao orders. His order is followed without hesitation. The bodyguard apologizes and even bows to his waist, a common gesture in Asian culture meant to convey respect. “This is done now,” Xiao tells the woman who didn’t look impressed. Rather than respond however, she shrugs again, grabs the handle of her luggage, and walks away, heading towards the counter. Brat.

      Turning around, he walks towards the elevators. His bodyguards surround him, unnecessary but that’s their job. The elevator is held open for him. He steps in, and then his bodyguards surround him again. Though the elevator is glass he didn’t care who saw. Grabbing the bodyguard who’d bumped into her by the back of his neck, putting his fingers on pressure points he knew were painful, he easily brought the man to his knees as the elevator cruised to the thirtieth floor. The bodyguard whimpered in pain knowing it’ll be worse if he gets louder.

      “Don’t inconvenience me again,” Xiao warns in a low voice. He never needs to raise his voice. His warning is enough and if it weren’t, the pain would.

      “Yes, Si…si..sir. So…sorry, Si..ir,” the guard stutters.

      Xiao lets go, and the man falls to his hands trying to get through the pain. Someone helps him up and puts him aside, away from Xiao. He isn’t picky or hard to please really, but he didn’t like mistakes. Mistakes are dangerous in their line of work, even little ones. The bodyguard’s mistake was bulldozing her out of the way, rather than politely making her move.

      As expected, his bodyguards are already in place as he steps out of the elevator. In his line of work, safety is essential. He doesn’t have to stop; doors are opened for him, rooms checked, and everything prepared in advance. He enters his room where he found Zihao, his unofficial assistant and right-hand, waiting.

      “Our guest?” Xiao casually asks Zihao.

      “As expected,” Zihao answers, meaning the Foreign Officer he plans to pay-off for a merchandise transfer is where he’s supposed to be and will be attending their meeting tonight.

      “I’m going to sleep,” Xiao unnecessarily informs Zihao. He’d been traveling nonstop. Business is good…too good. Which means, the world is really fucked up.

      He removes his suit jacket, drops it on the bed, loosens his tie, and kicks off his shoes before throwing himself on the bed. He might be what some people would consider a mob boss, but he’s also a twenty-eight-year-old man who is spoiled. He closes his eyes, but his mind isn’t tired. In fact, it’s busy. He could still see the little woman staring at him in awe.

      “Whoa, you’re real.”

      The corner of his mouth lifted. Cute.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SANNY

      

      

      The view from her room is worth the splurge. After her late lunch-early dinner meal at a nearby restaurant, she headed back to her room to get settled in and go over her travel plans for the next two days. Tomorrow she’ll be checking out the Macau Tower Convention and Entertainment Center…and maybe if she can work up the guts to do it, she just might bungee jump from it.

      Macao is known as the Las Vegas of Asia, and tonight, she plans to check out the casinos. The Grand Dawson Hotel casino is particularly popular and has been used a couple of times in movies due to its luxurious and elegant décor. From what Sanny had researched, there is the regular casino room, and then a high stakes floor for the elite with a minimum buy-in of ten thousand dollars.

      She checked herself in the mirror one last time. Her make up is perfect, her outfit – a little black dress, just as perfect. She isn’t sure if she’ll play at the tables. She’s not really good at it, and to be honest…she had no patience for it, but she’ll probably play a couple of slot machines just to say she did. Getting a photo though would be tricky. Many casinos have strict photo bans for privacy reasons, but she could probably sneak a selfie of herself at a slot machine.
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      Xiao walked through the casino floor to get to the private elevator that will take him to the elite room. A chance glance towards the bar gave him a view of a petite woman in little black dress that managed to look sexy, yet elegant. She turned as she waited to be served and their eyes meet. Even from the ten or so feet distance between them, he clearly sees her face. Pretty.

      He remembers her pinching his cheek. Crazy. If she only knew she was pinching the cheek of a lion who could kill her in an instant.

      As if she understood he was musing about her foolishness or maybe because it’s just her personality, she sticks her tongue out at him. Petty. He couldn’t help but laugh at the situation. She turns away from him, grabs her drink from the bar, and walks away without looking back. He watches her for a moment, contemplating whether he should take offence, before turning back towards the private elevators. She didn’t bother him enough to teach her a lesson.

      Zihao flashes his entrance card to the guards to be let in and used it to activate the elevator. For obvious reasons, only two bodyguards can follow him to the elite room, but he didn’t need two, he just needed one. Ignoring all the other tables, he walks straight into the back room, an even more exclusive room than the elite floor. Three men are already playing, and a new round is just about to start. A nod to the dealer signals that it’s game time. The game starts and as planned; the two insignificant players are quickly deprived of their funds.

      “Ah hell, I should have stopped while I was ahead,” one man complains as he folded. He gets up and leaves. The other tries one more round before folding, leaving Xiao and John Verlice, the US Foreign Officer who will make sure the guns manufactured in a rural city in China will pass customs in Singapore and be delivered to the buyer. Xiao isn’t the seller; he’s just the negotiator and facilitator of the business deal. He gets a cut of the sale by connecting buyers and sellers, and sometimes, handling the delivery.

      The real game begins. John places a ten-thousand chip on the table; Xiao drops a one-million chip on the table.

      “There are many people who would need to be included for such a large import,” John comments as he picked up a card. He’s telling Xiao there will be a lot of hands to pay off. John adds another ten-thousand chip.

      “South port, lots of fishing going on there from what I’ve heard,” Xiao replies. What he really means is the men are going to take an unscheduled stop further down to deliver the merchandise in a smaller port with less people to pay off.

      “I’m not lowering my bet,” John responds as if he means the chips on the table. In other words, he’s not lowering his five million fee dollar fee.

      “Make it six,” Xiao counters, tossing five one-million chips on the pile, an extra million John can use to pay off the locals.

      “All In,” John answers, sliding his remaining chips onto the center. He accepts.

      “Fold.” Xiao throws his cards on the table. Three aces and two kings. A full house. Xiao gets up and heads out without looking back. John only has to cash out the chips and let the hotel know where to send the money or walk out of there with six million dollars in cash.

      Xiao leaves the elite room with Zihao leading the way. He didn’t enjoy gambling; it’s just part of the job. He knows how to do a lot of things in which he has no interesting, in order to connect with clients. Xiao and Zihao are joined by three other bodyguards, excessive and flashy, as they walk through the regular casino floor. He enters the elevator and looks out of the glass at the casino with all the clueless people who believed they were rich and privileged when they are nothing but ants. Little nothings.

      Once again, his attention is drawn towards her as the elevator glides up. Why is it that she’s always in his view? She’s in front of the fountain, looking like a vixen, acting a fool by taking a selfie.

      “Check her,” Xiao tells Zihao. He didn’t need to tell Zihao who; he’s sure Zihao knows exactly who he is talking about. Zihao is always aware. Real handy, too dependable, and too good at his job.

      Back in his hotel room, he calls his father.

      “How’s the honeymoon going?” Xiao asks knowing it would irritate his father.

      “How about a greeting first?” Niklaus Santino counters.

      “Hey pops. How’s the honeymoon going?” Xiao amends.

      “Brat. It’s good. When will you be home?” His father didn’t need to ask how the business went. He trusts Xiao to get the job done.

      “Three days,” Xiao answers.

      “Take some down time when you get home.” It sounds like an order, but it was a suggestion. “You haven’t been home in three months.”

      “I’m making us richer,” Xiao replies.

      “We don’t need to be richer,” his father opposes.

      “I want to be richer,” Xiao counters.

      “Come home. You don’t have to call her mommy you know.” His father had jokes. Elfie, his new stepmother, is three years younger than him. She’s big breasted, blonde, and a little slow, but sweet. She’s the perfect match for his father. Someone who easily complies and happy to go along without questioning anything.

      “Does she call you daddy?” Xiao’s got jokes too.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SANNY

      

      

      Sanny stands at the entrance of the Sky Jump Center of the Macao Tower. “You can do this,” she whispers to herself.

      “I bet you won’t jump,” a husky whisper says behind her ear, making her jump. She turns to look and found Pretty Boy. Yes, Pretty Boy. This man is the prettiest man she had ever seen. Is he even a man? He looks young. But can she really call him a boy? He might look young, but there was nothing boyish in the way he carried himself. “Are you going in?” he prompts when she didn’t say anything and just stares at him.

      “Are you following me?” she asks. He seems to always be wherever she’s at. At the lobby, the casino, and now here which isn’t even near their hotel, so it isn’t like they accidentally ran into each other because they stay in the same place.

      “I’m about to leave, so I was here first,” he answers, referencing her comment yesterday about being in the lobby first.

      She gives him a mocking look before turning back to the Sky Jump Center.

      “Are you still trying to work up the guts to jump?” he asks, moving beside her to look into the center.

      “Mind your own business,” she tells him. “I don’t see you jumping,” she adds.

      “I’ve jumped out of planes. This is nothing,” he cockily counters.

      Of course, he’s jumped out of a plane. He looks devilish enough to do that.

      “Shoo,” she tells him with a shooing motion to emphasize she didn’t want him around. Instead of leaving, he puts an arm over her shoulder and starts pulling her into the room.

      “Hey!” she resists, but it was no use. He just keeps leading her in, ignoring her protests. He bypasses the counter and takes her straight to the loading zone. “Wait, I still have to pay!” she tries to stall.

      “Don’t worry, this one’s on me.,” he simply replies. She tries to pull back again, but he just leads her straight towards the guy handling the harness. “Strap her in,” he simply orders.

      “No,” she objects.

      “Yes,” he counters.

      The employee hesitates, unsure of what he’s supposed to do. Someone rushes forward, Sanny assumed the manager. Finally, someone with sense. The manager speaks in a language she doesn’t understand, probably Mandarin, but she understands the gestures. Oh shit. She’s telling him to let her go. What the fuck?

      “Wait! Wait, I’m not ready yet—”

      Her protest is cut off by Pretty Boy. “If you’re not ready now, you’ll never be ready,” he tells her.

      “That kind of psychological play doesn’t work on me,” she responds, but she is already getting strapped in. Before she knows it, she stands on the platform, listening to safety procedures.

      “You’re ready to go,” the employee tells her.

      But she isn’t ready to jump.

      “Jump and I’ll buy you dinner,” he tells her, standing back with his arms crossed in front of his chest. His gaze challenges her. She can almost hear him calling her a chicken.

      “I can buy my own dinner,” she yells back at him, the wind getting loud as she steps closer to the ledge.

      “But not at the same place I will take you to,” he counters.

      That’s probably true. He looks expensive, especially with all the bodyguards following him around.

      “Jump,” he orders her.

      “Don’t tell me what to do,” she halfheartedly argues.

      “Jump,” he orders again.

      “Wait, I need a picture of me,” she tells him. Before she could step back, he pulls his phone out and snaps a photo of her.

      “Jump,” he yells over the wind.

      “Fine!” She turns to face the edge. The employee gives her a thumbs up. The wind is strong, but not scary. She looks down.

      Jump, she tells herself. Just jump. And she did. The wind whips over her, but it isn’t painful. It’s invigorating. The short moment of free fall feels like it could last forever, and she didn’t want it to stop.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SANNY

      

      

      She got duped. Sanny jumped and when she gets back up to get her things, he is gone. She didn’t even get his name. She didn’t even want the dinner with him. She just wants someone to talk to about the jump. It had been exhilarating. It almost felt addicting, because she wants to do it again. Shaking her head to clear her thoughts, the loud music of the club comes back.

      This club is listed as the top place to be for a night life, and she has to agree. The crowd, the vibe, the music-even if she doesn’t understand much of the music played, it all lives up to the hype she’d read. She’d traveled to enough places alone that going clubbing by herself isn’t an issue. She knows not to leave her drinks unattended, and she has her own limit on drinks so she can accurately describe her experience as well as stay safe. Sanny easily makes friends-girls in the club restrooms are the nicest they’ll ever be, and often finds people to dance with, or she just enjoys the experience alone. There’s absolutely nothing wrong with dancing alone.

      Taking a break from dancing, she waves at the group of girls she’s befriended and had been dancing with for the past hour. Heading to the crowded bar, she waits patiently for one of the bartenders to get to her. One disadvantage of being her height is everyone’s taller. It isn’t that she’s that short, but she’s definitely on the shorter side and has problems being seen in a crowd that towers over her. Sanny waits for her turn to reach the side of the bar and waits longer for a bartender to serve her.

      When a body presses up behind her, some instinct told her it’s him. The beautiful man she keeps running into. He’s so enticing, yet she knew he’s dangerous. He’s someone she should stay away from. Oh, but what a temptation.

      His voice low, he whispers close to her ear. “If you keep waiting for your turn, you’ll never get served.” She notices the bartender turn toward them right away. As soon as she feels him behind her, it is like everyone else notices him too, and they all trip over themselves to serve him. They know him, just like at the tower and at the hotel. People know him just by looking, so that means he has a lot of money and power. But he’s also American, because he didn’t have an accent when he spoke to her.

      Who is this guy?

      And why did he keep making her want to do things she shouldn’t?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        XIAO

      

      

      Xiao is being really tempted. She’s always in front of him. The coincidence is too much for him not to acknowledge. The lobby and casino could have been a coincidence. The only people who knew about the meeting at the Macao Tower was him and the business associate he met with. Unless his men were giving his location away, which he highly doubted, there was no way for her to predict where he would be if she were some sort of spy. If he hadn’t decided to go to the club for a last-minute business meeting, there was absolutely no reason for anyone to predict he’d go to this club. It’s crowded and overrated, and he isn’t a fan of clubs.

      His eyes are always drawn to her. He’d seen her dancing with a group of women when he’d arrived. Somehow, something always makes him look, and he just finds her. Is it fate? He never believed in superstitious things and the likes, but in the last two days, he just found her without effort-like someone drops her before him. He’d conducted his business and had been planning on leaving right away, but he is once again drawn to her going to the bar.

      What the hell, right? Waving his guards away, he makes his way to her. She looks like she had been poured into her dress. Like last night, dressed to kill, but this time acting like the vixen she looked. His vixen, however, is too polite. Macao is all about the money. It’s not enough to look like you have money, you have to act like it, too. Everyone who works at this club would have seen Xiao arrive with an entourage of bodyguards. If they hadn’t, they would have been informed. His kind of people are the ones you serve, because that’s where the real money is. The bartender heading straight to him when he approached means a large tip-more than what he’d make from his job tonight.

      “What would you like to order?” the bartender asks her, knowing she’s the one he needs to please.

      Xiao had marked his territory without her realizing it.

      Surprising Xiao, she turns to ask him, “What should I get?” Kitten wants to play.

      “Madagascar Martini,” he answers.

      “Vanilla?” she questions in disbelief.

      “It’s decadent here,” he explains. She shrugs and orders it.

      “You aren’t going to order anything?” she inquires.

      “I’ll share yours,” he teases.

      “Are you broke?” she teases. “I’m not paying for your drink,” she adds.

      He grins at her. “Make it two.”

      “Since you’re buying me a drink, you should at least tell me your name.”

      “Xiao,” he answers.

      “I’m Sanny,” she responds, holding her hand out to him. He knew that already from the background check he had Zihao do on her. Sanny Day. Adopted by Luis and Ginger Day as a baby. Her parents are do-gooders. Sanny became a travel blogger who is quite popular online. She’s someone he should stay away from because of her very public profile and lifestyle, but she’s a delicious temptation he didn’t want to pass up.

      Her drink arrives. “It’s delicious,” she tells him after taking a sip. “And dangerous,” she adds with a grin after another drink. “It’s easy to forget there’s alcohol in it,” she describes. “Oh, this is really dangerous,” she continues explaining. She drank nearly half of it, and he’s just watching her enjoy it. There’s something about a woman’s joy. It’s beautiful, addictive, and decadent. “Want a taste?” she asks him when he doesn’t respond to her babbling.

      “Definitely,” he replies. He leans in and licks her lips. “Very sweet,” he comments.

      “Not that sweet,” she shoots back without hesitation. He likes that she’s not playing coy or the innocent shy act. He likes women, not girls who act like it.

      “Really? Maybe I should try again.” He leans in again, but this time she holds up the drink between them.

      “It’s better from the glass,” she tells him with a smirk. He laughs-a real one. It’s unusual for anyone to make him laugh. Taking a step back, he takes the martini from her and drinks the rest in one shot. He places the glass back on the counter behind her, just as the second drink is delivered with his card.

      He drops a couple hundred dollars’ worth of Macanese Pataca for the bartender and hands the second drink to her. “Drink this, then I’ll feed you.”

      “I already ate,” she responds after taking a sip of the martini.

      “Dessert then,” he amends.

      “Not in the mood,” she simply replies.

      “What are you in the mood for?” he asks. Though, he really doesn’t need to ask. The look in her eyes tells him what he wants. It’s the same thing he wants.

      “You.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SANNY

      

      

      As the heavy door of the hotel room closes, Xiao firmly grasps Sanny’s delicate shoulders and presses her body against the wall.  Brushing his cheek against her, he tells her, “I don’t do sweet.” It’s a warning.

      Sanny’s breath quickens, the sound of his words gave her goosebumps. “I don’t need sweet,” she responds, and then leans in to kiss him. Taking control of the kiss, slipping her tongue between his lips. She’s never been shy about going for what she wants. Her hands grip his soft shirt while his grip her ass.

      Gliding his hands down to the hem of her short dress, Xiao breaks their kiss, and then swiftly pulls the dress up and over her body. His gaze burns her as he admires her body wrapped in a black lace bra and matching thong. Picking her up, he carries her to the bed, carefully setting her down on it. Getting up on her knees she reaches for his jacket and quickly pushes it off his shoulders. He shrugs it off the rest of the way while her fingers quickly work on his buttons, spreading his shirt open to admire the rest of him. His body is just as beautiful as his face. The hard ridges of his muscles are clearly defined. He’s a truly beautiful man, all over.

      “I’m leaving tomorrow,” he casually tells her. He’s telling her this is just a one-night stand. That’s okay with her, too.

      “So am I,” she replies, and then reaches for his pants. No promises. Just a night of pleasure to complete her vacation.

      The rest of their clothes are discarded and they’re in each other’s arms. Their bodies doing the talking as they taste each other. The anticipation of their union sucks the air out of the room. Xiao pushes up and Sanny tears opens the condom and puts it on him, not at all shy about taking control.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        XIAO

      

      

      Xiao hovers over her, his cock at her entrance. She’s beautiful. An enthusiast. Honest. Adventurous. She’s perfect.

      But she’s also temporary, he reminds himself. That’s all they could have. She’s for tonight.

      He enters her in a long, slow thrust. Their body fit like puzzle pieces. She doesn’t wait for him. She arches her body to take him.

      “I don’t need sweet,” she tells him again. Good.

      Xiao thrusts in and out. In, out. In. Out. She holds him close as she meets his thrusts. An active participant in their satisfaction. Her moans drive him harder. Their pleasure intensifies. His movement becomes more rapid and uncontrolled. The headboard violently hits the wall over and over as his animalistic nature takes over. His moans rumble across her from the sensation of her orgasm. His pace increases, and his breath quickens as her release comes before his, milking him and coaxing his to completion. The intensity of it makes him feel like he’s freefalling into her, like she’s the gravity that pulls him to the edge. With a harsh cry, his orgasm crashes over him. He empties himself until he feels hollow.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SANNY

      

      

      Sanny knew she was alone as soon as she awakened. The warmth she’d felt throughout the night was gone. Sitting up with the sheet wrapped around her chest, she looks around her hotel room. The morning sun peers through the windows, light shining on the mess they’d made. Things had gotten pretty wild…but then again, isn’t that how flings should be? If it isn’t the wild-free-falling-crazy kind of feeling, it wouldn’t really be a fling. It wouldn’t be so tempting. It wouldn’t be so good. It wouldn’t be so addictive.

      She got up, stretching as she left the bed to get ready to head back to Hong Kong for her flight home. Her body feels his lingering touches, like their memories have been stitched onto her skin. She takes a shower and dresses in comfortable clothes. It’ll be a long flight home, but her trip had been successful and definitely memorable. This was definitely going to the top of her list, and a large part of it was thanks to a mysterious pretty boy who rocked her world…even if it was just for a night.

      She’d planned to pack her things last night, but obviously her plans changed. Thankfully, she’s usually neat and there wasn’t all that much packing to do. She checks the bed one more time to make sure she didn’t forget anything when she finds the note.

      

      Another place, another time.

      -Xiao

      

      Another place, another time. Instead of wrong place, wrong time. Sanny has a feeling she’ll be seeing him again. Xiao.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        XIAO

        7 Months Later

      

      

      Xiao’s private jet departs Moscow on schedule. He’s finally heading home after being away for months. His father had threatened to have him dragged home if he didn’t. His father is a sentimental man, a dangerous thing for the world in which they live, but somehow, he makes it work.  Even his brothers, adopted ones like him, wanted him home too. But he just had one more stop to make.

      The more you have, the more they can take from you. His father’s lessons are drilled into his head.

      The more you love something, the more it’ll hurt you. Except even his father wasn’t immune to love considering he’s now married and head-over-heels for Xiao’s new stepmother.

      Xiao wondered if there was a chance for him too. Another day, another time. And there had been plenty of Another Day. Looking down at the tablet on his lap, he picks it up again to read her latest blog: Sanny Days in Quebec, Canada. He knows all about it since he was there with her, right before his Moscow trip.

      “Take me to San Francisco instead,” he told Zihao who was quietly reading the news in the seat across from him.

      “You might as well take her home and introduce her to your father,” Zihao comments before getting up to let the staff know about the change of plans.

      Xiao just might.
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        Inspired by a true story

      

        

      
        This book is dedicated to Michael Joseph King

        Loved dearly & taken from us too early.

      

      

      

      
        
        First it was love, then came the perfect marriage, after that she was hoping to be pushing a baby carriage.

        Love was meant to be the vibrant hues of an out-of-control unicorn party. For most of her life, she’d been color blind. Then he came along, a man capable of showing her a rainbow, and promising to do so every day for the rest of her life.

        None of that cured her childhood fear of being told ‘I love you’ though. Too often those three little words let her down in the past. Now, there’s a new generation to worry about.

        She’ll have to dig deep to keep smiling if history begins repeating itself.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Being part of a couple was amazing, but being pregnant was a blessing. What more could a woman ask for? Except maybe to see her toes. Her bump was growing at a tremendous rate, the baby’s kicks making her jump with surprise. Life was exactly how it was supposed to be—happy—full. Still, doubt was rearing its ugly head in the background.

      Greg said those words to her the day they wed. Nothing good came from someone telling her they loved her. He insisted they’d beat it—there was nothing to worry about. She was certain he was wrong. Only time would tell for sure.

      “Oh my,” her mother-in-law said. Greg was a mama’s boy and Lydia an overbearing parent. They made a perfect pairing. Nothing was good enough for her son, including Clara. “You have grown.” Her hands felt around her belly. “It’s hard too. What on earth are you eating?”

      She just called me fat.

      Why would anyone call a pregnant woman fat?

      “Is it normal?” Jack, Greg’s father, asked, waving around a pepperoni stick. “You know...” His eyes bugged out. “...to be that size. She isn’t that close to popping, is she?”

      “No!” Clara exclaimed. “She isn’t. She is due in another five weeks. She is also in the room. She can hear everything being said.”

      Greg’s mother rolled her eyes. “She is going through a hormonal moment.” Lydia flashed an ‘I win’ smile. “Why don’t you have a seat, dear? Your legs must be aching... from carrying such a load.”

      She did it again. She called me fat... again.

      “That’s a good idea,” Greg agreed, breath trembling. “It’s not good for the baby for you to be upset.” His gaze flashed from one woman to the other to see which was going to jump down his throat first. Instead, they went to their separate corners. “Good.” He sighed in relief. “Can I get you a drink, honey?”

      “Please,” she answered, rubbing her belly. “Oh! He just moved.” It felt strange. She’d always known what a kick might feel like, but this was a bit more jerky than she imagined. He or she probably wasn’t going to be a soccer player.

      “That’s a great sign!” Lydia exclaimed. “Active babies are healthy babies. Look at Greg: he almost broke my ribs, with all his tossing and turning.” She shook her head. “Then he did a somersault right before I was due. That’s the reason why I can’t wear two-piece bathing suits.”

      “The boy was ass backwards from the start,” Jack snickered. “It was quite the experience,”

      “You were just relieved you didn’t have to come into the delivery room,” Lydia huffed. “I could have used the support.”

      “I couldn’t watch them cut you open,” Jack complained. “I didn’t sign up for an operation instead of a regular birth.”

      “It’s called a cesarean,” Lydia huffed. “A lot of women have them and their husbands show up. It’s not as if you can see them slicing through flesh. There is a white sheet covering that part.”

      “Oh! He kicked again.” Clara smiled brightly, ignoring everything around her. All that mattered was the child she was carrying.

      The conversation halted, all eyes glued to the mother-to-be.

      “You know what a kick means, don’t you?” Lydia said, sitting beside Clara, one arm extending around her, but settling on the sofa. She leaned in. “It’s the baby saying ‘I love you.’”

      Greg’s eyes bugged out. “Babies can’t talk,” he insisted, trying to create facial expressions to make his mother retract the statement she’d just made.

      “Of course they can’t,” Lydia snickered. “They are babies after all... and there is all that fluid in there. That’s why they kick, to tell their mommies.”

      “So they are showing how they feel,” Greg overstressed his words, “not telling.”

      “What’s gotten into you?” Lydia asked. “I think it’s safe to say in this case, it means the same thing. You shouldn’t belittle a child’s growing love for his or her mother. Did you two find out what it’s going to be?” Her eyes briefly fluttered over toward her daughter-in-law and returned again. They immediately shot back. “Clara, you look a bit pale.” Lydia’s fingers snapped. “Greg, get that drink!”

      There was no need to ask twice. In a flash, a cup of ice water was in her hands, the condensation cooling them instead of the rest of her.

      “Not water,” his mother complained in a sour tone. “She needs juice. It’s the sugar that will perk her right up again.”

      “If you want sweet,” Jack said, “give her some pop. A glass of that’s got enough of the white stuff in it to give anyone a sugar high.”

      “We don’t want to give her diabetes,” Lydia snapped. “We just want to bring the colour back into her face...a little pink.” One hand waved him off. “It’s a woman thing. You’d never understand.”

      “You got that right,” Greg’s father’s eyes rolled.

      The arguing fell on deaf ears. A blank stare faced forward, gazing at nothing in particular. Those words were the kiss of doom. Something terrible was about to happen.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Tables in doctor’s offices were always cold. Just sitting on one was enough to give a person hemorrhoids. That wasn’t even taking into consideration how uncomfortable they were.

      He glanced at his wife several times. “Babies can’t speak.” His gaze averted from hers. “Mother doesn’t actually know what our child is thinking.” Feet shuffled on the cheap carpeting. “It means nothing. You really shouldn’t be so upset.”

      Clara attempted to flash a smile. It failed. “We’ll wait for the doctor. Once he gives me the okay, I’ll feel a lot better.”

      Greg sat biting his nail. “He’s late. Why are doctors always late?” He shook his head, standing to continue his pacing. “If we were late, they’d charge us. It’s as if our time means nothing.” He took a seat again, standing right after. “What’s this doctor’s appointment for anyway?”

      “Your wife and baby,” Dr. Olsen said. “That should be good enough for you. Have a seat and stay put before you wear out my carpet. I’ve heard of a nervous father, but you are out of control. Relax a little.” He turned to her. “And how is the mother-to-be?”

      “Hungry,” she replied. “Tired. Worried.”

      He opened her chart, but his gaze never left her belly. “You’ve gotten quite big since your last checkup. Lie back and lift your shirt, please.” One end of a cold stethoscope pressed against her belly. “Um-hmm.” It moved to another spot. “Uh-huh.” He straightened up. “Okay. You can sit up again.”

      “Why’d you call me in?” she asked. “Is the baby fine?”

      “Relax,” he said in a soothing tone. “The fact of the matter is, we don’t know. The heartbeat seems to be fine. We can hear it. It’s your size which has us concerned.”

      “My mother thinks she’s having twins or triplets,” Greg said. “Could she be having twins or triplets?” He went back to biting his nails.

      “I don’t think so,” he replied.

      “Then why is she so big?” he asked.

      ‘That’s what we need to find out,” Dr. Olsen said with a smile.

      “There is something wrong with the baby, isn’t there?” Clara sobbed.

      “We don’t know that,” Dr. Olsen replied. “What we do know is you have an abnormal amount of fluid. A regular ultrasound can’t see through it all.” He paused, updating his chart. “The baby’s head is a bit larger than it should be at this stage.”

      “Larger?” she squeaked.

      The doctor patted her hand. “I don’t want you to be too worried. We don’t have all the facts yet. Until we do, try to remain calm.”

      “That’s easy for you to say,” Greg huffed.

      “I’m going to send you to a hospital with a very good neonatal unit,” Dr. Olsen explained, ignoring the previous comment. “They have better equipment and may be able to see clearer what’s going on. The second reason why I am sending you there is because of your size. I’d like them to remove some amniotic fluid.” He sighed. “Now, it is your choice and there is a risk involved. The procedure could throw you straight into labour.”

      “Why would I do that?” she asked in a soft voice. “Why take a risk like that?”

      “Frankly,” the doctor answered, “you can’t stretch any farther. If we don’t do something, you’ll go into labour anytime on your own. Removing some will stop that and you’ll be in the right place, if you do need an emergency delivery. It’s a fifty-fifty chance.” His lips pursed together forming a thin line.

      “Can the baby survive being born this early?” Greg asked.

      “At this hospital, you’ll have the very best team possible,” he replied. “I’ll leave you two to think it over. Give the front desk your answer.”

      “There’s no need,” Clara answered. “I’ll do it. I’d rather be in a place where there is help for my child, than in a cab trying to make it here in traffic.”

      The doctor nodded. “I’ll get you the appointment. Make sure you have an overnight bag packed and with you, just in case.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      There wasn’t much time to take a tour of the hospital. Another ultrasound was on the agenda. The staff rushed her right in, without any wait, and without having to drink ridiculous amounts of water.

      “How are you today?” the technician asked, pouring gobs of cold gel on warm skin. “This won’t take long, I promise.” A handheld device pressed down firmly, moving in circles, then settling once again.

      “Do you see anything?” Clara asked in a begging tone.

      “Your baby,” the woman answered, her face nearing the hidden screen, eyes narrowing. “You’ve got a lot of fluid in there.”

      “That’s why I’m here,” Clara replied. “I’m booked to have some removed after this. Do you know what they do for that?”

      “The doctor will explain everything,” the technician replied, wiping the gel off as best she could. “You’re all done here. An attendant will come to take you to where you need to be next.”

      “Oh, okay.” Clara accepted a hand to help her sit up. “Thank you.”

      The technician became a nameless part of the journey, gone before Clara had a chance to ask what it was. A wheelchair and someone to push was waiting in her stead.

      Clara sat, making herself comfy for the ride. “So, where are we off to now?” she asked.

      “One of the day surgery rooms,” the orderly replied. “It’s just down the hall. This will be a short trip.”

      “If it’s not far, I could walk,” she replied.

      “You just relax and take it easy,” her transporter said. “I need to do something to earn my pay. Besides, we are already here.” The metal brake clicked on, before he passed a chart to a nurse at the desk.

      “Clara,” another woman without a name said. “I can take you straight in. The doctor will be joining you shortly.”

      She wasn’t kidding. The doctor was right on their heels. “Clara.” They all seemed accustomed to using her first name. “I’m Dr. Mancheesy. I’ll be performing the procedure today. Has your family physician brought you up to speed?”

      “I think so,” she replied, the world spinning from moving too fast. “You are going to remove some fluid.”

      “That’s right.” He sat, wheeling over on a stool. “How we do this is by sticking a needle in through your bellybutton. Are you okay with needles?”

      “I’m not overly fond of them,” she replied.

      “Well, you may want to close your eyes. This is a big one.” He forced a smile. “After it is in, you just lie still until we take out enough to keep mommy and baby happy.”

      “And if I go into labour?” she asked.

      “We’ll deliver a baby,” he replied. “There’s no sense worrying about what might happen. Try to take things as they come.”

      A new nurse walked in. “Can you lie down, please?”

      Clara glanced around, seeing only a thin metal table. “There? It’s a bit small, isn’t it?” She was the only one who laughed. “Oh. You actually want me to... yeah.” She used a step to climb up, trying to position herself in the middle. The cold surface chilled the skin it touched, which wasn’t much. Parts of her were sagging over both sides.

      “I’m going to need you to remain completely still,” the nurse said, holding a cartoon supersized needle.

      “How long will this take?” If uncomfortable was the name of the game, this hospital had everything right.

      “Umm.” The nurse’s lips curled down slightly at the edges. “About an hour. Maybe a bit longer. It all depends.”

      Depends on what?

      A rubber glove snapped. “Here we go,” the doctor said. She couldn’t remember his name. She couldn’t remember what he explained to her.

      Eyes closed.

      “Ow!”

      “Inhale deeply,” the doctor said, the pressure continuing. “We are almost there. You are doing great.”

      She wasn’t doing great. She was scared. It hurt. Greg wasn’t allowed to be in the room. None of this was okay.

      “And it’s in!” the doctor exclaimed. “The hard part is over. You just relax and we’ll be done before you know it.” He glanced at the nurse. “How much?”

      “A litre,” she replied. “It’s filling fast.”

      “Is there a problem?” Clara asked.

      “No,” the doctor replied. “We are just going to have to take a bit more than we thought.”

      “Four litres,” the nurse called out.

      Gush. Swoosh.

      “Holy.” The doctor jumped back. “Her water broke. Get some towels.”

      Two more nurses rushed in, using towel after towel to mop up the mess she made and it was still spilling off the sides of the table.

      “I’ll grab some more,” one woman yelled, returning a moment later. “This is the last of it.”

      “By golly,” the doctor said, shaking his head. “We’ve actually used every piece of linen on the entire floor? That’s a lot of fluid.”

      “What’s happening?” Clara asked. “Ohh!”

      “It’s okay,” the doctor said. “Stay calm.” He turned to a nurse. “We need a delivery room... a dry one preferably.”

      “Ohh!” Am I having the baby?”

      “Let’s get her over there stat!” the doctor yelled. “I want a medical team on standby for the baby.”

      It was happening. She was having the baby early. That was exactly the opposite of what she wanted to happen.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      It was only a few minutes after birth. The cleanup was done. She was sitting, propped up by pillows, with Greg by her side. The only thing missing was the baby.

      That couldn’t be helped. Premature babies needed special care. They were prepared for that to happen.

      Clara inhaled deeply, breathing through the anxiety. This was either the best moment of her life, or the worst.

      “Be positive,” she told herself. “Everything is going to be okay.”

      Greg kissed the back of her hand, their fingers intertwined. “Whatever happens, we are here together.”

      “I know.” She flashed her trademarked smile. It faded the moment Dr. Mancheesy came through the door. He pulled a stool on wheels across the floor, taking a seat before it came to a rolling stop.

      The doctor exchanged glances with them both before opening his file. He pulled the glasses from his face. “I am not going to sugar-coat things. There are issues with your baby.”

      “What issues?” Clara asked.

      “We knew the baby’s head was larger than normal,” he started. “If water on the brain was the only problem, things might have been different.” He inhaled deeply. “It’s not though.”

      “What else?” Clara asked, squeezing her husband’s hand tighter.

      “Your baby doesn’t have a diaphragm,” the doctor answered. “That’s not something we can fix.” His glasses returned to their rightful place on his face, the file opening. “Other than that, he is blind, deaf, and doesn’t have the use of his arms or legs.”

      “I felt him kick,” Clara shrieked.

      Dr. Mancheesy once again inhaled deeply before speaking, “This is your first child, correct?”

      She nodded. Speaking further would open the flood gate to millions of tears.

      “What you felt were probably seizures,” the doctor said calmly. “You would have felt movement, but it wasn’t normal.”

      “What does all this mean?” Greg asked.

      “Well.” The doctor scratched his forehead lightly. “We have the baby on life support. He won’t last more than a week or so... we can’t say for sure. You have the choice of taking him off the machines and having a few precious minutes with him or leaving him as is, in the incubator.”

      “Is he in pain?” Words trembled as she spoke.

      “Obviously, we can’t say for sure,” Dr. Mancheesy answered. “In my opinion, he is in distress and can feel everything.”

      “Then there is no choice.” She turned to meet Greg’s gaze.

      “We don’t want him to suffer,” Greg said. “We’ll take him off life support. We’ll be able to hold him, right?”

      “Yes, of course.” Dr. Mancheesy nodded. “I’ll arrange a room for you to be alone with him. Have you decided on a name?”

      “Michael,” Clara blurted out. “Michael Joseph William.”

      “We’ll bring Michael to see you a few minutes after that,” the doctor said. There was nothing else to say. He simply led them to a new location, left them, and a moment later, a nurse returned.

      For the first, and last time, she held her baby, bestowing everything in her heart on him in those few priceless moments. Her lips grazed across his forehead, tears dripping on the blanket he was swaddled in.

      One Picture.

      One outfit.

      One moment in time.

      Then it was all over.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Parents burying their child—it shouldn’t have been a thing—neither should the funeral home staff’s attitudes. Sure, they tried to make it easy—to be mindful of their client’s feelings and to be accommodating. At the end of the day, it was a job like any other though. The bottom line was all about the money.

      “We have a variety available,” Grant, the funeral home director said. “It’s all up to you how much you want to spend.” The room had been outfitted with a number of coffins to browse.

      Greg inhaled deeply. “I wasn’t prepared for all the choices.” His eyes flashed from one box to the other.

      “This one has a satin-covered interior.” Grant motioned with one hand. “Go ahead and feel it.” He nodded, brows lifted. “You’ll find it is quite comfortable. There is a matching pillow too, should you be interested.”

      “Does it need to be comfortable?” This was a store, complete with merchandise for upselling.

      “Oh, no,” Grant said. “It’s completely up to you what you decide is right for your child’s final resting place. There is a plain wooden box, if you prefer.”

      Was she a bad person for not getting her child the best possible? She exchanged glances with her husband.

      “Perhaps we should move on to picking the marker, and you can think about the coffin?” Grant suggested.

      “That sounds good,” Greg answered.

      “We have a number available,” Grant began the entire sales pitch over again. “It all depends on your taste. If you plan to visit a lot, the bigger stones may appeal more to you.”

      “Are you saying if we choose something smaller, we aren’t going to visit our son’s grave?” Clara snapped.

      “Not at all,” Grant replied quickly. “You can opt not to have a marker, if you want. I have some delightful stones with child-sized angels on them though.” He presented a folder. “Have a glance through.” He clasped his hands together silently. “I’ll leave you two to discuss things.”

      Clara’s breath was stolen with his exit. Her heart raced, a cold sweat forming on her brow. “I can’t.”

      “I know.” Greg’s arm draped over her shoulders, squeezing. “I know. Breathe. You need to inhale deeply.” He pushed a box of tissues toward her chest. “Wait outside. I’ll handle things.”

      “Okay.” She stood, heading for the front doors. The front steps to the home were a good enough place to sit. How long she was there was anyone’s guess. It was all a blank. It wasn’t until Greg emerged from the white doors that she realized what was happening.

      “It’s done.” He shoved his hands in the pockets, donning an unreadable expression. “I picked out a teddy bear. He’ll be hugging it.” He sniffled, fighting to stay strong for the both of them.

      “Sorry,” she said. Not once had she considered what he was going through. It was all about what she could or couldn’t do. Greg had no choice in the matter. “I should have been there with you.”

      He jumped down the steps, taking a seat beside her. “We’ll be at the funeral together. I’ve arranged for it to take place this afternoon.”

      “So soon?” she said, the words sticky on her lips.

      Greg took the phone from her hands, dialing. “Hello.” The speaker turned on. “It’s me.”

      “Hello, dear,” Lydia said. “How are you?”

      He inhaled deeply. “Under the circumstances as good as could be expected.” He interrupted his mother before she had a chance to lecture. “The funeral is this afternoon, if you want to attend.”

      “Funeral?” Lydia’s voice lifted. “It’s beside me why they are making you have a funeral for a miscarriage.”

      Miscarriage.

      The word echoed in Clara’s head; the rest of her mother-in-law’s rants fell on deaf ears. How could anyone say such a horrible thing? Michael was born alive. He was a person, not an embryo in the beginning stages of development. Sure, there were problems, but that didn’t make him any less worthy of a service to mark the end of his time with them.

      She grabbed the phone, ending the call.

      “It’s just their way of dealing with it,” Greg said, teeth grating over his bottom lip. “She didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “How long?” she asked.

      “A couple hours,” he replied.

      ***

      They sat in the cemetery watching the grave being dug. That was the part most people missed. In their case, it was hard to avoid. A hearse arrived, then the holy man they’d chosen for the service. On short notice, there wasn’t a huge selection of those able to perform a graveside ceremony.

      Ten minutes and it was over.

      There was no crowd. It was just the two of them.

      There were no bouquets. There were only the flowers they brought.

      There was no gathering afterward—no fancy sandwiches. They simply went home to a white cardboard box on the table. In it they placed the donated knitted sweater Michael wore in the hospital, the sole picture of the three of them together, and a single flower from the funeral, pressed and sealed in plastic. That was everything—the extent of their baby’s life.

      With the top on, it went into the closet—out of reach, but not out of their thoughts. He was always with them, no matter what. He was their son who never had a chance to live a full life.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          A few years later...

        

      

    

    
      The breeze was cool against her skin, hair blowing softly off her face. It was the perfect evening.

      Greg’s arms reached around her in a warm embrace. “Penny for your thoughts.” Warm lips brushed over her cheek.

      “Pennies have no value,” Clara mused. “Why would I trade anything for one? You’ll have to offer a bit more, if you want me to spill the beans.”

      “You drive a hard bargain,” he chuckled. “Seriously though, I don’t want you worrying.” One hand rubbed her belly bulge. “The doctors have been monitoring things, and you know as well as I do, our daughter is going to be just fine.”

      “Yeah,” Clara replied, her eyes swelling with unshed tears. “I couldn’t do it again. I couldn’t go through it again.”

      “Shh.” He turned her around, pulling her close. “You don’t have to. We don’t have to. Everything is going to be okay.”

      “For us,” she blubbered, unleashing the flood gates. “I can’t stop thinking about all those other women out there who are being forced to carry a baby they know won’t survive to full term. What if that was us? It wouldn’t be fair to you, to our daughter, or to me.”

      “We’d find a way,” Greg said, kissing her forehead. “Taking away the fundamental right to an abortion isn’t something either of us agree with.”

      “I wish there was something we could do for women in that position,” Clara whispered, amongst her sobs.

      “There is,” Greg said. “We can raise awareness. We can raise funds. We can tell our story.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll do,” Clara answered.

      “Yeah,” Greg agreed. “That’s what we’ll do. We can’t change what we went through with Michael, but we can try to stop others from experiencing the same pain. Choosing an abortion is hard enough in the early stages without the ban. No one should make it more taxing than it already is.”

      Clara nodded. This was their story and they were going to share it for all the women who needed it.
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            Chapter One

          

          RULE 1: MAKE YOUR OWN LUCK

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ANDREW

      

      

      My dad always said you make your own luck. And in the end, I guess he did. He worked so hard making luck that he dropped dead of a heart attack at thirty-nine.

      But I’m a glass-half-full kind of guy, and I figured even though he missed a lot—graduations, weddings, the birth of a grandchild—he did more before forty than most guys did by the time they were eighty. He created a company and a family. He rang the bell at the stock exchange. A theater at a private high school bore his name.

      (Of course, that was because my brother accidentally torched the old one while installing an unauthorized “upgrade” to the lighting system.)

      And my dad found true love.

      Which was more than I’d done by thirty-two.

      I glanced down at my half-full glass of heart-healthy red wine. The Rolex Submariner that peeked out of my Brooks Brothers shirt sleeve. My own lanky frame, kept fit with daily runs and weekend soccer.

      Was it worth it, prolonging my lonely life?

      Shit, that was dark. And I was never dark.

      I stared through the enormous windows of the luxurious hotel bar to the dramatic rocky Monterey shore.

      Anyone would call me a lucky guy.

      Me? Like my dad, I didn’t believe in luck. He worked hard to give my mother and my siblings and me a good life. And like I did on the soccer field, I’d taken the pass and run with it straight toward the goal.

      Any athlete worth his cleats knew luck was a fantasy. There was only preparation and anticipation. Focus. Practice. Hard work. Like Wayne Gretzky said, skating to where the puck is going to be.

      But any player can make a mistake, and Dad’s was saddling himself with too much responsibility and working too hard.

      I’d learned from his mistakes. I hadn’t married the first person I’d fallen for. Well, that wasn’t exactly my choice since she’d hardly known I existed. Plus, she was already married. But I hadn’t married the second or even the third.

      No, I’d taken my time.

      And instead of starting my own company like Dad had, I’d worked for someone else. Less stress, almost as lucrative. Instead of hustling on the weekends, I played recreational soccer at Golden Gate Park.

      I was living exactly the life I wanted. You’d think I’d be happier.

      I lifted the glass of red wine and sipped it, wishing for the fiery burn of whisky. Wishing I weren’t alone in a bar on a Sunday night. Wishing for even the stress of responsibility for someone who loved me.

      Raucous laughter caught my ear, and I glanced over my shoulder.

      A group of well-dressed women somewhere between my age and my mother’s sat at a high-top table. A dark-haired woman laughed the loudest, and a blond woman giggled beside her. A woman with her back to me had a mane of red curls that bounced when her shoulders shook.

      But what stopped my otherwise-healthy heart was the woman leaning forward beside her, legs crossed in a slim skirt.

      I knew that face. That caramel-brown hair with honey highlights swinging over her shoulder, almost kissing the tabletop. Those lush lips painted in the same warm color as always, somewhere between red and pink. Brown eyes that sparkled with intelligence.

      I glanced at her left hand. She didn’t wear that monstrosity of a ring anymore. Even the pale imprint of it had faded like it had never weighed her down.

      God. Damn. Me.

      This wasn’t preparation or foresight. It was pure luck to meet up with her here.

      And I was going to take that ball and run with it.

      I signaled to the bartender, pointing over my shoulder at their table. “Send them a round on me.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          RULE 2: DON’T LISTEN TO THAT BS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CARLY

      

      

      30 minutes earlier

      “You wanna know the secret to being a goddess?”

      The speaker onstage paused, a knowing half-grin on her face. She slipped her hand into her trouser pocket as if she kept the secret in her red Armani pantsuit.

      The women around me roared, “Yeah!”

      I leaned forward. Finally. We were getting to the point of the event I’d paid two thousand dollars to attend. Money that would have gone a long way to prop up my struggling business.

      Before my divorce, I’d have thought nothing of the expense. I’d paid what this seminar cost for a pair of shoes. More than once.

      When I signed the prenup the morning of our wedding, I didn’t think anything of it. Wide-eyed Carly thought the showers of expensive jewelry and free rein in the boutiques with Brad’s platinum card meant he loved me. He didn’t know much about fashion, but a fresh-faced girlfriend made him feel younger. I didn’t anticipate my modeling prospects drying up. Or his love for me fading like my golden-brown hair color. I thought our passion would last forever, and we’d grow old together.

      Apparently, I was the only one who’d grown old.

      Now, at forty-five, I wished I could go back and shake twenty-five-year-old Carly until her naturally white teeth rattled. Show her how miserable she’d be sitting in the ballroom of a four-star conference hotel in Monterey, desperate to hear the secret of How to Be a Goddess at Work and at Home.

      I’d thought I’d been Brad’s goddess at home, the perfect wife, a hostess for his business associates, his arm candy when we went to his professional networking events. I hadn’t really minded when my agent stopped calling. Brad made so many demands on my time it was a relief not to have to juggle them with work.

      He’d encouraged me to stop hustling, telling me he needed me more at home. He said we were partners. I’d believed him.

      Until his twenty-something girlfriend had shown up at my door to ask if I was taking the Waterford crystal in the divorce.

      “What was that?” The speaker strolled to the other side of the stage.

      “Hell, yeah!” the Black woman beside me yelled. Her natural hair had a dramatic streak of gray that swept from her left temple to her shoulder. She was already a goddess with her classic cream Chanel suit and red clutch.

      Fine. I joined in the shouting, raising my hand. “I want to know!”

      The speaker planted her feet. She drew her clicker out of her pocket and advanced the slide projected behind her.

      It was rose pink, like all her slides, with a handful of words in white, the letters as tall as my arm.

      TREAT HIM LIKE A GOD.

      I cocked my head. That couldn’t be right.

      It was exactly what I’d done, and I had crap to show for it.

      Not that I was destitute. I’d bought a nice-enough condo in a safe part of San Francisco. I drove a reliable Mercedes that had been almost-new when we split. But my stylist business had exactly one client: me. And the IRS wouldn’t let me write off designer dresses and seminars for much longer if I didn’t start generating an income.

      I was a long way from the comfort and security I thought I’d had with Brad. And even farther from the goals I’d had in my twenties.

      Twenty-five-year-old me would consider me a loser.

      I tugged at the sleeves of my floral Carolina Herrera blouse. It had made me feel confident and cheerful when I put it on this morning. Now it seemed garish.

      I tuned back in to the speaker as she gestured at the words on the screen. “Treat him like a god. A happy man will treat you like the goddess you are.”

      I squinted at the words as if that would make them make sense.

      At the front of the room, a dark-haired woman stood, her hand in the air. “Wait. You’re saying the secret is dependent on a man?”

      The speaker’s red lips turned down for a fraction of a second, then she smiled. But I knew that smile. It was dangerous. It was the one all the first wives had greeted me with when I’d entered their sphere on Brad’s arm.

      “What’s your name, honey?”

      “Lucie Knox.”

      “Well, Lucie Knox, let me share a hard truth with you. Historically, in most Western societies, men have held the power. Am I right?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Ah-ah-ah.” She held up a hand. “The secret to being a goddess is working with your man to find your power.”

      There were some head nods around me, but the woman at the front, Lucie, stood her ground. “That’s a very heteronormative outlook.”

      The speaker smiled. “I do like a good D. But I suppose it applies to lesbians, too.”

      Lucie put her hands on her hips. “I don’t think—”

      The speaker stuck out her palm. “Lucie, if you’ll let me finish, I’m sure I’ll answer your question. If not, save it for the Q and A at the end, okay?” She turned away and clicked to the next slide, which showed a photo of Elizabeth Taylor dressed as Cleopatra.

      Sure, Elizabeth Taylor was an icon. But her Egyptian costume struck me as wrong, especially with the words Western society and heteronormative still hanging in the air.

      At the front of the room, Lucie didn’t sit. Deliberately, she lifted her battered leather satchel to her shoulder and tugged at the too-loose black jacket of her off-the-rack pantsuit. She strode down the aisle toward the exit, her head held high and her gaze focused on the doors.

      Lucie was a goddess.

      The speaker pinned her attention to the people in the front of the room, pretending she didn’t see Lucie marching toward the exit.

      “It’s a partnership,” she said. “You treat him with the respect and devotion he deserves. And he’ll treat you with the respect and devotion you deserve.”

      She was wrong. It was what I’d done for nineteen years. And I’d ended up alone, no career to speak of, while a younger woman drank wine out of my crystal stemware in the house I used to share with the man I used to love.

      My right knee creaked as I stood. But I ignored it, same as I’d ignored all Brad’s late nights at the office, the way he’d talked over me in social settings, the lipstick on the collar of his golf shirt after his business trips.

      I grabbed my Balenciaga bag, the one with the scuff on the bottom I’d colored in with a Sharpie, and shimmied past the angry knees to the aisle. I held my head just as high as Lucie’s, but I wasn’t buoyed by her righteous justice. It was a facade, a pretense, to cover up the failure I’d made of my own life.

      Over nineteen years, I’d gotten good at pretending.

      I sailed out.
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      She hadn’t gone far. Lucie stood at the bar outside the ballroom. The bartender handed her a light-amber drink just as I stepped up next to her.

      I held out my credit card. “It’s on me. And could I have a Chardonnay, please?”

      “Sure thing.” The bartender took my card.

      Lucie turned to me. “Thanks.”

      “My pleasure.” I smiled at her. “Thank you. For saying that in there.”

      “Oh.” Her cheeks reddened. “I—I couldn’t sit there and listen anymore. You know?”

      “Want to talk about it?” I gestured at a square high-top table.

      “Okay.”

      Scooping up my wine, I followed her to the table. I slid into a chair, and she sat opposite me.

      I raised my glass. “To, ah, the worst two thousand dollars we’ve ever spent?”

      She chuckled. “Sorry, my job covered mine. I guess I can’t write that story now, huh?”

      “You’re a journalist?” Definitely not a TV journalist. I scanned her nineties-style smoky eye, skinny brows, and burgundy lipstick. Her vintage satchel had aged much better than her makeup; it looked well made and well cared-for.

      “Freelance. I write for San Franciscan, The Bay Zine, sometimes The Manhattan Post. Plus the Feminist News podcast.”

      I whistled. “You’re a serious journalist. What are you doing here, covering…that?” I waved toward the closed doors of the ballroom.

      “Looking for my next big story. I’m, ah, turning forty next year, and I thought I’d do something with women and aging.”

      “Thirty-nine? Those were the good old days. I mean, I still tell people I’m forty, but I won’t be able to get away with it much longer.”

      “Are you serious? You look fantastic.”

      “Thanks. It’s amazing what a good skin regimen and some contouring can do for you.”

      She laughed.

      I didn’t. Skincare is no joke. Not if your success depends on your image.

      An auburn-haired woman stepped up to our table, her face pink, towing a blond woman. “Mind if we join you? I’ll buy the next round.”

      “You came from in there?” I nodded at the ballroom.

      She pressed her lips together and nodded. Then she burst out, “That wasn’t what I was expecting. At all. I mean, treat your man like a god and hope he’ll treat you like a goddess? No, thanks.”

      Her blond companion muttered, “Been there, done that, bought the T-shirt.”

      The redhead went on, “What the actual fuck is that? Most men I’ve known thought they were hot shit, but they’re actually just shits. Treating them like God’s gift feeds their oversized egos.”

      I winced. It had been my life for almost twenty years. But divorce opened my eyes. “One hundred percent. My ex’s ego was the only thing oversized about him.”

      Lucie threw back her head and laughed, and the redhead snickered.

      The blond woman giggled uncomfortably. Her face was round and kind with smile lines radiating from the corners of her eyes and bracketing her mouth. She eased into the chair to my right, tugging her dress to cover her knees. Neither the dress nor the cardigan she wore over it had any shape at all, and she wore them like an invisibility cloak. My fingers itched to rip them off her and exchange them for a flowy blouse and flared skirt that would accentuate her figure. Her single-tone blond hair needed highlights to frame her pretty face.

      I stuck out my hand. “Carly Winn—Rose.”

      “Savannah. Lamb.” Her hand was hot and a little damp.

      “Tessa Wright,” the redhead said. Her hand was cool and dry. She wore a long-sleeved lightweight black wool sweater and black jeans over black combat-style boots. A graphic designer, I guessed, or a tech executive. Her clothes were high quality, but she wore them like she didn’t care. And unlike Savannah, whose makeup was flawless, Tessa wore only mascara and a tinted lip balm. Nothing hid the scatter of freckles across her nose and cheekbones.

      After shaking hands with Lucie, Tessa said, “I’ve got the next round. What’s everyone drinking?”

      We told her, and she strode off to the bar.

      “Savannah, are you here with Tessa?” Lucie asked.

      Her cheeks pinked. “No. We only met today. But she saw I was uncomfortable”—she swallowed—“and dragged me out with her.”

      “What made you uncomfortable?” Lucie asked.

      When she smoothed a blond strand from her cheek, a wedding band and sparkling engagement ring caught the light. “The, um, the speaker wasn’t saying anything new. I mean, I’m no goddess, but all I’ve done for the last thirty years is try to make my husband happy, and my kids, but it’s not…it’s not”—she straightened—“it’s not enough. I think I need more than that. You know? Wait. Are you writing this down?”

      Lucie had produced a notebook from somewhere and scribbled in it. “Don’t mind me. Keep talking.”

      “Nineteen years for me.” I rubbed my bare ring finger. The place on my finger where the ring had perched for so many years had finally started to look like the rest of my finger. “Six months divorced.”

      Savannah recoiled. “I—I don’t know about divorce. I’m trying to make things better where I am, you know? With that.” She nodded at the ballroom doors. Faint applause filtered out.

      I laid a hand on her arm. “I’m not saying it’s right for you. But it was right for me.” Even as I said the words, a tiny weight pressed into my belly. If his girlfriend hadn’t come to my door that day, would I still be with Brad? Blissfully ignorant of the sham our marriage had become?

      I blinked when a grinning Tessa returned, followed by the bartender carrying a tray of drinks. “Drinks on him, ladies.”

      We glanced where she pointed. A young guy in jeans and a blue-check button-down raised his glass of red toward us. He was cute, but oh so young. And a little familiar. I frowned. Maybe he was one of Brad’s business associates?

      I shook it off. I was here to focus on my feminine power. Not on my old life with Brad. I didn’t have to ease things with his network anymore.

      Tessa held her glass of amber liquid high. “To being goddesses. Who don’t fucking need to serve anyone.”

      “Goddesses,” we echoed and drank.

      “Why’d you come to the seminar, Tessa?” Lucie asked.

      Her lips twisted. “I was hoping to get some professional answers. I’ve been…adrift for a while. I need to find my direction. But that? That wasn’t it.”

      “Adrift?” Lucie cocked her head. Her fingers crept toward her notebook.

      Tessa smiled, but it didn’t reach her pale green eyes. “What about you, Lucie? What brings you here?”

      “I’m a journalist. I was hoping to get a story out of it, but I don’t think I can stomach it. The closer I get to forty, the less patience I have with bullshit like that.”

      “Amen,” I raised my glass.

      Tessa smiled with her eyes this time.

      Savannah sighed. “Wait until you’re staring fifty in the eye.”

      Lucie sucked in a breath. “You’re not fifty?”

      “I turned two months ago in July. It’s not that bad, but…” She shrugged.

      Cold tingles ran across my skin. That was me in five years. And I didn’t want to be shrugging about my fiftieth birthday. I wanted to be independent and loving it. Successful in my career. I wanted an over-the-top celebration of life. Maybe I’d do it on a boat with the wind whipping through my hair and sunshine on my face.

      “No.” I thumped my hand on the table, making the drinks slosh. “You are a goddess. Not what she was talking about”—I waved at the ballroom—“but what we were all hoping for. Fierce. Strong. Breathtaking.

      “Listen to me.” Maybe it was the chardonnay talking, but the idea had blazed up inside me like a bonfire, consuming me. “We are amazing. And we—we four—are going to support each other. Starting today. No more meh birthdays. No more losing ourselves in men. We are going for what we want, and we’re going to get it.”

      Suddenly, I was standing. It was like the time Brad and I had gone to a fundraiser at the Boston Museum of Science. They had a Van de Graaff generator, and I’d volunteered to touch it. The electricity had sparked through me—totally ruined my hairstyle—but I’d felt alive in a way I’d never felt before or since. Until tonight.

      Tessa grasped my hand and Lucie’s. Savannah hesitated, but I gripped her hand, willing this new energy to flow through all of them.

      “We are fabulous,” I said, “at every age. We are going to lift each other up. Understand?”

      Across the table, Lucie said, “I’m in.”

      Tessa said, “Hell, yes.”

      Slowly, Savannah nodded. “Okay.”

      I squeezed their hands, and the energy built. At that moment, I could have stared smug Brad in the eye, ripped up that prenup, and fought for what I deserved after putting up with his shit for nineteen years. I could have told that posse of first wives what I actually thought of them. Even Audrey Jones.

      I buzzed with energy. “Now what, ladies?”

      Lucie cleared her throat. “Don’t look now, Carly, but that hot guy is coming this way, staring at you like he wants to worship at your altar. If you know what I mean.”
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      “Staring at me?” I tracked his saunter toward our table. Why? We’d look like a bunch of old ladies to him. His boyish face couldn’t have seen more than thirty years. And his body? He was thin in that effortless way I’d been at his age, eating whatever I wanted, taking only sporadic trips to the gym, my metabolism humming along with the efficiency of youth. His dark blond hair had highlights from the actual sun, not the salon like mine.

      He grinned, and that’s when I realized I was staring. I ducked down below Tessa. Thank God she was tall. “He’s not still looking, is he?”

      Savannah had the best view of the bar. “He’s coming this way.”

      “Who is he? Anyone know?”

      “Does it matter?” Tessa twisted in her chair to watch him approach. “He’s young and hot, he bought us drinks, and he wants to talk to you.”

      “Maybe it’s not me. Maybe it’s Lucie. She’s closest to his age.”

      Lucie twisted her lips. “I don’t think so. But those forearms? I wouldn’t mind having them planted beside my head while he—”

      “Shh! He’ll hear!” Samantha whispered.

      “Ms. Winner,” a deep voice said.

      I was right. He had to be one of Brad’s business associates. One who didn’t know I’d abandoned his name along with the wedding crystal.

      I straightened and looked him in the eye. “It’s back to Rose now. Carly Rose. And you are?”

      Hurt flashed across his face, but then the smile was back. He held out his hand. Lucie was right about the forearms. Muscled and covered in springy blond hair. “Andrew Jones.”

      As soon as I gripped his hand, realization dawned. “Audrey’s son?”

      “That’s right. You remember me?”

      I sure as hell did not remember this man with his forearms and his powerful grip and his height. He’d been a kid, a teenager, who’d sometimes pick up his mother after one of our committee meetings. Women like Audrey had never truly accepted me, but once they figured out I could make five hundred dollars’ worth of flowers look like five thousand and knew the perfect hairstyle for their face shape, they needed me.

      “I remember a skinny kid with braces who played soccer.” He’d been a puppy, all gangly limbs and huge feet.

      His cheeks went red, and the sparkle in his blue eyes dimmed. But he stretched his smile wider. “You’re even more beautiful now.”

      “Swoon,” Lucie said. “Hi, I’m Lucie Knox. You’re one of Jasper Jones’s sons?”

      “That’s right. The non-billionaire. Andrew Jones, second son, took the safe route in finance.” His grin looked forced now.

      “These are my friends.” Still glowing from my new connection to the women, I introduced him around the table.

      “You’re here for a girls’ weekend?” he asked.

      “We wish.” Tessa waved her hand at the ballroom. “We came here for a seminar that turned out to be a shitshow.”

      “A shitshow?”

      “We were supposed to learn how to be goddesses at work and at home,” Savannah said. “But the secret, apparently, is to be a doormat. I’ve pretty much got that one down.” She chuckled uncomfortably.

      I rubbed her shoulder. “Doormats don’t walk out of seminars.”

      “But I…” She shook her head.

      “I think you’re out here and not in there because you’re already goddesses,” Andrew said. “I know Carly is.”

      I shivered. It was just my name, but I didn’t think he’d ever used it before. I liked the way it sounded in his baritone.

      Tessa looked between us. “Tell us more about how you know each other.”

      He raised his eyebrows at me, and I nodded to let him tell it. I didn’t like the flutter in my chest. My voice might tremble, and everyone would think I had regrets about my old life. Maybe it was true, but my new persona didn’t have regrets.

      “My parents and Carly ran in the same circle. Carly and my mother were always working on a cause together. And my stepfather, Charles, had some business dealings with—with Carly’s husband.”

      “Ex-husband,” I said. “Charles’s bank is still in the building he bought from Brad?” Brad had bought and sold half the office buildings in San Francisco.

      “They are. I work there now. I lead the investment banking division.” His chest expanded.

      “Really? I guess you’re all grown up now.”

      “I sure am.” His voice went deep with a rumble to it that shook me to my core.

      I grabbed my wineglass and drained the dregs. “What brings you to Monterey?”

      “I’m meeting with a client tomorrow. Thought I’d come out early so I didn’t have to fight the traffic in the morning. Little did I know I’d have the added bonus of seeing an old friend.”

      Old. Cold washed through me like he’d doused me with his drink. He was flirting with his mother’s friend because that’s what our social circle did. It was ridiculous to feel flattered.

      “I guess you’re lucky the seminar was so awful,” Tessa said, “or you’d have missed seeing Carly.”

      “Lucky,” he echoed.

      “It was truly terrible,” Savannah said, “but on the bright side, we’re making new friends.”

      “Wait, you just met today?” Andrew asked. “And you’re already friends? Like in kindergarten?”

      “I—I think so.” Savannah looked uncertainly around the table.

      “We are,” I said. I didn’t know any of them very well, but we were the only ones who’d walked out of that two-thousand-dollar seminar. We had something unique in common. Because Brad had taken all of my former friends in the divorce, I no longer had the luxury of slowly developing relationships, chatting up someone at an event, then escalating to coffee. Plus, I liked these women.

      Tessa and Lucie nodded.

      “Should we celebrate with champagne?” Andrew raised his eyebrows at all of us, and when we didn’t object, he strode back to the bar. Four pairs of eyes watched the sway of his taut denim-clad ass.

      Three sets of eyes swiveled back to me.

      “Spill it,” Lucie said.
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      “Spill…what?” I asked.

      “What’s really going on between you two?” Lucie pressed.

      “What? Nothing.” I flicked a piece of lint off my black skirt.

      Tessa snorted. “Nothing? The man is absolutely gone for you. Like a tech bro for bitcoin.”

      “Man?” I held on to the word like a lifeline. I couldn’t let myself think about the rest. “He’s a boy. The son of my former friend. Well, maybe she was more of a frenemy.”

      “He doesn’t look like a boy to me,” Lucie said. “Like you said, he’s all grown up.”

      “He has to be fifteen years younger than me.”

      Lucie tapped her phone, then flipped it around to show us his wiki page with his date of birth. “Thirteen.”

      “Thirteen years.” Panic gripped my throat. “I could’ve been his babysitter.”

      “Were you?” Tessa lasered me with eyes the color of a surgeon’s gown.

      “No!” I considered. “He must have been twelve or thirteen when I met him. A few years before—” At Jasper’s funeral, my heart had broken to see Audrey’s four children, the youngest only eight, lined up beside her in their black suits and dresses. In the receiving line, I’d tried to express how truly sorry I was for her loss, but Audrey’s response had been as cold as her hand.

      I’d stopped by her house a few times after that to offer to help, watch the kids, whatever she needed, but she said they were fine. So I stopped going. And a year later, she married Charles, and she really did seem fine.

      I’d seen Andrew at his mother’s wedding and a few other parties before he went off to an East Coast college Audrey never stopped crowing about. He’d struck me as a serious kid, though maybe he’d been like that before his father died. When had he come back to California?

      “Heidi Klum.” Lucie’s voice snapped me back to the present.

      “What?”

      She showed us of a photo of the gorgeous model with a handsome, dark-haired man. “She’s seventeen years older than her husband.”

      “But she’s Heidi Klum,” I said.

      Lucie’s thumbs flew across her phone.

      “Gabrielle Union is nine years older than Dwyane Wade. Priyanka Chopra is eleven years older than Nick Jonas. Lisa Bonet—”

      “They split!” Savannah and I said it at the same time.

      “It happens. It can work,” Lucie said.

      “Wait. Wait,” I said, my head spinning. “What are we talking about here?”

      “We’re talking about you going up to that handsome, smitten man’s hotel room and letting him worship at your goddess altar.” Lucie’s voice was matter-of-fact like she’d proposed I try a different shade of lipstick.

      Savannah scrunched her nose. “You mean sex, right?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m talking about,” Lucie said.

      “I don’t know that he’s interested in that way.” I glanced at the bar, where Andrew leaned on one elbow. He said something to the bartender, but his gaze burned me right down to my toes. They’d have curled if they weren’t smashed into my pointed-toe pumps.

      “One way to find out,” Tessa said.

      “And what’s that?” I murmured, dragging my attention back to her.

      “Ask him.”

      “Absolutely not. What if he isn’t? What if he’s just a flirt? He’ll go back home and tell his mother I tried to pick him up, and then I’ll be banned from styling anyone in San Francisco. I’ll have to move back to Dallas. Do you have any idea how difficult it is to keep your makeup in place when it’s a hundred and five?”

      Lucie waved her hand like she could waft away all my concerns. “Do you really think he’d do that? Even if he’s not interested, he’d be flattered.”

      “What do you think, Savannah?” She’d been quiet, and I didn’t know her well enough to know what that meant.

      She pursed her pink lips. “I’m not the right person to ask. I haven’t had a one-night stand in…well, ever?”

      “Never?” Lucie turned a horrified expression on her.

      She shrugged. “I married my high-school sweetheart and got pregnant, like, a minute later.”

      “My God,” Tessa said. “Are you saying you’ve had one sexual partner?”

      Savannah’s cheeks turned red. “Yes?”

      “And you’re satisfied?” Her red brows lifted.

      “I guess? Mostly? When we used to have sex, that is.”

      Lucie slammed her hand down on the table, making the glasses rattle. “No! Carly, if you turn this dude down, Savannah’s taking your place.”

      “What?” Savannah gasped. “No, I—”

      “Carly’s not turning him down,” Tessa said, serenely confident.

      I snorted. “I’m not?” There were a million reasons I should. My career was one.

      Savannah twisted her fingers together. “Normally, I’d say don’t rush into anything. But”—she glanced over her shoulder at the ballroom doors—“some of what she said about being a goddess sounded good. Finding your own power. Taking what you want. And other people can go to hell.” She whispered the last word, but her blue eyes blazed.

      “Besides,” Tessa said, “it’s only one night. You’re not committing to a lifetime with him. You can decide in the morning if it’s worth pursuing.”

      Lucie nodded. “I know you’ve been out of the dating pool for a while, but that’s how it works. It’s like…it’s like clothes.” She gestured at my floral blouse. “Try him on. See if he feels good. We know he looks good.”

      I slumped against the back of the stool. It had been so long since anyone had, as Lucie said, worshiped at my altar. Sex with Brad had been perfunctory and infrequent for at least three years before the divorce. I had a great vibrator, but I missed the spontaneity, the surprises, of a non-silicone partner.

      “God, he looks so good,” I moaned. “Like sex on a stick. I want to lick—”

      Savannah gripped my hand a second before a bottle of champagne clunked on the table in front of me. A warm hand landed between my shoulders.

      His breath tickled my ear. “Me first.”
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      I squeezed my eyes shut, my face burning.

      Lucie snorted. Tessa threw back the last of her drink, but I saw her grin around the glass. Only Savannah looked as horrified as I felt.

      Trouper that she was, she said, “Oh, hello, Andrew. We were just talking about, um, kebabs.”

      “Kebabs?” He remained behind me, his hand on my back. I could practically hear his eyebrows rise.

      “Meat. On a stick. Tasty enough to lick.” She winced.

      I wanted to crawl under the table. None of Brad’s snooty social events had prepared me for the utter mortification of this moment. I clutched for something, anything, to help me make an escape.

      “You know what we need?” I squeaked. “Strawberries. To go with the champagne. I’ll find some.”

      I slipped off my stool and scurried to the bar, where I dropped my head into my hands. My fingertips were ice cold, and I used them to cool my flaming cheeks. What had I done? I’d humiliated myself in front of Andrew, who wasn’t a sweet, serious teen anymore but a titan of finance who could utterly destroy my fledgling business. Even worse, I was going to have to slink out of the bar with my tail between my legs without my new friends’ contact information. After forty, new friends were even harder to come by than young, prime-grade D.

      I lifted my head from my hands and scanned the bar for a rear exit. Blessedly, there was a red sign above the hall that led to the restrooms. At that point, it could lead to the very gates of hell, and I’d follow it.

      “Carly.” It was a low rumble behind me.

      I winced. I’d missed my chance at a cowardly exit. Slowly, I turned to face him.

      Andrew’s lips turned down in concern. “Are you okay? I didn’t mean to offend you. I thought we were having fun. Joking.”

      “Oh.” The band around my chest loosened. “Joking.” I let out a humorless bark. Of course he thought I was joking. An old, used-up woman had to be joking about licking someone as young and hot as he was. I gave him a pained smile. “Of course.”

      He had exactly one wrinkle, a crease between his eyebrows. It deepened. “Wait. I think we have a misunderstanding. Again.”

      He curled his right fingers around my left hand, sheltering it like he’d have done with a fallen baby bird. “Here’s what I want. After you’re done hanging out with your friends, I’d like you to come to my hotel room.”

      “Why would I do that?” It came out more challenging than I’d intended. Why did he want me when there were so many other options right there in the bar?

      “Because you want someone to talk to. Because you want me. Because I give great oral.” He spread his hands. “Your choice.”

      “My choice?” My brain stuttered on the good oral part. My vibrator was good, but it wasn’t that good. When I pictured Andrew’s golden hair between my thighs, I swayed on suddenly weak knees.

      “To come up. Or not. Though I’d like you to. And we can talk. Or do more. And I’d really like to do more.”

      He pulled his wallet out of his front jeans pocket and slipped out a plastic key card. He set it on the bar. I didn’t even have to take it from his hand. All I had to do was pick it up. Or leave it there.

      I stared at it. “No expectations?”

      “None. I’ll go upstairs and pour two glasses of wine. After an hour, I’ll drink the second one.”

      “And if I come up, we can just…talk?”

      “If that’s what you want.” His hand was warm around mine. “No pressure.”

      “And if we…do more, that’s it? No strings, no phone numbers, we pretend like it never happened?”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed. “If that’s what you want. Though I’ll never forget my night with Carly Rose.”

      “That’s what I’d want. If I were to come up. And let you…let you…”

      “Pleasure you?”

      This time, the flames licked up from my belly and burned all the way to my fingertips and my toes. “That.”

      “Okay.”

      I glanced at the card again. Shame if someone else were to pick it up. I lifted a corner with one finger.

      He dropped my hand and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Tell you what. Talk it over with your friends. Set up a check-in or a signal. Lucie there”—he nodded at her—“she already took a photo of my license. But we’ve known each other for a while. You know I’m safe.”

      “I do. I know your mother.” I winced. What wouldn’t she do to me if she found out I went to her son’s hotel room? Audrey Jones’s reach was long.

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “Let’s not talk about her, okay? We’re adults, and this is between you and me.” He lifted a hand to cradle my jaw for a moment, his thumb dangerously close to my lips.

      I froze, willing the sensation to go on and on. Willing him to lean down and kiss me, to give me a taste of what I’d surely turn down. Wouldn’t I?

      But he took his hand away and slid it back into his pocket. “Up to you. I’ll be waiting. Room 342.”

      “Three forty-two,” I repeated.

      With a flash of white teeth, he was gone, leaving me standing next to the bar where his card lay, stark white against the dark wood.

      It seemed to flash like a beacon. I covered it with my hand so I could think.

      This was a terrible idea. Just this morning, I’d driven down to Monterey to find focus for my life. To reclaim my confidence and become a goddess. So I could launch a stylist business that catered to women like Andrew’s mother.

      I was no goddess. I was a temptress, luring that sweet, innocent boy to my bed.

      Wait a minute.

      That sweet, innocent boy was a man now. And he was luring me to his bed.

      Did I want that?

      When I looked back at the bar, the card was gone. I’d snatched it up and—I patted my hip—yes, I’d slipped it into my skirt pocket.

      No question what my body wanted.

      But I was more than my body. I was an intelligent woman. Driven. With my business on the line, now was no time to be led around by the dick. Metaphorically. Okay, literally, too.

      I slunk back to the table.

      “Wait! Why are you here?” Lucie asked. “I thought you were going with him.” She nodded toward the hall that led to the elevators, where Andrew had just disappeared in a flash of Brooks Brothers.

      “I’m not going. I want to spend more time with my new friends.” I smiled at the women around the table.

      Savannah patted my hand. “That’s sweet.”

      “That’s bullshit.” Lucie handed me a flute of champagne. “Drink up.”

      “What Lucie means to say”—Tessa glared at her—“is that we’ve set up a group text. We’re meeting in two weeks when Savannah thinks she can get to San Francisco. She lives in Sacramento, you know.” She scrunched her nose like it was a mystery why anyone would live in Sacramento. “But we’ll all trek out there the next time.”

      “Wait, how am I in the group text?”

      “You’d be amazed what information is publicly available,” Lucie said. “But we know we got the right Carly Rose because your purse buzzed.”

      I slipped out my phone, and sure enough, the screen was filled with chatter from three unknown numbers. Warmth spread through my middle, and tears prickled at the corners of my eyes. I clutched the device to my chest. “Y’all…”

      Savannah patted my shoulder. “It’s going to be okay. We’re here for you.”

      “But that gorgeous man is there for you. So get out of here.” Lucie dug in her satchel and pulled out two light-blue square packets. She held them out to me.

      “You think I need two?” When was the last time I’d done it twice in one night? Never with Brad. He’d been ten years older than Andrew when we’d gotten together.

      Lucie pushed the packets toward me until I took them. “I hope you do, but I only have the one. The other is lube. In case…you know.”

      Savannah and Tessa nodded solemnly to either side of me.

      “Right.” I slipped the packets into my purse. My stomach swooped like I’d missed a stair. “Wait, am I really doing this?”

      “You’re really doing this.” Lucie’s voice was firm.

      “Carpe diem, honey,” Tessa said.

      “Remember, you can always change your mind,” Savannah said. “That’s what I tell my kids.”

      I squeezed her hand. “Thank you.”

      “A toast.” Lucie raised her glass and smirked. “To young love.”

      “To being a sex goddess,” Tessa said.

      “To taking the pleasure you deserve.” Savannah clinked glasses with Tessa.

      “To new friendships,” I said.

      “To friendship,” the other women echoed.

      I sipped the champagne. Shit, Andrew had sprung for the good stuff. The tiny bubbles crackled on my tongue.

      Three sets of eyebrows lifted. Like a soldier going to the front, I nodded grimly.

      “Text us in the morning,” Lucie said. “But if he does anything you don’t like, call. We’ll come get you.”

      “But you’ll be on your way back home.”

      Savannah set down her glass. “Doesn’t matter. We’ll come get you. That’s what friends do.”

      I patted under my eyes. It wouldn’t do to show up to room 342 with mascara running down my face. “Thanks.”

      “You’ve got this,” Tessa said.

      “I’ve got this,” I repeated. I stood and hugged Savannah. Circling the table, I hugged Lucie.

      Tessa’s hug was slightly stiff, and she patted my back awkwardly. “Execute.”

      With one last look at my new friends, I slung my bag over my shoulder and marched toward the exit.
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      Deliberately, I climbed the stairs to the third floor. Each step up was a choice, bringing me closer to a point of no return.

      To the square of carpet outside the door marked 342, my pulse pounding in my ears and my fists at my sides.

      I knocked on the door and waited.

      I’d only counted to four when the door swung inward, and Andrew stood inside.

      The crease was back. “You didn’t use the key?”

      “I—I wanted to let you choose, too. To let me in.”

      He leaned against the door, and one corner of his mouth tugged up. “Are you a vampire?”

      “What?”

      “Needing to be invited in. It would explain why you haven’t aged since I met you.”

      I lifted a hand to cover my blush. “That’s not true. I’ve definitely aged.”

      “I’ve aged. You’ve become more beautiful.” He reached for my hand and tugged gently.

      I let him pull me inside. The door whooshed shut behind me and closed with a thunk.

      At the far side of the room was an open sliding-glass door that led onto a small balcony overlooking the hotel’s garden. The surf shushed rhythmically in the distance. Between two chairs that took up most of the space on the balcony, a small table held a bottle of white wine and two glasses, one full and the other half full.

      Partially blocking the view of the balcony, a king-size bed dominated the room, sucking my gaze to it. A lamp on one side illuminated the expanse of the crisp white duvet.

      “Come on.” He drew me further into the room. “We’ll sit outside and talk.”

      “Talk. Okay.” The bed was a problem I’d solve later. Or not. No pressure. No expectations.

      When I stepped onto the balcony, the breeze cooled my skin, and I shivered.

      “Are you warm enough?” he asked.

      I pinched the neckline of my blouse over my chest and nodded.

      “Be right back.” He retreated into the room, opened the dresser drawer, and pulled something out. Stepping back onto the balcony, he held out a navy fleece. “Put this on.”

      I took it from him and slipped it over my head. The sleeves drooped below my fingertips, and it hung loose over my body. It smelled crisp and clean like the deep part of the ocean.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      His blue eyes blazed in the sunset. “Sit. Have some wine.”

      “Okay.” I sank into the chair next to the full glass, and he took the other. I inhaled the scent of green things from the garden below. Cedar and late-summer roses. “It’s nice out here.”

      “It is now.” He leaned one elbow on the arm of the chair and rested his hand on his chin, studying me.

      “What?” I should have checked myself in the mirror before I’d come up. Had I smudged my lipstick when I’d hugged my friends downstairs? Was mascara flaked onto my cheeks? I raised my hands to swipe under my eyes, but the sleeves covered them. I started to roll one up.

      “I can’t believe you’re here. In my room. I had—” He paused. Was it the sunset turning his cheekbones red? “I had a massive crush on you when I was—when I was younger.”

      Heat crept up my neck. I lifted the glass of wine and held it in my palms to cool them. “Why? I had to seem old. Like your parents.”

      “Old? You? You were in your late twenties. Younger than I am now. Sexy. And so glamorous. I still remember—” He ducked his head.

      “What? What do you remember?” His cheekbones were definitely, adorably red. I wanted to run my fingers through his thick, sandy hair.

      “The first time I saw you. You wore white. I think it was all one piece. Long, flowy pants. The top came down low”—he blushed harder—“and fastened behind your neck. A halter, I think? The fabric was so soft-looking, I wanted to touch it. Touch you.”

      “I loved that Gucci jumpsuit.” I’d used about a hundred pieces of fashion tape to keep it in place. “I can’t believe you remember.”

      “I fantasized about you.” His blush still stained his cheekbones, but his stare was bold. “About this.”

      I met his gaze. “What exactly is this? The fulfillment of a teenage fantasy? Or…or is this what you do on business trips? You flatter women in bars, then pick them up?”

      “No.” He leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “That’s not me. Something put you in my path tonight. I couldn’t let this chance slip through my fingers.” He held his palms up, an invitation.

      “This chance?” I arched an eyebrow. Still, I set my hands on top of his.

      He chafed my chilled fingers. “To reconnect. To see if my crush was what you called it, a teenage fantasy. Or to see if what I saw then was true. That you’re the most amazing woman I’ve ever met.” He ran a finger from my palm to my wrist, sparking a trail of tingles.

      I snatched my hands back and let the sleeves of the fleece cover them. I wasn’t ready to be the most amazing woman he’d ever met. After almost twenty years as Brad’s prop, I was still figuring myself out.

      “Rules.” I cleared my throat. “We need rules.”

      “Okay.” He leaned forward. “This sounds fun.”

      “First.” I raised a finger. “We don’t talk about the age difference.”

      “Not a problem. We’re just two people. Age doesn’t matter.”

      I almost snorted. Age certainly mattered when you were a woman in your forties. “Second rule. We tell no one. Especially not your mother.”

      I expected him to protest, to say he didn’t share his sex life with his mother. When he only nodded, I made the connection. He’d come back to San Francisco. They were probably close. Maybe he talked to Audrey about everyone he dated. Shit. Which meant…

      “Third rule. One night. Tomorrow, we go back to the city and forget this ever happened.”

      His jaw clenched. “I’ll never forget tonight, Carly. Even if you walk out right now.”

      “Publicly, I mean. If we ever run into each other again, we’re polite acquaintances. Not…lovers.”

      “A corollary to the rule.” He leaned forward, his expression serious. “We reassess in the morning.”

      “Reassess?”

      “Sleep on it,” he said. “And decide if we’d like more.”

      I rolled my eyes. Most of the men I’d taken to bed—including Brad—thought they were sex gods. Andrew assumed his magic dick would make me forget what mattered. Never again.

      “We can talk tomorrow.”

      He smiled, and dimples creased his cheeks. Seriously. Dimples. If I weren’t so resolved, I’d be in trouble.

      “Good. Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, I’m going to tell you about my fantasies.”

      Oh, this was dangerous. I shifted in the chair, and my skirt rode up my thigh.

      “At those parties, you sometimes looked like you didn’t want to be there.”

      Relaxing, I huffed out a laugh. “I didn’t. I liked the dressing-up part. And critiquing what everyone else wore. Thinking how I’d tweak this or that if I were their stylist. But the parties themselves were…lonely.”

      He nodded. “In my fantasies, I was much less awkward. More confident. I’d walk up to you, and I’d say, ‘Want to get out of here?’ Smooth, I know.”

      “So smooth.” I chuckled.

      “But you’d humor me. We’d go outside, and we’d talk. I’d dazzle you with conversation.”

      “You fantasized about dazzling conversation?”

      “Ah, but the secret?” He dropped his voice to a whisper and leaned closer. I bent forward to hear him.

      “The secret”—his warm breath ghosted across my cheek—“was that I’d slowly inch closer to you, drawing you to me, until we were close enough to touch.”

      Suddenly, I realized his lips were an inch from mine. His eyelids were low, his gaze pinned to my mouth.

      I licked my lips. “And then what?”

      “You’d kiss me,” he rumbled.

      The man was a goddamn wizard. Because that was exactly what I wanted to do.

      All it took was a slight sway forward, and my lips touched his.

      They were just as soft as they looked. At first. Until he swept a hand behind my ear, tilted my head, and pillaged my mouth with his greedy lips.

      He was no shy teenager. He was all grown up. I opened, just as greedy, and took everything he gave me.

      When we broke apart, my chest heaved. His pupils were blown wide, leaving only a thin ring of blue. He licked his swollen lower lip.

      Breathless from the kiss, I didn’t care about smeared lipstick. “I thought you were such a nice boy,” I teased.

      The crease appeared between his eyebrows. “Please, never say nice or boy around me again. I am the man who is going to kiss you until you forget your own name.”

      With no warning, he hauled me into his lap, cradled my head with his fingers, and kissed me again. This time, there was no gentle, tentative beginning. It was all scraping whiskers and invading tongue and pure lust.

      I melted into him. I wasn’t the tired, used-up woman who’d clutched for answers at the seminar. No, I’d become the goddess the speaker had promised us. Perched on his lap like a throne, I wielded power I hadn’t dreamed of yesterday. When I buried one hand in his wavy hair, he groaned. When I ran my other hand down his unyielding shoulder, his muscles tensed under me. My core clenched, and I squeezed my thighs together.

      He kissed across my jaw to my ear, then down the side of my neck. “Carly, I want—” He tasted me at the divot between my collarbones, making my skin sing. “I want to make you feel good. Will you let me?”

      “I already feel good.” Power thrummed through my veins, and I didn’t care about smudged makeup or mussed hair. I felt beautiful, glowing with strength. Though the pulse between my legs called for more, more, more.

      He looked up at me, his eyelids lowered halfway over those intense blue eyes. “Angel, I’m only getting started. Can I do”—he trailed a fingertip from my neck to the upper swell of my breast under my blouse—“more?”

      My skin tingled, longing for his touch. I squirmed on his lap, chasing the sensation at my core, and he grunted. His hardness pressed into my hip.

      I was a goddess. A sex goddess. I’d turned him on, and he wanted to give me pleasure. It was about damn time I felt like this.

      “Yes.” I tipped up his chin and kissed him. “I want more.”

      My stomach swooped when he scooped me up in his arms. I was vain enough to work out daily and watch my diet so my clothes fit the way I wanted them to, but I was a long way from my hundred-and-five-pound modeling weight. “What are you doing?”

      He stepped through the door into the room. “I’m hoping I can make you scream. I imagine you’d rather do that in here than out there?” He raised his eyebrows. “Unless you’re into exhibitionism?”

      I blinked as he paused just inside the room. Would I enjoy sex on the balcony where someone strolling in the garden below could look up and see? I shivered. “No?”

      “That no took a minute. Maybe another time.” He eased me down onto the bed.

      Standing, he surveyed me. Had he changed his mind? Had the lamplight illuminated my wrinkles, and he’d decided he didn’t want even a one-night stand with me? I knew I’d set the rule about the age difference, but I couldn’t keep it out of my own thoughts. My skirt had ridden up over my cellulite. I smoothed it down over my knees.

      He chuckled.

      Now he was laughing at me? Where had I put my purse?

      He cupped my cheek. “I was taking my mental Before picture. Having your skirt look all prim just adds to the effect.”

      I stared at him for a moment, unbelieving. Who said things like that? Then I laughed. Andrew said outrageous things like that. Who knew that sweet, serious boy—no, he was a man now, as he’d reminded me twice—could be funny, too?

      His smile faded. “Here are my rules. I do anything you don’t like, you tell me, okay? And I promise I’ll do the same. We’ll use protection for anything that involves penetration, but I’d like to skip it for oral unless you have any objections?”

      Was this how people of his generation negotiated sex? Brad had never said anything like that to me. He’d just kept pushing until I said no—or didn’t.

      “I had a physical last month. All clear.”

      “Mine was in June, and same. And I haven’t been with anyone since.”

      “Ah. So you don’t make it a habit to pick up women in hotel bars.”

      “Only when it’s you, Carly.” He scanned me again, and this time I could almost see him memorizing my appearance. “Only when it’s you.”

      He reached for my foot and tugged off my shoe. After removing the other, he set them on the dresser. He nodded at my legs. “Make room for me?”

      I scooted up the bed. He toed off his shoes then, hands on my ankles, slid my legs farther apart until there was room for him to kneel between my legs. “Remember, tell me if I do something that doesn’t feel good.”

      He set his fingers to the hem of my skirt and slowly drew it up to my waist. He watched my face as he did it, and I watched him. One side of his mouth crooked up.

      “What?” I rubbed under my lip.

      “Just thinking how lucky I am.”

      And then he descended on me, and I didn’t care about my lipstick or cellulite or whether I’d need Lucie’s packet of lube.

      Sensation coursed through me as he slipped my thong aside to explore me with his tongue. Light touches turned firm as he mapped my body, as he discovered what made me gasp, what made me hold my breath. He did something with his teeth that teetered between pain and pleasure, then he soothed the nip with his tongue.

      When my legs trembled, he kept going. A pleasant buzz built in my brain, sweeping away all rational thought. There was only pleasure, growing, expanding, cascading through my body.

      He paused. “Good girl. Let me hear you. It’s just the two of us.”

      I hadn’t realized how loud my moans had become. But when he said “good girl,” I didn’t care. And when he touched me again, my orgasm surged up my spine, wave after wave until the pleasure exhausted me.

      “Enough,” I croaked.

      He licked me again, lazily. “Oh, no, angel. That was good, but it’s not nearly enough.”

      When my heart rate slowed, I rolled to my side and cracked an eye. He lay across the foot of the bed, head propped up on one hand. And he wore nothing but a smile. Wow. I’d forgotten what men looked like in their thirties. His lean body and taut skin proved he’d kept up his fitness regimen. With one finger, he traced lazy patterns on my ankle.

      “You’re watching me again.”

      He licked his lips and smiled. “This is my After picture. Part one.”

      “Part one?” It was barely a whisper. “What’s part two?”

      “Depends,” he said. “What do you like?”

      An image of Brad huffing over me popped into my head. Not that. “I get off fastest when I—”

      He surged up and kissed me, stopping my words. “No, angel. Not what’s fast. What feels best?”

      Choices whirled in my head. But goddesses didn’t have to choose. “I want it all.”

      He grinned. “I like it. Try this.”

      He clutched me to him and rolled until I was on top, draped over his chest. He gripped behind my knees and pulled me up to straddle his hips. I peeled off his fleece, then my blouse, and finally my bra, trying not to wince when my breasts sagged.

      His blue eyes gleamed hot, and then I really did feel like a goddess.

      “Just like your teenage fantasy?” I asked.

      His hands cradled my hips. “So much better. You’re my fantasy come true.”

      And as we rocked together, I didn’t care about our age difference or what anyone back in San Francisco would say. I lived in the moment: a gorgeous man under me, and pleasure buzzing along my nerves.

      I’d become a goddess.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          RULE 6: ONE NIGHT IS NEVER ENOUGH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ANDREW

      

      

      When I returned from the bathroom, Carly was already asleep, her golden-brown hair splayed across the pillow and her brow relaxed and unlined.

      Sliding into bed next to her, I tucked the sheet over her shoulder. My chest warmed when she sighed in her sleep.

      One night would never be enough.

      In the morning, we’d figure it out together. She’d agree to return to the city with me. My fantasy would become reality.

      And I’d never doubt my luck again.
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        LISA

      

      

      8 MONTHS AGO

      What was I thinking, choosing to run for an elected office? Some days fire me up, and some make me question my sanity.

      After graduating from law school, I moved back home and started working for our local state representative. I’d interned with them in high school, so I knew it would be a good fit. Our politics aligned, and I was excited about the projects we were focusing on.

      Three years later, they’d resigned because of unexpected health complications and I’d been naïve enough to volunteer to run for the seat.

      To everyone’s surprise, including mine, I’d won. Not by a lot. But, I was now, formally known as, State Representative Lisa Elizondo, the youngest person ever elected to the state legislature and the first woman to represent my district in southwestern Wisconsin.

      I’d planned for this to happen in ten or fifteen years. Not three.

      Now, I’m learning the delicate balance of issues that concern my constituents on the fly. On too many days, it feels like I’m stumbling from one angry email to another staunchly divided committee meeting. If I didn’t know better, I’d think I was a hamster running on its wheel.

      It's an endless stream of requests that I can’t always help with and that frustrates me even more. It’s why I wanted this job, so that I could be the person people could depend on to help them when they needed it most.

      It’s challenging to pinpoint any progress, especially on days like today.

      I’d fallen prey to my temper and gotten into an argument with a reporter. If that wasn’t bad enough, I’d done it in full view of a tour group. It was only a matter of time before a video surfaced, showing the whole thing to anyone who cared to watch.

      I blamed my lack of control over lingering anger from a morning caucus meeting where I’d almost lost my composure. Instead of proposing something solid and tangible, we’d spent an hour bickering and making no headway.

      I’d finally stood, presented my thoughts on the matter, and left without waiting for questions.

      In both cases, I’m sure I looked less than polished and professional. One of the key points of my campaign had been ensuring equal access to health care and reproductive rights. The problem was that whenever I spoke on the subject; I needed to be eloquent and nuanced in my arguments, otherwise my emotions would take over and I wouldn’t be able to get my point across.

      The goal was always to avoid giving the opposition an opportunity to diminish what I was trying to say by claiming I was too radical. Except for sometimes, I was. It was too easy for me to get swept up in my emotions instead of the logical reasoning my mentor had urged me to focus on.

      After the meeting, and before the encounter with the reporter, I’d needed to vent, so I’d gone to my office and drafted a proposed bill that would be the start of a massive debate and the end of my political career. I know it’s already dead in the water, lost to the committee, and locked in a filing cabinet unless I can get the backing of more senior legislators.

      I hadn’t even bothered forwarding it to my mentor, knowing their answer would be to wait for better timing or run my ideas up the ladder until I found someone to help.

      Now it’s late enough that the early winter night has left my office in a shadowy gloom. I’ve been sulking in here, finding solace from the student artwork and letters from supporters I’d hung around the room.

      “Lisa?” my chief of staff Georgie asks. “You’ve got a visitor.”

      “I thought the public can’t come in after six.” I check my watch to make sure it’s as late as I feel like it is.

      “It’s not a visitor.” Georgie looks pained, and in that split second, I know who’s here to see me.

      State Senator Paul Price, majority caucus vice-chair. Insufferable, obnoxious, opinionated Paul Price, who’s taken great pleasure in attempting to make a fool out of me more than once since I’d come to Madison.

      Why he’s developed such an intense dislike for me remains a mystery, but the feeling is ‌mutual. We disagree on everything and on particularly bad days; I love nothing more than poking his buttons. Seeing him let his temper loose in front of all his straight laced colleagues always makes me smile.

      “I’m not here.” Acting like a petulant child, I sink into the desk chair that’d come with the office and switch off my lamp. I don’t have the mental capacity to spar with him tonight.

      “You ‌know I can hear you, right?”

      That voice. It has the unique ability to infuriate me and light my nerves on fire no matter what it says. I stare into Georgie’s eyes, trying to send her a telepathic message to close my door so I can hide in here until he gives up.

      “I’m sorry.” Georgie mouths and then steps out of the doorway. Before I can dash over and close it myself, Price’s too tall frame fills the space.

      I glare at him from my spot in the shadows, but he ruins the moment by flipping on the light.

      “Representative Elizondo.” He always greets me that way and I hate it. His tone always grates with superiority, reminding me of how inexperienced I feel.

      There’s no doubt that Price has earned his title.

      Our stories started along similar lines: law school, aide work, campaigning, and the decision to run for office.

      Only he was incredibly smart and graduated law school early. Blessed with a family long established in state politics, he’d risen through the party ranks even though he was only thirty-two.

      “Price.” I sneer, calling him only by his last name since I know leaving off the senator title irritates him.

      He steps through the door and half closes it, putting me on edge. I watch as he makes himself at home in one of my guest chairs, but make no move to get up and shake his hand.

      He’s learned not to expect me to, either.

      “Delightfully welcoming, as always.” His dry sense of humor would make me laugh if it attached itself to any other person.

      “I didn’t say your name three times to summon you like Beetlejuice, so assume you’re not welcome.”

      He gives me a censuring look, akin to one you’d give a spoiled child. “Reel it in. We need to talk.”

      “Can’t imagine about what.”

      He doesn’t take the bait. Instead, he sits in silence, as if he has all the patience in the world.

      “Say your piece.” I straighten in my seat so I’m sitting upright and looking more like a professional.

      My fingers lace together on top of my desk and all of my focus goes to keeping myself relaxed, so I won’t give away how much he affects me.

      “Thank you.” His voice is begrudging. “We seem to agree on something and might try working together for once.”

      I hold back a snarky response and maintain my serene facade.

      Price looks surprised I’m behaving and keeps going. “Word has gotten out about the caucus meeting this morning. Now there’s also a very clear video being shopped around to the news outlets of you,” he struggles to find the right words. “Expressing your opinions to a reporter.”

      “Oh, God.” I bury my face in my hands. “You haven’t watched it, have you?”

      “I have.” He doesn’t elaborate. I peek through my fingers to see if he’s silently laughing at me, but his face remains neutral, not conveying anything that he’s thinking. When he knows he has my attention, he continues. “It was one of the most passionate and humanizing speeches I’ve heard in the last few months, and I think you had several good points.”

      “What?” I exclaim, leaning back in surprise. Compliments, let alone such effusive ones, are not what I expect from this man.

      “Plus, one of my staffers got hold of your draft this afternoon. I want to work with you to make it happen. It won’t be this session. There’s no way we could push it through in time, but next session–” He trails off as if he’s calculating odds in his head. “We could do it.”

      I watch him, trying to figure out what his motives are and how he’d gotten the draft already. We’re members of opposing parties, sometimes even opposing chambers. We snipe at each other weekly, if not daily, online, in person, through reporters that we are friendly with. It never stops.

      I would seize any opportunity to make him look like an idiot, even if I sounded like a jealous, petty rival. There’s no reason he’d ever trust me, let alone want to collaborate on something so controversial.

      “Why would you want to do that?”

      He squirms in his seat as if he’s trying to get more comfortable, but the pinch of his lips and frown lines read more nervous and frustrated. This close to him, with no one else watching, it’s easy to see through the facade he adopts when he’s out in public.

      “My family has always supported increased access to healthcare for everyone.”

      “Sure you have.” The Prices, aside from being involved in politics, also own the largest hospital system in the state.

      “Has anyone ever told you that you are incredibly cynical for someone so young?”

      “The more positive spin would be refreshingly honest, or maybe frank, but yes, they have.”

      He snorts. “Let me finish. Then you can decide.”

      I make a magnanimous motion with my hands and I swear he rolls his eyes, relaxing more now that we’ve fallen into our familiar antagonistic positions.

      “My grandmother was highly active in the women’s rights movement. Since my parents both have demanding careers, she helped raise me and, despite what you may think of my politics, she instilled many of her values from an early age. Mom’s always reinforced grandma’s beliefs, telling me stories about things she’s seen at the hospital. I can look at both sides of the issue more clearly than other members of my party.”

      His words freeze all the thoughts in my brain, accomplishing the unthinkable by making me speechless.

      I always have something to say.

      My eyes bore into his, looking for any signs of insincerity, and my brain calculates the odds that this is a publicity stunt. He’s up for reelection after this next term and public opinion is unfavorable towards establishment politicians right now.

      Working with a freshman representative, even one from the opposing party, would make him appear to be more in tune with current issues. It didn’t hurt that I’m young, Latina, and a bit of a camera magnet because I can’t seem to keep from blurting out what I’m thinking.

      “If you don’t believe me, talk to my grandma. She’s coming into town tomorrow morning.”

      Still skeptical, and unwilling to decide without more time to think, I reply, “My schedule is full.” Which, thankfully, it is.

      “Then come to my hockey game tomorrow night. She came down to watch it since we’re playing my hometown team.”

      I’d forgotten about that. Senator Paul Price plays hockey. He’d grown up skating, gotten a scholarship to college, and played through all of his undergraduate career. He still plays in a local recreational league. The press eats it up. There’d been too many candid pictures leaked from the team’s practices to count.

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “That’s all I can ask.” With that, he stands, nods, and leaves just as quietly as he appeared.

      I hold still until I hear the outer door to my office close and then I spin around to face the back wall, covering my face, and letting out a silent scream.

      “You okay?” Georgie rushes in. She’s a professional, so I know she hasn’t been eavesdropping, but right now, my brain isn’t functioning enough to explain the conversation that just took place.

      “We’ll find out soon. You’re coming to a hockey game with me tomorrow night.”
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        PRICE

      

      

      6 MONTHS AGO

      “Price, is all of this really necessary?”

      I hide my smile and nod. “Absolutely. Makes it more personal.”

      She groans, and my body pulls tight. After two months of working together, I’d realized that the hostility I’d felt during those first few months after she’d arrived in Madison was a mask I’d adopted to hide my attraction for her.

      My defense mechanisms were eroding after spending so much time outside of the office together, and I was having a hard time ignoring my feelings.

      While the legislature had been in session, we’d been meeting in our offices or capitol conference rooms. After we’d done several press conferences together, I’d realized how much scrutiny was on her. Lisa was young, beautiful, and unabashedly vocal about her work. Add me to the mix and there was always a reporter around.

      I didn’t need to give them any excuse to make assumptions about the professionalism of our relationship.

      When I’d gotten her to agree to this partnership, she’d been frank about her concerns that it would look like something untoward was happening. It was important to her that her professional reputation was above reproach.

      As a man of my word, I was determined to respect her wishes.

      We’d always made sure someone knew where we were, what we were doing, but that our meetings had been confidential while we’d worked through all the details for our strategy.

      Now that the session had ended, we had to change how we were doing things. We’d both stayed in town longer than we would have if it were a regular year. Without the added competition from other politicians, we were hoping to monopolize the attention of donors and activists to bring in more support for her reproductive rights bill. That way, when she presented it next term, we’d be more likely to get positive pressure and support from the public.

      Our meetings now comprised more lunches, fundraisers, and networking opportunities disguised as social events instead of closed door one on ones.

      I’d worried about how Lisa would handle the events since she had limited, hands on experience in these situations. She’d worked closely with her predecessor, but she was still just so damn young and so fresh to politics that she hadn’t lost touch with the rose-colored optimism that had led her to pursue public service.

      She reminded me of myself when I’d first gotten elected, only I was now much more worn down and polished by the machine that was day-to-day life in the government.

      My worries had been unfounded. So far, she’d excelled in every situation I’d set up for us. She was like a chameleon adapting to her environment. From subtle shifts of body language to the way she spoke, she fit in at every event with ease.

      When I’d mentioned it to her, she’d rolled her eyes and asked if I’d really never heard of code-switching before. When I’d been patently oblivious, she’d shaken her head in disbelief and then sent me long lists of videos and books I should read.

      As soon as she’d forwarded them to me, I’d started consuming the material, and it amazed me how much there was to learn. How narrow my own experiences have been.

      She’d also taken the time to explain the language she was using to talk about reproductive rights, pointing out phrases and words that could be offensive or exclusionary to marginalized communities. I’d taken to keeping a list in my phone that I could reference whenever I had to write something or attend an engagement without her.

      I snap myself back to the present, holding the door open and letting her walk in ahead of me. She’s wearing an expertly tailored cocktail dress. At first glance, I’d thought it was exceptionally modest, but as she slips her coat off, she reveals the alluring panel of lace set into the staid black fabric. When she turns, it stretches across her back, revealing hints of skin that teases my imagination and drives me mad with curiosity.

      Her skin looks smooth, toned, and the lace hints at the curves it's struggling to conceal.

      It’d almost made me forget why we were here and invent some excuse for postponing the meeting.

      We were on our way to have drinks with a group of lobbyists. She’d been reticent about it all week. While I’d known them for a handful of years, she had only met them once before at a fundraising dinner held at the university. They worked for medical interests and could be key behind-the-scenes supporters. Knowing how important they were, I wasn’t sure why she was balking so much about the meeting tonight.

      “Ready?” I maintain the space between us as we walk into the restaurant, not wanting to start rumors by putting my hand on her back or anything else that someone could interpret as too familiar.

      “As I’ll ever be.” Her tone is dry and resigned.

      “What’s up with this group that has you dragging your feet so much?” Up to now, she’d been enthusiastic about whatever I arranged for us to attend.

      “Nothing. I know this is important.” She squares her shoulders and pastes on what grandma would call a ‘donor smile’ as we get closer. That should have been my first clue something was off. Little curls of apprehension swirl in my brain and I steel myself for whatever is about to happen.

      “Gentlemen.” The trio of men stand as we approach the table and shake my hand. “You’ve met my colleague Representative Elizondo?”

      “Yes, we have.” The odd emphasis he placed on the words is my second warning that this isn’t going to go well. I push down my growing apprehension and pull a chair out for Lisa, helping her sit. My brain registers that she didn’t offer to shake their hands, and it adds to the stilted atmosphere.

      A waitress comes by and we order drinks, forgoing food. She returns after a few minutes and sets everything on the table with professional discretion, not interrupting the small talk that’s started up.

      Lisa is stiff and withdrawn next to me. I don’t think a casual observer would have noticed, but after getting to know her, I can see the subtle signs that tell me she’s not comfortable.

      After the first round of drinks disappears and another one replaces it, the conversation turns to her proposed bill and I start on the pitch that’s become well-rehearsed after these last two months. Lisa adds information as we go and tries to speak up, but the three men keep cutting her off, driving the conversation back to me.

      Frustration eats at my consciousness and I push my drink away so I’m not tempted to down it in one go. Lisa had emptied hers with a few deep swigs and when the waitress had brought the second round, it had quickly disappeared again.

      I’d never seen her drink during a meeting and warning lights flashed in my brain. Coming to my senses, I finally recognized that this meeting was, in fact, a colossal mistake. My eyes track between her and the three lobbyists, recognizing how they keep sneaking glances at her, sizing her up in the measured way that guys do when they want something that’s not professionally appropriate.

      The sudden urge to put an end to this fiasco has me signaling for the waitress to come back. She takes my card and I wrap things up with deft haste, escorting Lisa to the door after a curt round of goodbyes.

      When we step outside, she lets out the breath she’d been holding all night and her shoulders sag. “That went better than the last time I met them. Do you think they’ll help us?”

      If that was an improvement over their first meeting, I don’t want to know what happened before. “Maybe,” I say, careful not to discourage her. “I’ve worked with them and if they can see a way to make a profit, they’ll get on board no matter what we’re asking.”

      “Good God.” Her face twists in disgust. “Some days I hate this job.” Without putting on her coat, she storms up the street. I know she’d subleased an apartment for the month that wasn’t far away, and my guess was that she was making a beeline straight for it.

      “Hold up.” I jog after her, catching up with little effort. The four-inch heels she’s wearing and her noticeably shorter legs put her at a disadvantage when it comes to running away from me. “I’ll walk you back.”

      We move in silence and I’m more than a little tempted to reach out so I can make her stop and talk to me. My phone pings with an incoming message and I pull it from my pocket without breaking stride.

      “Son of a–” I clamp my mouth shut and shove the phone back in my pocket.

      Lisa stops and turns toward me, raising an eyebrow in question.

      “It’s nothing. Let’s get you home.” I try to hustle her forward, but she remains planted in the middle of the sidewalk.

      Her arms cross in defiance, and she studies me with unnerving attention. “It’s from one of them?”

      I nod, not wanting to elaborate.

      “Let me see.”

      “Absolutely not.” I don’t want her to have to deal with them and after what happened tonight, I refuse to do business with them going forward.

      “Let. Me. See.” She holds her hand out and enunciates each word. I can tell we’ll be here for another hour if I don’t show her, so I pull the phone from my pocket and unlock the screen.

      The message pops up right away. Her long fingers pluck the phone from my hand and her face pales as she reads the offensive text.

      Can’t blame you for working on this bill if she’s involved. We tried a few months ago, and she shut us down. With a body like that, … I’d consider working across the aisle too. Not sure how you convinced her, but you’ve clearly got a better game than us.

      Then, in a separate line:

      Throw us a bone when you’re done. Drop a hint at how to get in on that action and we’ll do whatever you want.

      She hands the phone back with false calm and starts walking again, leaving me to catch up. “I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t want your apologies for their behavior.” She’s right, but I still feel guilty for making her go to the meeting. I should have listened to her and trusted her instincts.

      “I’m still sorry, and I can promise I’ll never work with them again.” We reach the end of the next block and she looks both ways before crossing the street. “You know that’s not why I’m working with you, right?” Sudden panic floods me at the notion that she might believe what they’d said.

      She snorts and looks over at me. “I know it’s not. You’ve invested as much time and effort into this as I have. People know we’re in this together. If it doesn’t work, it’s going to look bad for both of us.”

      Relieved, I let her walk us the rest of the way to her place in silence. When we reach her doorstep, she visibly deflates. After gazing up at the dark windows of the building for a heavy beat, she turns toward me. I’m shocked by how exhausted she looks. Georgie had gone back to their hometown to set up their headquarters, so Lisa’s been here alone. Any friends she’d made with her colleagues would have also been gone by now.

      “Come up for a drink?” She flips her keys around her fingers in a nervous dance.

      We’d never done something like this before, just hung out and acted like friends.

      “Alright.”

      Her dark eyes fill with relief and she gives me a tight smile before using her fob to let us in. The heels of her shoes echo loudly in the tiled foyer and she hurries toward a set of stairs set on the far side of the lobby. My eyes sweep the entrance, taking in all the signs of new construction as I trail after her.

      When we reach the second floor, I stand awkwardly at her side, waiting for her to unlock the door. It feels like an eternity passes before it swings open and she steps inside, turning on the lights and throwing her bag on a side table. The space is bare, undecorated, with a minimum of furniture.

      “Best I could find on short notice.” She waves her hand toward the couch. “Make yourself comfortable.”

      I take off my suit coat and drape it over the back of the nearest chair before sitting and stretching my legs out. The weather always makes my old injuries from college flare up, and I wince as my back protests the movement.

      “You okay?” I open my eyes to find Lisa staring down at me, a frown marring her beautiful features.

      “Weather makes my joints hurt.”

      She hands me a tumbler full of amber liquid and I sniff it, eyes widening in surprise. Taking in my amazement, she laughs. “Dad worked in Kentucky before he met my mom and he taught me well. Only the best bourbon in our household.”

      “Cheers.” We clink our glasses and she settles herself into the opposite end of the couch. The skirt of her dress rides up and I spy the edge of a garter before glancing away, trying to focus on anything else in the room but the stretchy lace circling her thigh.

      “Will you tell me about them?” Seeing my confusion, she clarifies, “Your old hockey injuries. There’s got to be a juicy story in there.”

      I take another sip, smiling at the memories of my younger antics. “Oh, there are.”

      We talk long into the night and not just about hockey. Our conversation ranges from her family and mine to the things we try to do in our rare free time. I glance at my watch, seeing that it’s nearing two and that we’ve put a sizable dent in the bottle she’d brought out. Feeling pleasantly tipsy, I stand, smoothing out my slacks. “I should head out.”

      She stands too and I’m fascinated by the happy, sleepy look in her eyes. I’d hazard a guess that  she’s past tipsy and on her way toward being well and truly drunk.

      “Thank you for this.” She gestures between us. At the sudden movement, she stumbles forward a step before recovering her balance.

      “My pleasure.” Our eyes meet, and there’s a breathless pause. Tense silence and awareness of how quiet the rest of her building hammers away at the sudden need that floods me. She’s close, closer than we’ve ever allowed ourselves to be before.

      She sways forward at the same second I move to step back out of the danger zone, but I can’t let her fall. My fingers grip her shoulders, balancing her, but now we’re pressed against each other from chest to hips.

      Her eyes travel over my face, snagging on my lips, and I fight hard against the urge to ravish her. She’s never given me any sign that she’s interested in me like this before, and I refuse to take advantage of the situation.

      “I think it’s best if I go.” My voice is quiet and low, but it obliterates whatever moment we’d just shared.

      She jerks herself back and sits down on the couch, shaking her head to clear the effects of the alcohol. When she stops, her eyes track from the glasses on the table, to the bottle standing next to them, and then me, as if slightly confused about how she got into this situation with her arch-nemesis.

      “Are you going to be ok?” I study her, looking for any of the signs of subterfuge I’ve picked up on. If she gives me any reason to stay, I won’t be able to resist the invitation.

      She nods, cheeks flushed.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Just go.” She sounds sad, and it makes me want nothing more than to stay with her. I know I can’t. Not if I want to keep working with her, and especially not after what had happened at the meeting tonight.

      “You should eat something.” It dawns on me that we’d never gotten around to eating. I had planned on taking her out to dinner after we finished nailing down those lobbyists as a sort of celebration.

      “I will.” She falls back against the couch and the hem of that damn dress rides up, exposing the lacy elastic band of the garters and her thick, strong thighs.

      “Take care of yourself.” I grab my coat and slip out the door, locking it from the inside.
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      4 MONTHS AGO

      I’d done my best to avoid Price after ‘that night’.

      I felt like an imbecile. Not only had I lost control in front of him but, in those last moments, I’d desperately wanted him to stay and spend the night with me. My dreams after he’d gone had suggested dozens of ideas about what to do with the lust that swamped my body when it had pressed against his.

      My brain refused to acknowledge that turn of events, so I’d shut him out and worked hard to keep all communication between us running through Georgie. When I’d gone back home to the apartment we shared, I’d thrown myself into whatever work I do while I was back in my district.

      After weeks of getting stonewalled by lobbyists and shuffled from one secretary to another,  we were both looking forward to a day off.

      My parents wanted to go over to Summerfest, so Georgie and I climbed into the car with them and drove over late this morning. We’d split up, mom and dad preferring to sit and watch the acts while Georgie and I wandered from stage to stage, browsing through the vendors.

      Until I see a familiar bulky frame sneaking through the crowd, dark sunglasses on and hat pulled low.

      “Oh, shit.” I grab Georgie’s hand and pull her behind a beer stand.

      She stumbles and I cower behind a brick pillar. Confused, she peeks around it, trying to see what inspired my sudden urge to hide. “What is it? A reporter?”

      Reporters were typically only an issue in Madison where I was more recognizable, but once in a while, an ambitious newbie would try to chase me down. As a junior representative, I got little public recognition away from the capitol.

      “Price.” I whisper, trying not to draw any attention to us.

      “Where?” Georgie lowers her voice to match mine and I peek around the pillar until I spot his broad back again.

      “Over there. By the side of the bleachers. He’s got the Blackhawks cap and sunglasses.” I point at him and duck back behind the pillar when he turns toward us.

      Georgie stares at him for a moment, then at me. And then that unholy light enters her eyes. In a heartbeat, I know I’m in trouble. “I’m doing this for your own good. You know that, right?”

      “Georgie.” I say with a clear warning. “Whatever you’re about to do, don’t do it.” I haven’t seen her act like this since college. She’d get in these moods where she wanted to break all the rules and couldn’t give a damn about the consequences.

      She steps out from behind the pillar and jogs over to where Price is leaning faster than my brain can think to stop her. He looks too casually handsome, and I loathe it. It’s like he doesn’t even have to try.

      Georgie steps into his line of sight and I see him straighten up, surprised by her sudden appearance. Then the relaxation that follows when he realizes who she is.

      Morbidly curious, I stay hidden and watch as they talk for a minute, jealous that they seem like old friends. Then Georgie looks up and our eyes meet. A wicked grin transforms her face and I can guess exactly what she says to him.

      Price’s head whips around and catches me staring at them before I can hide again. My cheeks flush with the heat of embarrassment, knowing that he’s caught me acting like a fool over him.

      My only options are to: one, keep hiding; two, try to run and avoid Georgie for the entire day; or three, step out and face Price. Option three would be the best way to prove that I’m a respectable, professional adult and my mind tries to choose that one, but my body urges me to flee.

      I take a step to dodge around the pillar, but a shadow falls onto the ground and I know it’s him. It’s like I have a radar that’s expertly tuned to just detect Paul Price.

      “Lisa.” His deep voice carries a trace of amusement. He’s too intelligent to laugh at me. He knows that if he does, it could be the ignition to an explosive, and very public, argument between us.

      “Look who I found!” Georgie says with a false cheer as she nudges her way in between us, trying to play the situation off as if she’d spotted him first. “I thought you guys might like some time to chat instead of playing telephone with each other through me.”

      I’m going to fire her.

      “I’ll just leave you two alone and go find mom and dad.” Her crazed grin bounces between us and she leans in close to whisper in my ear. “You’ve been avoiding each other like the plague. I don’t know what happened, but something did, and I need you to sort it out. Or bang it out, since that’s the vibe I’m currently feeling.”

      She pulls away and pats my arm. “Meet up with you later?”

      “Fine.” I grind out. I should have known she’d figure out that something had scared me off.

      Price and I stand side by side and watch her waltz away through the thickening crowd.

      “You’ve been avoiding my calls.” Price’s voice is close enough that it sends shivers chasing down my spine. Now that I’ve realized how attracted I am to him, it’s hard to shove that awareness back into the darkest depths of my brain.

      Casting a wary look around at all the people walking by, people that could easily overhear us, I grab his hand and drag him toward the lagoon. The crowd’s thinner over here and I plunk myself down on one of the big white boulders that line the shore.

      Price, being his usual fastidious self, eyes them with a hint of disdain and keeps standing. “Is it okay to talk here?” He arches an eyebrow, the movement just barely visible behind his sunglasses.

      It’s oddly irritating, not being able to glare into his eyes and get a reaction. Something about it makes me back off from my ingrained animosity and I cross my legs, feeling the rough surface of the boulder scrape against my bare skin.

      “It embarrassed me all right.” I rest my elbows on my knees and let my hands hang down, resisting the urge to fidget.

      “What? Getting drunk?”

      I stare up at him in shock. “Are you really that oblivious?”

      Frowning, he pulls his sunglasses off and props them on the brim of his hat. “Why should it? We’ve all done that.”

      Totally distracted by the disgruntled expression on his face, I lose all train of thought.

      Exasperated, he lowers himself down on the boulder next to mine, still close enough that we can talk with a veneer of privacy, but far enough that I can’t give into the compulsion to reach out and touch him.

      “Get over it.” His stern words reignite my aggression. “I’ve been talking with some contacts. I’m sure Georgie let you know.” He sounds resigned, tired, and I feel bad for how much we’ve been working at odds.

      My emotions are swinging between sympathy and hostility so fast that they cancel each other out, and I’m able to respond with a modicum of civility. “We’ve been reaching out too, but we’ve had little success.”

      “I heard.”

      We sit in silence next to each other.

      “I think I might try to get Dad involved.” He’d told me back in January that he wanted to avoid that. His dad had been out of politics for a decade, but still had powerful connections. As helpful as they could be to my bill, Paul had warned me they always came with strings that both of us were hoping to avoid.

      “Paul.” His first name slips out, startling both of us. “You don’t have to do that. We can start working on this together again. I’ve just been acting like a brat.” Like a horny brat, who has become very aware that he is a very attractive man, but he doesn’t seem to pick up on that.

      “Well,” he flashes a smirk my way, but quickly smothers it. “You are one.”

      “Oh my god!” I clamber off the giant boulder sending a shower of smaller rocks tumbling to the ground. Planting my hands on my hips I face off with him. “You did not just call me a brat.”

      Without the glasses, I can see his eyes crinkle with amusement. “You said it first.” He pulls himself up and thoroughly brushes the dirt from his pants before putting his sunglasses back on. “I better return you to Georgie before I ruin what progress we’ve made today.”

      His hand slips naturally to the small of my back and he guides us through the crowds.

      “How do you know where to go?” Petulant, I want him to be leading us in the wrong direction so he can look somewhat less perfect than usual.

      “Georgie told me where they’d probably be.”

      I am going to fire her.

      His hand is warm and substantial, and I can’t bring myself to step away from it. Just for a stolen moment, I let my mind picture what it would be like to drop my guard. What If I succumbed to the impulse to let Paul Price be more than just a colleague?
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        PRICE

      

      

      2 MONTHS AGO

      The summer months have been challenging. Despite Lisa’s objections, I’d gotten my dad involved, and he’d helped us set up meetings directly with the governor and all of our senators and representatives that were now home from D.C. on recess.

      In every meeting, I’d sit back, letting Lisa take the lead and direct the conversation. She’d been breathtaking. Everyone could see her poise, how eloquent she was, and it was impossible to deny that this was what she was born to do.

      And it showed me just how much I hated it. The endless strings of meetings that lasted for hours instead of the minutes that they should have made me irrationally angry. The schmoozing and handshaking and general butt kissing, it was all driving me up a wall.

      With my term nearing its end, I was weighing the option of not running for reelection. I’d always had a dream of opening up a private law practice, doing pro-bono work, and putting my degree to use.

      I’d tried to talk to my dad about it but he’d quickly labeled it burnout and shut down the conversation. He was much more naturally suited to this work and in all the forty years he’d spent in office; I don’t think he regretted a single one of them.

      The only highlight of the long weeks of work had been seeing Lisa more often. After I convinced her to talk to me again, we’d been haltingly building up a friendship, of sorts, driving back and forth to meet at each other’s headquarters or at various parades and events around the state.

      More than once I’d caught the way she’d watched me, like she was aware of me as a man and speculating about what she might want to happen. It never failed to make my brain switch from politician to something more primal in a nanosecond.

      Right now, I’m standing at the entrance of a hotel in downtown Milwaukee waiting for her to arrive. We were supposed to connect with the governor and a handful of senators and representatives at the state fair so they could announce their support of her bill and push for a vote early in the next session.

      It was a huge win for us and could be the big breakthrough we were looking for.

      The drive from her home town shouldn’t have taken this long, but she’d called earlier and told me she’d hit heavy traffic. I glare at my watch for the tenth time in the last two minutes. We’ve only got twenty minutes to get to the park, ditch the car, and make it to the stage where the announcement is being held.

      I run a hand through my hair, pacing back and forth, trying to maintain my composure.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket and I pray that it’s her telling me she’s almost here.

      It’s not.

      It’s a call from Asher Mays, a reporter at the Journal Sentinel. I wouldn’t call us friends, more like collaborators when it benefits us both, but we get along well enough that he tries to call me with news before it breaks.

      “Asher.” I’ve found that it’s best to get to the point as fast as possible with him.

      “Price.” He’d taken to calling me by my last name because he saw how riled it made me when Lisa did it. “Got some news I thought you might want to hear.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Representative Elizondo there with you?”

      “No, but she will be soon.”

      “I’ll let you break the news to her. The governor signed an executive order an hour ago. It codifies most of her proposed bill into law. He’s announcing it in a few minutes here at the state fair.”

      “What?”

      “I didn’t think they’d have you there.” Asher scoffs. “The governor is taking credit. Our congregational delegation is tagging along to help make it a united front.”

      “We thought he was announcing support for Lisa’s bill.”

      “Nope. The notes his office released to us don’t mention it, or her.”

      “Shit.” I can feel my face pinching, trying to decide what to do. “You’re there?”

      “Yep.” The speakers kick on in the background and I know he’s telling the truth. “I’ll let you know what happens. I’d advise you to keep her well away from this, at least until she cools down.”

      My phone buzzes with a text. “I’d appreciate it and thank you for the heads up.”

      We hung up without saying goodbyes and I read a message from my father.

      Sorry, this one didn’t work out for you. Maybe next time. The governor owes you one now. Make sure you use that favor wisely.

      My temper rises, knowing that he’s taken this opportunity away from her, but before I reply, Lisa’s car whips around the corner. When she sees me, she slams on the brakes, grinding the gears into park.

      As the window rolls down, I’m still not sure how to handle the situation. All I can focus on is the need to get her somewhere more private. The warm summer day has drawn crowds out onto the sidewalks and none of them need to see the inevitable explosion that’s going to happen when I tell her.

      A small step brings me up to the passenger window and I knock, gesturing for her to roll it down. “Come inside for a minute. The valet can take your keys.”

      “Well, hello to you too.” Her snark has become so familiar that I don’t react to it anymore. When I don’t snap back, she sighs. “Sorry, road rage.” When I don’t get in she scowls, “Alright, fine. Whatever you want.”

      She climbs out of the car, looking like a summer daydream in a cute denim skirt and button up blouse. Without preamble, I grab her keys, toss them to the valet, and start leading her toward the elevators.

      “Price.” I slow my steps so it's easier for her to keep up with me. “Price!” She tugs on my hand, wanting me to stop. I move my hold to her lower back, propelling her forward until we reach the bank of elevators and I jam the up button.

      Under my breath, I mutter, “I’ll explain. Just let me get us somewhere more private.”

      She’s silent next to me, seething at the rough treatment and abrupt change of plans. The gears whir in the shaft and the arrival ding sounds as the doors slide open. With a deft tug, I drag her inside and mash the close button before anyone else can get on. I poke my floor number with restrained violence, making my finger throb.

      “Paul Price, you better start talking right now or I swear to God I’m going to hit that alarm and scream so loud that every fireman and policeman in the city will be out there when those doors open.” Her voice is slow and controlled.

      That’s how I know she’s moved past being mad and is well into lethally furious territory.

      “Your bill is dead.” I wince at the bluntness of the words and the shock that spreads across her face. “The governor just signed an executive order.”

      She stares at me, uncomprehending. The doors open at my floor and I take her hand, pulling her out and guiding her down the hallway to my room. Fumbling with the key card, the door finally unlocks so we can get inside.

      “He did what?” The rage I’d expected right away explodes just as the door closes and she paces away from me, hands gesturing wildly while I let her rant.

      She rails about how unfair it is until she gets so angry her face turns red. Worried she’s going to work herself up into doing something extremely ill advised, I do the only thing I can think of to disrupt her tirade.

      As she makes another trip past me, my fingers wrap around her upper arm, turning her back, and then my lips slam into hers. She’s still trying to talk and her teeth catch my lip, scraping across mine with bright points of pain.

      The metallic taste of blood floods my mouth and her hands fly to my shoulders, pushing me away at first but then, in a heated clench, her nails dig into the fabric of my suit. With a subtle shift, she turns us and shoves me against the wall, pressing close.

      Her lush breasts push into my chest and one of my hands fists in her hair, pulling it loose from the neat French braid she’d had it restrained in.

      When she comes up for air, I force her back, not letting her dive in for more like she clearly wants to. “Lisa.”

      She wines against my hold, and her eyes don’t leave my lips. My tongue darts out, swiping a drop of blood off the spot where her teeth dug in.

      Her eyes follow the quick movement and her chest heaves against the fabric of her shirt. “Sorry about that.”

      My eyes trail down the long column of her skin and make an involuntary trip lower but she distracts me with a quiet question. “How did you find out about it?”

      “Asher called just before you pulled up. Then my dad sent a message.”

      Her eyes meet mine, wide and full of so much want it makes my heart hammer against my ribs. “You think he had a hand in this?”

      “I know he did.” The need to apologize pounds at my conscience. Just like with that meeting so many months ago, I should have listened to her instincts and now I’ve ruined this for her. “I’m sorry I got him involved. I should have had more faith in what you were trying to tell me. If you believe nothing else, know that I only ever wanted to give you a platform to stand on. I never intended to take your voice away.”

      She nods, accepting my explanation and apology like she’d somehow expected it to happen and already resigned herself.

      My arms go slack in despair and I lean into the wall, expecting her to leave.

      She doesn’t.

      With a tentative step forward, she puts her hand on my chest, tracing over the buttons and trailing downwards. She draws her shoulders back, either to tempt me or to give herself confidence I’ll never know, but she looks like she’s debating with herself about something.

      “You’re a good man.” Her eyes fix on mine, peering up at me through her lashes. “I know you wouldn’t have taken this away from us. We’ve been working on this together. Don’t make it sound like this was just me. It was our project. It’s okay if we’re both upset about how it’s ended.”

      Tentatively, unsure if she’ll push me away, I bring my hand to her waist, drawing her back into me until she’s resting against my chest, head tucked under my chin. Without her standard set of heels on, our height difference is substantial.

      “I hate this part.” I whisper against her thick hair. “The maneuvering and backdoor deals.”

      “Me too, but isn’t this what we were working for? Even if we get no credit, he’s doing the right thing by signing this.” She tilts her head back so she can see my face.

      “Yes, but–” My words trail off as she scowls.

      “Price.” Her breath is warm against my skin and I realize I can feel her heart beating underneath my splayed fingers. “Please shut up for once in your life and kiss me. I don’t want to think about this anymore right now.”

      Lowering my head, I seal our lips together in slow teases, savoring their pillowy softness and memorizing the ways they move against mine. I’ve fantasized about this for almost a year and want to hold on to every second that she lets me close.

      “I should have guessed you’d be all gentlemanly about this.” She flits her eyes up to mine and bites her lip before stepping back and tugging my suit coat from my shoulders.

      Fire flares in my gut and I press us backward, stepping her toward the bed as she fumbles with the buttons on my shirt. “If you didn’t want a gentleman, you just had to say so.” I growl.

      Her gasp fills the air, and I hear a button pop. It flies out of sight and pings off a hard surface. Scooping her up, I toss her onto the bed, sliding a knee between her splayed legs, and admiring how the tight fabric of her shirt highlights her generous curves.

      “Tell me now if you want me to stop and I will.” My hands clench at my side, waiting for her answer.

      She props herself up on one elbow, using her free hand to trace her fingers up my thigh, hooking into my still buckled belt and tugging. “If I let you walk away again, I think I’ll be making the biggest mistake of my life.”

      NOW- Lisa

      I watch as Paul sits in my family dining room, casually talking to my parents. He’d come down for the weekend so they can officially do the whole meet the boyfriend thing.

      After the governor made his announcement, things had changed drastically between us. I’d given up trying to resist my attraction for him and we’d been driving back and forth to see each other. It’d been an experiment we’d both agreed on to see if we could make it work between us without arguing constantly and killing each other.

      The press had caught on, trying to blow it up and label it as an illicit affair, but Paul’s friend Asher had helped combat the hype by writing a full feature article and getting an op-ed that I’d written published. Both focused on the things that I’d been working on, including my now defunct reproductive rights bill, and what I planned for the rest of my term.

      After they’d released, people reached out from all across the state, thanking me for my work and dedication. Paul hadn’t been as lucky.

      The backlash from his party had been swift and vicious. Before the articles came out, he’d kept his involvement quiet enough that it was mostly capitol insiders who knew he was involved. All the vitriol had only confirmed for him that politics wasn’t the career path for him. He’d decided to not run for reelection and never looked back.

      Instead, he’d told me about his idea for a pro-bono law office. He’d begun working on plans to find a property and write up a business proposal. Watching the difference between the tense Senator Paul Price and the more relaxed Paul Price Attorney at Law was eye opening.

      As soon as he decided to retire, a weight lifted off him and he lost much of the stuffiness that was always staining his personality.

      His father had not been happy, but his grandmother, mother, and sister had wholeheartedly supported his plan. He’d introduced me to them all a few weeks ago. While it had been a rocky start with his dad, his sister and I got on like a house on fire.

      I’d met his grandma way back at the beginning of the year when we’d gone to the hockey game together, so she acted as a buffer between Paul's dad and I.

      “Honey, you need help in there?” My mom calls. I’d slipped into the kitchen with the excuse of finishing dinner while the three of them chatted.

      “Coming.” I grab both handles on the heavy platter of food and carry it out to the table.

      “I’ll carry the rest.” Dad pushes away from the table, following me into the kitchen to grab the bowls of toppings mom had already set out.

      When I reach for the stack of plates and utensils, dad places a staying hand on my arm, stopping me for a moment. My heart hammers, waiting to hear his judgment.

      “Seems like a decent guy. For a politician.” Dad winks, and I smile at the now familiar running family joke.

      “He is. And he won’t be a politician for much longer.”

      “Well then, I’m sure we’ll like him even better.”

      I can’t help the burst of nervous laughter that escapes, relieved that dad likes him enough to joke about him already.

      When we come back out to the dining room, Paul catches my eye as I slide the plates on the table. I nod and flash him a thumbs up, letting him know everything is alright, and some of the stiffness eases from his frame.

      He stands, pulling out the seat for me and mom beams with approval.

      “Paul,” Mom snares his attention. “There just happens to be some open storefronts downtown that would be perfect for your office.”

      “Mom!” I glare at the blatant suggestion and dad chuckles.

      She reaches for the serving utensils and piles food onto her plate. “What? I was just trying to be helpful.”

      “You know your mother.” Dad smiles at her with clear affection.

      Paul leans to the side, pulling out a piece of paper from his back pocket that looks like a handwritten list. “I think I’ve got most of them. I was talking to a realtor last night on the drive down.”

      Mom claps in happiness and snags the list from his hands while I sit in stunned silence.

      “You’re looking at properties here?”

      Paul turns back to me. “Of course, you’re here and you can’t move.”

      I hadn’t even thought of that. To keep my residency, I’d have to stay in my district. My eyes jump from my mom to my dad and back to Paul.

      “I’ll come look with you.” Mom disrupts my mental turmoil by handing Paul back his list. “Don’t want you to get swindled by a big city realtor. We’ve been in this town for twenty years. I know everything there is to know.”

      Paul’s face cracks into a grateful smile. “I’d appreciate that Mrs. Elizondo.”

      Flustered by all the talk of him moving here and setting up an office, I don’t pay attention to half of the discussion at dinner. After I extricate us, we walk back to my apartment hand in hand. The crisp night air makes me shiver, and Paul slips his coat off so he can tuck it around my shoulders.

      He makes a move to keep walking, but I stand there, frozen at the thought of him moving here for me. I know how close he is with his family and I always pictured him trying to work from his hometown, or one of the other bigger cities close by where he could still be in close contact with them.

      “You’re really moving here?” My voice echoes my internal disbelief.

      Paul stops, turning back to me and tucking his hands in his jeans pockets. He rocks back on his heels and gazes at the night sky.

      “Seems like a nice place.” His attention falls back to me and a cautious smile quirks his lips. “And like I said, you’re here. Plus, I heard there’s a local hockey league during the winter that’s not too bad.”

      “They’re terrible. I don’t think they’ve won a game in years.”

      “Doesn’t matter to me.”

      And that was the thing. It didn’t matter to him whether he won or lost.

      We stare at each other, standing amid the hush of a residential neighborhood at ten o’clock at night. It’s quiet. Not even the sound of passing cars a few streets over breaks the stillness.

      Unable to hold the words back any longer, I blurt out, “I love you” in a rush and then turn beet red.

      Paul takes a step forward and I know he’s going to say something asinine to piss me off and keep me from crying all over him.

      “Well yeah, I know. What’s not to love?” He punctuates the words with a wink, and I scowl.

      Playing along with our game, I try to sound serious. “Alright, maybe I don’t.”

      In a sudden movement, he closes the distance between us and slides his hand around the nape of my neck. The moment draws itself out. His lips hovering just over mine, our breaths mingling and fogging in the cool night air, and I’m transfixed by the obvious emotion in his eyes.

      “You know you do.” He whispers just as he lowers his lips to mine, full of promise and passion. “And I love you too.”

      Before I can react, he scoops me up and tosses me over his shoulder like a fireman. “Put me down.” I shriek, but he only strides back toward my apartment. His long steps eat up the last remaining block and I’m glad Georgie said she would make herself scarce for the weekend.

      Just as he’s about to lower me down, I pinch his side, hard, and maybe accidentally knee him in the gut on the way down, forcing an oof of air from him.

      “You’re such a brat.” His words have a slight wheeze and I smirk in satisfaction, but he deftly plucks the keys from my hand and unlocks my door.

      “Do not pick me up again.” I keep an authoritative finger pointing at him and my voice stern.

      His eyes flash in challenge, and I swallow down my awareness, loving this game.

      “Well, then you might need to run faster than me.” He lunges forward and I spin, darting into the apartment and laughing like a maniac when I hear the door slam and his pounding feet coming after me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Cecelia Conway

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cecelia is a new contemporary romance author but life long reader. She graduated from the University of Wisconsin Madison with a BA in English /Creative Writing but took nearly a decade off from writing to teach. She has lived in the Midwest her whole life and loves to create stories about life there. When she's not reading or writing she enjoys photography and horseback riding.

      

      

      
        
        Ceceliaconway.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Comfort & Joy By Rose Bak

          

          The Loving the Holidays Series

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dedication

      

        

      
        To everyone who has worked tirelessly to protect a woman’s right to choose, especially the medical professionals who recognize that reproductive justice is healthcare.  You are my heroes.

      

        

      
        His daughter’s emergency will lead to love…

        When his daughter winds up in the Emergency Room, Ed is worried sick, but not too worried to  notice how beautiful the E.R. doctor is.  He’s never believed in love at first sight, but after he butts heads with the stubborn doctor, he can’t get her out of his mind.

        Joy is content with her single life, but there’s something about her patient’s contractor father that makes her long for more.  But are their approaches to life a little too different to make it work?

        “Comfort & Joy” is part of the “Loving the Holidays” series, contemporary romantic comedies featuring couples in their forties and fifties. Expect strong men, independent women who know their own minds, meddling friends and families intent on matchmaking, and lots of midlife steam. Each book in the series is a standalone with no cheating and a sweet happily ever after.
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      “Seventeen year old girl in room twelve. Presents with fever and abdominal pain of unknown origin.”

      I nodded at Stacy, the charge nurse on duty in the E.R. tonight.  Stacy and I were good friends and worked well together.  After reviewing he chart I headed into room, knocking lightly on the wall to alert the patient of my presence as I came through the curtain.

      “Hi, Melanie, my name is Dr. Ross.  I’ll be taking care of you today.”

      As I spoke I immediately categorized her appearance.   Long brown hair, matted with sweat, face red from fever, and twisted in pain.  Normal weight, maybe a little thin. Her hands hovered protectively over her abdomen.

      “Hi,” the girl whispered.  I noticed she was here alone.

      I pulled up a rolling stool and scooted closer, my eyes assessing the monitors beyond her.  Blood pressure slightly low, pulse ox in normal range.

      “I understand you have abdominal pain and fever.  I’m going to lift your gown so I can take a look at your belly, okay?”

      The girl nodded. I bared her abdomen.

      “Can you show me where it hurts?”

      The girl gestured vaguely towards the bottom of her abdomen.

      “I’m going to press here, let me know if anything hurts worse when I press, okay?”

      Melanie hissed in pain.

      Noting the pain was in the area of her reproductive organs, I asked,  “Is there any chance you could be pregnant?”

      My eyes lowered, noting the blood stains on her underwear near the juncture of her thighs.

      The girl looked nervous.

      “This is confidential, right?  You can’t tell my father anything?”

      “That’s correct Melanie, since you’re over fifteen, in the state of Oregon you have the right to medical privacy.  It’s up to you if you want to share your medical issues with your father or any other adult.”

      “I had an abortion yesterday.  I felt okay after but then I got really hot and started having all this cramping and so much blood. I went through a whole box of pads since yesterday. I called the after-hours number at the women’s clinic, and they said I needed to come to the emergency room as soon as possible.”

      I nodded.  “You did the right thing Melanie.  It’s likely just  an infection. We’ll need to run some tests and make sure there wasn’t any tissue left in the uterus or any other complications.  Assuming everything looks okay, we’ll then treat your fever and infection. Do you have someone you can call to come stay with you?”

      She nodded.

      “I can call my dad, but I don’t want him to know anything. I don’t want him to be disappointed in me.”

      I patted her arm.

      “I’m sure he won’t be disappointed,” I said, hoping it was true.  “It will be up to you though what you tell him.”

      “I don’t understand how this happened.  We used a condom.”

      “Condoms aren’t one hundred percent effective. You’d be surprised how many people end up pregnant due to condom issues.”

      I looked up as Stacy came into the room.

      “Nurse Stacy is going to be helping us.  She can call your father for you.”

      When Melanie started to speak I added,  “Stacy won’t tell your dad why you’re here or what we’re doing, I promise.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’ll order your tests and Stacy will give you something for your pain and fever while we’re waiting, okay?”

      I input the med orders and test authorizations on my tablet, then moved towards the door.

      “I’ll be back to check on you in a little bit. In the meantime, press the call button if you need anything.”

      Stacy followed me into the hall, and I gave her the update before heading to the break room to grab a cup of coffee. It was a few weeks before Christmas, and it looked like a drunken elf had decorated the room.  Nearly every available surface was decorated for the holiday.

      I flopped down on the couch and sipped the sludge we called coffee here, my mind on my patient. My heart ached for the scared girl in the room.  Once upon a time, I was that girl.  Pregnant, scared, and making the hard decision to get an abortion.   I was a little older than she was now when I’d made that decision, but it had still been difficult. The most difficult decision of my life.  But I’d never once regretted it.  I hoped that Melanie would feel the same someday.
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      “They said my daughter is here.  Melanie Owens.”

      The receptionist gave me an appraising look.  “Your name?”

      “Edward Owens.”

      “Take a seat Mr. Owens. If a patient by that name is here and wants to see you, someone will be out in a few minutes.”

      I frowned, resisting the urge to snap at the woman.  How would I know she was here if someone hadn’t told me?

      “Stacy called me.  She said she works here?”

      “Mr. Owens?”  I looked up as a woman in scrubs came from around the corner.  “Follow me please.”

      “How is my daughter?  What happened?”

      “I’ll let her talk to you about that,” Stacy said as she led me down a long hallway filled with curtained treatment rooms.

      She poked her head into one in the center.  “Melanie? Your dad is here. Is it okay if he comes in?”

      “Yeah.”

      I rushed through the curtains to find my daughter laying on the bed, looking a little flushed and impossibly young.  An IV was stuck in her arm, and monitors beeped behind her.

      “Melanie, my god, what happened?”

      “Thanks for coming, Dad.”  Her voice sounded weak.

      “Were you in an accident?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “Then what’s wrong with you?”

      We were interrupted by the sound of the curtain opening. I turned to greet the newcomer and my heart stuttered to a stop in my chest before resuming at double speed. I had the strangest sense that my life would never be the same.

      The woman was about my age, early to mid-forties if I had to guess.  Her brown hair was pulled up in a messy bun, with tendrils escaping to frame her beautiful face. She had pale white skin, even by Oregon standards, large brown eyes, thick pink lips, and a nose that was a little bit crooked, as if it had been broken once.  She was wearing dark red scrubs that hinted at strong thighs, a lean waist, curvy hips, and smallish breasts.  She had a girl next door kind of look, and I’d always loved the girl next door.

      “Are you the nurse?” I asked.

      Her face hardened.  “I’m Doctor Ross.”

      I could feel my daughter roll her eyes, even though I wasn’t looking at her.  “Dad, sexist much?”

      “I apologize Doctor Ross, I shouldn’t have assumed.”

      “Happens all the time,” she said mildly.

      “Can you tell me what’s wrong with my daughter?”

      The doctor glanced at Melanie.  “I’m not at liberty to release that information.”

      I felt my temper rise.  My daughter was laying in the ER, hooked up to monitors and an IV, and she couldn’t tell me why?

      “I’m her father,” I said firmly.  “I have a right to know what’s happening here.”

      “According to state law, anyone over the age of fifteen has medical privacy.  I can’t disclose any medical information without her express consent.”

      “Tell me what’s wrong. Now.”

      When the doctor just gave me a stubborn look, I turned to my daughter.

      “Melanie, tell the doctor it’s okay to talk to me,” I bit out.

      “It’s private, Dad.”

      I turned to face my daughter.  “So, is this some kind of female thing?”

      My daughter stared at me, a challenging look in her eyes that I recognized all too well. I’d been seeing it on a daily basis since she was twelve. It hadn’t been easy raising her on my own after her mother left us when Melanie was younger.

      “Melanie…,” my tone held a note of warning.

      Melanie flinched like I was going to hit her.  For the record, I’d never laid a hand on her in my life.  My daughter was nothing if not dramatic.

      The doctor moved forward, putting herself between me and my daughter, and laid her hand on my arm.  I stilled as a jolt of electricity ran from her hand to my skin.  I met her gaze and saw a flash of confusion, as if she felt it too, before she schooled her expression and removed her hand.

      “Mr. Owens, I can see that you’re worried about your daughter.  I can tell you that we have determined what is wrong with her and are addressing it.  We’re going to keep her here for a few more hours, then we can release her.  If you’d like to stay in here with her, I’ll ask you not to badger her or anyone else for information.”

      “May I talk to you privately?” he asked, nodding towards the hallway.

      “I’m sorry, but you can’t. Melanie is my patient and she’s my priority.  Either you respect her wishes for privacy, or I’ll have to have you removed.”

      I looked at her incredulously and she met my gaze, confident and unflinching.

      “Dad, please, let it go.”

      I sighed as I tried to control my annoyance.  My daughter had been pushing me away more and more lately, and I knew instinctively that if I tried to  push her too hard she’d stop talking to me altogether. Also, I had no doubt that the doctor would follow through on her threat to kick me out.

      “Fine, but I’m not happy about this, young lady.”
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      Stacy and I headed down to the hospital cafeteria, hoping that the Emergency Department would stay quiet long enough for us to grab dinner.  As we walked, my mind turned to Melanie’s father.

      There was something about him that made me feel off-kilter.  I wasn’t sure why.  He was a bigger guy, maybe six foot three to my five foot seven, and he’d seemed to tower over me when he argued about getting information on Melanie. I hadn’t felt scared, god knows I’d taken down patients larger than him. It was a fact of life that everyone working in a city emergency department received regular training on self-defense and how to restrain agitated patients.

      Ed looked to be in his mid-forties.  He was broad shouldered and looked fairly fit, with a trim waist and muscular arms. His hair was dark brown, almost black, and he had a square jaw covered in dark scruff. His dark blue eyes were framed with thick lashes, and they’d flashed a darker color when he was annoyed.

      Despite his frustration with not getting the information he wanted, he’d seemed like a good guy.  I understood Melanie’s reticence to tell him the reason she was in the ER.  I certainly would have never felt comfortable telling my parents about my own abortion when I was her age.

      “Melanie’s dad is good looking,” Stacy noted as we walked through the food line examining our dinner options.  “All big and burly.  And not wearing a ring, I noticed.”

      “I thought you had a boyfriend,” I chided her.

      “I’m perfectly happy with Dave, thank you very much, but that doesn’t mean I don’t notice other men.  There’s nothing wrong with looking.”

      A few months ago, Stacy had started dating her roommate, who was also the father of her daughter’s husband.  It was all very complicated, but they seemed happy so who was I to judge?

      “What are you doing for Christmas?” Stacy asked as she paid for her dinner.

      “I’ll probably volunteer to work. I’m not up for going  back to Massachusetts to be with my family.”

      “You’re always welcome to come to my house.  Dave and I are having our kids over, plus Steve and Janna promised to stop by.”

      Steve was another doctor at the hospital, and good friends with Stacy.  He was a good guy.

      “Thanks, I’ll think about it if that’s okay.”

      “No problem. We still have a few more weeks before the holiday.”

      After we finished lunch I went to check in on my young patient. Fortunately, it was a relatively slow day in the ER so I could give her a little more attention.  I found her alone in the room, staring at her phone.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked as I looked at her vitals.

      “Better,” she said.  “The pain is much less.”

      “Good. Where’s your dad?”

      “He had to go make a couple of calls for work.”

      I stepped closer.

      “While we’re alone, let’s talk about your test results.”

      Melanie sat up.

      “The good news is there was no damage.  Your uterus looks healthy, so I don’t anticipate any issues with fertility in the future.  You just have a post-op infection, which happens sometimes.  I’m going to send you home with antibiotics, and it should clear up within the week.  We’ve given you some of the good drugs in your IV to knock out your pain, so you should be able to manage by taking just ibuprofen the next few days.  We’ll write this all down for you.”

      “Okay.  Thanks Doctor. I feel like such a loser getting pregnant like this.”

      I pulled up a stool and met her eyes, noticing that they were the same blue as her father’s.

      “You know, doctors aren’t supposed to get personally involved with their patients, but I’d like to share something with you.”

      “Okay.”

      “I had an abortion once.”

      Her eyes widened.  “You did?”

      “Yes.  As women we’re taught not to talk about it, but I think it’s important to know that you’re not alone.  My boyfriend and I were using a condom, just like you, but I still got pregnant,” I explained. “It was a month before I went away to college, so I was a year older than you. I’d always wanted to be a doctor, ever since I was a little girl, and I knew if I continued with the pregnancy I would lose the chance to go to college and follow my dreams.  Plus, I was so young. I decided to get an abortion. As you can imagine, it was the hardest decision I ever had to make. I agonized over it for weeks.”

      “That’s how I felt too.”

      “But let me tell you, it was the best decision for me.  I’ve never regretted it.”

      Melanie gave me a grateful smile.

      “Thanks Dr. Ross, that really helps me a lot.”

      “Can I ask, do you have a good relationship with your dad?  Do you feel safe with him?”

      “Yeah.  I mean, he’s totally old and he’s a guy so he doesn’t really get me, but it’s been just him and me since I was eight and I know he tries his best.”

      “I’m glad.  I can tell he’s worried about you.  I’m not saying you have to tell him anything Melanie, but just think about it.  I can guarantee you whatever he’s imagining is way worse than what really happened.”

      “Okay, I’ll think about it.”

      “Great.  I’ll send Nurse Stacy in with your discharge instructions, and you guys can get out of here.  But if your symptoms get worse, call me right away.”

      I handed her a card.

      “If you call this number, they can page me, so you don’t have to talk to another doctor.”

      “Thank you, I appreciate it.”

      “How are we doing in here?”

      We both looked up as Ed came back into the room, eyeing us warily.  I gave him my best ‘competent doctor’ smile.

      “Your daughter is about ready to go.  The nurse will be in with discharge instructions and a prescription.  Melanie will follow up with me directly if she needs anything else.”

      I headed towards the door, but Ed was blocking my way.  He stuck his hand out.

      “Thank you Doctor for helping my daughter with…whatever is going on. And I’m sorry if I came off as rude before.”

      His large palm engulfed my smaller hand, sending a jolt of awareness through my body. His hand was calloused, like he worked with his hands, and that made my thoughts veer into a direction that was not appropriate for a patient’s father. Our eyes met and held for a moment, and I wished I’d met him somewhere else because he was hot as fuck and apparently single.

      Mentally rolling my eyes at myself, I pulled my hand away and hustled out of the room.
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      Three days had passed, and I still couldn’t get Dr. Ross out of my head.  When we’d shaken hands, I’d had a strong desire to pull her into my arms and kiss the stuffing out of her. I’d never felt like this before

      I owed her a debt of gratitude, not only for taking care of my little girl, but also for getting her to confide in me.  Melanie was back to normal, which was a relief.  She and I had a long talk when we got home from the hospital and she’d told me everything: the condom malfunction, the abortion, the infection, and the way that Dr. Ross had made her feel better about everything before suggesting that she confide in me.

      I’d been shocked.  I hadn’t known Melanie was dating someone, let alone that she’d gotten that serious enough to sleep with the guy.  I was relieved that she’d made the decision she did.  I knew it was best for everyone.

      I’d done some googling after we talked, and even though I learned that a post-operative infection wasn’t uncommon, I still shuddered at the fact that my daughter had been in pain after her procedure, and I hadn’t known a thing about it.

      The next day I’d taken a vaseful of flowers to the hospital to thank Dr. Ross for helping Melanie. She’d been with a patient, but the person working at the desk promised to make sure she received them. That should have been that, but I still couldn’t stop thinking about the beautiful doctor who’d made my heart pound in a way no other woman had.

      I’d looked her up on the hospital website and learned that her first name was Joy, which suited her, and that she’d relocated to Oregon after finishing medical school in Ohio. I’d tried to stalk her on Facebook to find out if she was married but struck out.

      I wasn’t a man who was prone to flights of fancy, but somehow I’d fallen for her. I knew it was ridiculous, we’d only interacted for a few minutes, but when I’d looked into her eyes, I’d felt the rightness of it.  Dr. Joy Ross was mine.  I just needed to figure out how to talk to her again.

      After three days and nights of obsessing about Joy, I decided to go to the hospital and see if I could talk to her and ask her to go out with me. I had no idea what I was going to say, but I figured something would come to me once I got there.

      I ran into Nurse Stacy as I was walking up to the reception desk.

      “Back again?” she asked with a smile.  “Is everything okay with your daughter?”

      “Yes, I was, um, well, I was hoping I could talk to Dr. Ross.  I wanted to thank her in person for everything she did.”

      Stacy gave me an appraising look, then leaned closer.

      “Do you like Dr. Ross? I thought I sensed a vibe between you two.”

      I felt myself blush for the first time since I was in middle school.  I was tempted to lie, but I sensed that Stacy was an ally.

      “Yeah.”

      “I’ll tell you what.  You go to the diner on the corner across from the west side of the building.  Joy gets off in fifteen minutes.  I’ll figure out some way to get her there. After that, it’s up to you.”

      “Really?”

      She nodded.

      “Thanks, I really appreciate it.”

      “Joy is a good friend. Just know that if you do anything to hurt her, well, I have easy access to scalpels and I’m not afraid to use them.”

      “Understood.  Thanks again.”

      She waved me off.  “Good luck.”

      Mary’s Diner was old school Portland: funky, a little bit dingy, and full of eccentrics.  I found a table near the door where I could see Joy when she got there.  I wondered how Stacy was going to make that happen.  Hopefully, this wasn’t some kind of prank or something. I ordered a cup of coffee and settled in to wait.

      My fears were alleviated when I saw Joy walk in.  She was wearing jeans and a puffy coat, with a scarf around her neck, no doubt due to the chilly December temperatures.  Portland didn’t often get below freezing, but tonight it was close.

      I stood up to get her attention.

      “Dr. Ross. Hi.”

      Joy looked surprised.  She gave me a friendly smile and came over to my table.

      “Mr. Owens? This is a surprise.  How is your daughter doing?”

      “She’s doing great,” I said.  “Please, will you join me?  I’d like to buy you dinner – to thank you.”

      Really I wanted to buy her dinner so we could talk about spending the rest of our lives together, but I figured I might hold that information back for a while.

      A look of regret flashed across her face before she schooled her expression.

      “Oh sorry, I can’t, I’m meeting my friend. Besides, you already bought me flowers.”

      Her phone beeped and she pulled it out of her pocket.

      “Well, I was meeting a friend.  Looks like she’s canceling.”

      Her phone beeped again, and she frowned, then looked at me.  “It says ‘have fun with Ed’. I take it you and Stacy planned this?”

      I couldn’t decide if she was annoyed or happy.

      “Guilty as charged. Will you join me? Please?”

      Joy removed her coat and scarf, revealing a thin, figure hugging sweater that she wore beneath. My cock twitched under the table.  She looked even hotter in regular clothes than she did in scrubs.

      The waitress bustled over.

      “Hey Joy, green tea?”

      “Yes please.”

      “Do you come here often?” I asked, internally cringing at my cheesy line.

      “Yeah, it’s the closest place to eat other than the hospital cafeteria.”

      She leaned forward, arms resting on the table.  “What’s going on here? And how is Stacy involved?”

      I appreciated her directness, but even after thinking about her asking this exact question the entire time I was waiting for her, I wasn’t sure how I should answer it.  I decided to go with the truth.

      “I felt a connection between us the other day, and I wanted to ask you out to see if it was mutual.  I ran into Stacy, and she seemed to think you needed a nudge.”

      She nodded.  “Well, it’s true I probably would have said no if I’d known what was going on.”

      “May I ask why?”

      We both paused while the waitress set down Joy’s tea.

      “I don’t date patients,” Joy said as the waitress left.

      “Good thing I’m not a patient then,” I countered.

      She rolled her eyes.  “You know what I mean.”

      “I think you should make an exception for me.”

      “You do, huh?”

      “Yep.  I’m exceptional.”

      She snorted over the rim of her teacup.

      “Well, I’ll give you points for ingenuity, that’s for sure.”

      “How about we just have dinner and get to know each other?” I suggested.  “If it turns out you hate me, at least you got a free dinner.”
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      I knew I should say no, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. The truth was, I felt the same connection between us that Ed did.  There was something about him that intrigued me, and I was curious enough to see what it was.

      I’d been thinking about him almost non-stop since Melanie was discharged from the ER. It was totally unlike me. I was never one to crush on a guy.

      Meanwhile Stacy brought him up a couple of times a shift, insisting that she’d felt “a vibe” between us, especially after he sent the flowers. I wasn’t surprised that she’d taken the opportunity to matchmake us when Ed showed up at the hospital.  She knew me well enough to know I wouldn’t have come to dinner voluntarily, so instead she asked me to meet her here and then blew me off.  Figures.  She’d always been a big matchmaker, but it had only gotten worse since she fell in love with Dave.

      Florence came to take our order – meatloaf for Ed and a grilled chicken salad for me.  I ate a lot of crap when I was on shift, so I tried to eat a bit healthier when I was off duty. I’d just turned forty and it was getting harder to maintain my weight.

      “So, tell me about yourself.”  Dave cringed.  “Sorry, that was lame. I hate it when people ask me that.”

      “It’s fine. I was born and raised in Michigan, moved to Ohio for med school, then worked in an ER in Detroit for several years before relocating here to Portland.”

      “What made you come here?” he asked.  He had this way of looking one hundred percent focused on a person when they were talking. It was both nice and unnerving.

      “One of my mentors from med school took a job at OHSU,” she said, referring to Portland’s major teaching hospital. “I came out here for her wedding, and I fell in love with Portland.  I’ve been here ever since. What about you? Are you originally from Oregon?”

      He nodded.  “Yes, born and raised here.”

      “What do you do for work?”

      “I’m a general contractor. I own my company; we do home remodels mostly.”

      “Do you like it?”

      He gave me a smile that made my chest ache.  “Yeah, I really do. It’s flexible, which is helpful as a single dad.”

      We spent the next two hours chatting and getting to know each other.  Ed was surprisingly easy to talk to, and time flew.  I looked around the restaurant to see it was mostly empty, prompting me to look at my phone.

      “Oh. It’s almost nine o’clock. I’d better get going. I’m on shift early tomorrow.”

      After a brief argument, Ed paid the check. We stepped outside and I took a deep breath, sniffing the air.

      “It smells like snow,” I noted.  “I guess that means the whole city will shut down.”

      When I moved here from Ohio, I’d been shocked at how woefully unprepared for snow this city was.  Even an inch of snow on the ground meant schools were closed, employees left work, and grocery stores ran out of kale. Seriously, the snow-related run on kale had even made the national news.

      “I love snow, as long as I don’t have to drive in it,” Ed shared.

      I couldn’t blame him for that.  The city had a dismally low number of snowplows and refused to use rock salt, which meant unless you were a hospital or an airport, the only way the roads would clear would be when the temperatures rose.

      “Where did you park?” Ed asked.

      “I’m in the hospital garage,” I said, turning towards the hospital.

      “Me too. I’ll walk you.”

      I started to protest but thought better of it.  We were going the same way, and I wouldn’t have to worry about running into some dude hopped up on meth asking for money if I had a big burly guy with me.  And Ed was the definition of a big burly guy.

      We walked in silence, our shoulders occasionally bumping into each other on the narrow sidewalk.  What was it about this guy that even the slightest contact made me want to climb him like a tree?

      “What level?” he asked as we neared the elevator.

      “D.”

      We stepped into the elevator, and he pressed the button with one thick finger. The air in the small space felt charged.

      “Are you on D too?” I asked when he didn’t press another button. I knew he wasn’t -- the D level was reserved for staff.

      “I’m walking you to your car.”

      His voice was firm.  I rolled my eyes but didn’t respond.

      “This is me,” I announced as we reached my car.

      I turned around to say goodbye, and Ed was closer than I expected. I looked up at him for a long moment, then he slowly, so slowly, lowered his face towards me.  He pressed his lips against mine, his hands coming to the top of my shoulders. His lips were softer than I’d expected.

      I nibbled at his bottom lip, wanting more, and when he opened for me, my tongue swept in to tangle with his.  Ed moved closer, pressing me lightly against the car, and I wrapped my arms around his waist as he deepened the kiss.

      The kiss started out gentle, but rapidly heated up.  My heart was racing, and I could feel my panties grow damp as the kiss went on and on. When Ed finally pulled back, I was glad I was leaning against the car, because I wasn’t sure if my legs would have held me up on their own.

      I was forty years old and never, not once, had a kiss affected me like this. It was all I could do not to throw Ed down on the concrete floor of the parking lot and ride him like one of those mechanical bulls I’d seen in a bar in Wyoming once.

      “Wow,” he whispered, his voice husky.  “Can I get your number?”

      I pulled my phone out, unlocked it, and handed it to him without a word.  He entered his number into my device, and I heard a beep from his pocket as he texted himself.

      “Good night, drive safe.”

      I still hadn’t found my voice when I slid into my car and drove away.
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      I was a grown man, a father, a business owner, and I’d spent the last few days texting like I was my seventeen-year-old daughter. I swear I was getting carpal tunnel, or whatever happened when you used your thumbs too much.  I’d have to ask my doctor girlfriend about that.

      A bout of flu had taken out several staff at the hospital, and Joy had ended up pulling a double shift three days in a row.  When she finally had a day off, I was knee deep in a home remodeling project that was over budget and behind schedule.

      We were both supposed to be off work on Sunday, and we made plans to go for a hike.  After a scattering of snow that night we had dinner, the weather had unexpectedly warmed up, bringing warm and sunny days.

      I picked Joy up at her house and after a quick kiss, we drove to the trailhead. She looked adorable in capri pants, hiking boots, and a fitted t-shirt, with her hair up in a high ponytail. The trail was relatively quiet when we started. It was a little late for the runners who frequented the soft-packed trails and a little early for the families who brought their kids and dogs to hike.

      As we walked, we told each other stories about weird stuff that happened in our jobs.  Joy had a million stories about the crazy things that brought people to the ER, and I was able to match her with some of the unusual things I’d found on remodeling jobs.  I knew a lot of guys in blue collar jobs would be intimidated dating a doctor, but Joy was incredibly down to Earth, and I was secure in my career.  Plus, we really had a lot in common.

      We were on our way back to the car when Joy asked about my ex-wife.

      “Can I ask about Melanie’s mom?” she ventured.  “If it’s not too painful to talk about?”

      I shook my head.

      “No, it’s fine. We dated our senior year of college and got married a couple of months after graduation.  It’s kind of a typical story.  We were too young to get married, and having a baby only added to the stress of the relationship.  I tried to make it work, until I found out she was cheating on me.”

      “Oh jeez, I’m sorry.”

      “When I confronted her she asked for a divorce.  Melanie was about to turn eight at the time.  We negotiated that I’d have full-time custody because, in her words, she didn’t want a kid weighing her down. I wasn’t surprised.  She’d never been particularly interested in our daughter.”

      I took a deep breath.  “She was supposed to have Melanie one night a week and every other weekend, but after a year and a half of missed pick-up times and forgotten birthdays and tears from Melanie, we went back to court, and she relinquished visitation.  By then she was married to another guy and pregnant, and it was easier for Melanie to not have her in the periphery of her life and always disappointing her.  It’s been me and my kid ever since.”

      “That sounds incredibly hard.  I’m glad Melanie had you.”

      “I’m glad to have her.  My little girl is my life.  But things are changing now. I didn’t even know she had a boyfriend, let alone one she was sleeping with, until she ended up in the ER,” I confessed.

      “Well, I think it’s pretty common at that age for kids to pull back as they individuate from their parents. They need to spread their wings and test their boundaries. But it sounds like you two have a good base.  She’ll come around I’m betting.”

      I took her hand in mine and gave it a little squeeze.

      “I’m sure you’re right.  Now I have a very important question for you, Dr. Ross.”

      “Yes Mr. Owens?”

      “How do you feel about pancakes?”

      “I’m definitely pro-pancake.”
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      Ed and I had been seeing each other for two weeks now.  And by “seeing each other” I meant texting like teenagers and sneaking in dates whenever our schedules allowed.  He joined me at the hospital for lunch on a Saturday, we went out to dinner twice, visited the Christmas lights at the zoo, and whenever we were out of sight of watchful eyes, we made out.  Also like teenagers.

      Normally a guy would have been pushing for intimacy by now, but Ed seemed content to take it slow, and I was fine following his lead.  The holidays were always crazier than normal at the hospital, and I was enjoying having a low pressure relationship.  I mean, I was pretty sure it was a relationship. We hadn’t really defined what we were, but that was okay with me too.  Too often in the past I’d been in a relationship where we’d rushed into exclusivity and then it all blew up on us.

      Since medical school I’d mostly dated people in the medical field, and it was refreshing to date someone who was in a completely different line of work.

      Friday night we decided to go see a movie.  “Elf” was playing at a local movie house, and when Ed heard that I hadn’t seen the holiday classic he insisted that I needed to see it right away. The theater was one of those that had couches, tables, and in-theater meal service that made you feel like you were watching a movie in your living room instead of a theater.  If your living room had a guy who’d bring you dinner and a beer.

      We chose a couch in the middle, and after placing our order, Ed leaned over to kiss me. It was supposed to be a quick kiss, I’m sure, but somehow it turned into more.  At least until we heard a squeal of disgust.

      “Ooh, Dad! What the hell?”

      We pulled apart guiltily to see Melanie standing in the aisle holding hands with a young hipster guy.  The boyfriend, I presumed.

      “Dr. Ross? You’re dating my dad?”

      “Hi Melanie,” I said casually.

      Poor Ed looked like he was having an aneurysm, but I couldn’t decide if it was because his daughter had just caught us making out, or because she was holding hands with a bearded guy in skinny jeans. When Ed remained silent, I leaned forward and offered my hand to the young man.

      “Hi, I’m Joy, Ed’s…friend.”

      “Girlfriend,” Ed growled from behind me.

      “Dylan,” the kid mumbled as he took my hand.  His handshake was as limp as a dead fish.

      “I’m Melanie’s Dad.  Mr. Owens.”

      Ed reached around me, and I didn’t have to have keen observation skills to notice that he was practically crushing the kid’s hand. I poked him in the side, and he let go. Meanwhile, Dylan shot him a belligerent look.

      “Do you want to join us?” I asked, gesturing to the couch next to me.

      “Sure Dr. Ross, thank you.”

      “You can call me Joy outside the hospital.”

      “Okay Joy, thanks.”

      The kids sat down, and Melanie and I chatted while both of the guys remained silent and broody. She caught my eyes and winced. I gave her a comforting smile.  I could only imagine how awkward this was for her. Fortunately, the movie started, and we all got lost in the ridiculous comedy.

      Ed put his arm around me as he relaxed, and I happily snuggled into his side to watch the movie.

      Things got slightly awkward again once the movie was finished and I breathed a sigh of relief once we were back in Ed’s SUV.  Dylan was surly, even for a teenager. I just hoped he didn’t act like that with Melanie.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      He gave me a rueful smile.  “I can’t decide if it’s weirder that I’m just meeting Melanie’s boyfriend for the first time – someone she’s apparently been dating for a while – or that I just went on a double date with my daughter.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Well, if it makes you feel better, I’m pretty sure Dylan is going to be icing his hand tonight.”

      He started the SUV and drove me back to my house.

      “Do you want to come in for a while?” I asked.

      “I don’t know if I’m going to be able to keep my hands to myself if I come in.”

      “Maybe I don’t want  you to keep your hands to yourself.”
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      My heart was pounding as I followed Joy up the stairs of her porch.  She lived in one of those townhouses that were popping up all over the city with a narrow driveway leading to a ground level garage, living room and kitchen on the second floor, and bedrooms on the top level. I’d been here to pick her up a half a dozen times but had never gone inside.

      Joy kicked off her shoes by the doorway and invited me to the kitchen.

      “Would you like a drink? I have---.”

      Her voice trailed off as I crowded her against the counter, my arms on either side of her.  She turned around to face me, her expression coy.

      “I take it you don’t want a drink?”

      “No.”

      Our eyes met and held for a long time before I lowered my head to kiss her.  As always, it was like lighting a match to tinder the minute we touched.  Our tongues tangled, my hands gripped her ass, and Joy threaded her fingers through my hair, holding me close.

      I wasn’t sure what it was about her, but she affected me more than any other woman I’d ever dated.  I loved her, I realized. I’d loved her since I set eyes on her in the ER, when she’d refused to tell me what was wrong with Melanie. The more I got to know her, the more I loved her.

      I pulled away, wanting to get something straight.

      “You called yourself my friend earlier,” I pointed out.

      “Well, we are friends, aren’t we?” she asked with a small smile.

      “I thought you were my girlfriend.”

      I knew I sounded like a pussy, but I didn’t care.  If she wasn’t on the same page as me, I needed to figure that out right now. Before I slept with her.  Before I fell even more in love with her than I already was.

      “I could be your girlfriend,” she said, her tone teasing. “But then you’ll have to be my boyfriend.  I’ll expect you to walk me to class and save me a seat in the cafeteria.”

      “I’m serious.  I’ve never felt this way before, Joy.”

      Her expression sobered.  “Neither have I.”

      “Well, I’m glad we got that settled.”

      I swooped down to kiss her again, hard and fast. I moved my hands up from her ass, sliding them beneath her shirt to cup the swells of her breasts.  I found her nipples, pulling and pinching them with my fingers.  She moaned against my mouth and released my hair, moving to unbutton my shirt.  She opened it and slid it as far down my arms as she could with my hands still cupping her breasts.

      Joy broke away from my lips to run a string of kisses down my chest.  When she bit my nipple, my cock swelled against my zipper and I growled, stepping back.

      “If you don’t want this, tell me now,” I rumbled.

      Joy looked beautiful, her face flushed, her eyes unfocused.

      “I want this.”

      I grabbed her hand.

      “Where’s the bedroom?”
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      I woke up the next morning deliciously sore.  Sleeping with Ed had been incredible. He’d brought me to orgasm twice before he took his own release, and let me tell you, that had never happened with any of my previous boyfriends.

      I could officially say he was my boyfriend now.  Not that labels mattered that much to me, but it was nice to know that he cared, because God help me, I was falling in love with him. Or maybe I already had. It was way too fast, but it felt right.

      I just wish he could have slept over, but he needed to get back to Melanie.  I understood, but it was still a bummer.

      I must’ve had some kind of happy look on my face, because my friend Stacy cornered me in the break room an hour into our shift.

      “Why are you so cheerful?” she asked with an appraising look.

      “Well, it’s not because of this coffee,” I snarked.  “How is it we live in a city full of coffee connoisseurs, but we can’t get anything better than this sludge?”

      “Come on, Joy. Spill.”

      I looked around to make sure we were alone, then confided, “I slept with Ed.”

      “Finally!” Stacy smiled.  “It’s been forever since you started dating.”

      “It’s been two weeks.”

      “That’s way too long to wait.”

      “Dave was living with you for longer before you two hooked up.”

      “That’s different.  He was my temporary roommate, plus our kids had just married each other.  You and Ed don’t have all those complications,” she explained. “So, how was it?”

      I could feel myself blush.  “A lady doesn’t kiss and tell.”

      Stacy pulled me into a tight hug.  “That good, huh? Congratulations. I want to be a bridesmaid.”

      I rolled my eyes.  “We’re not getting married.”

      “You say that now, but the next thing you know you’re picking out china patterns.”

      “I don’t think people buy china anymore.”

      “Pity.”

      Both of our pagers went off and she immediately became serious. “Time to get back to work.”

      “Do you have plans for Christmas?” Ed asked me later that night.

      I looked up from where I was laying on Ed’s bare chest.

      “I usually work either Christmas Eve, Christmas Day, or both, so that some of the other docs can be with their families.  But I haven’t seen the schedule yet. Why?”

      I felt suddenly nervous. The question felt important.

      “I was hoping you’d spend the holiday with me.  And Melanie.”

      “You want to spend the holidays together?” I clarified, trying to decide how I felt about the idea. It had been years since I’d spent Christmas with a guy I was dating, and even though it felt longer, Ed and I had only been dating a couple of weeks.

      “Yes. I mean, if you want to, I would love that,” he answered. “Melanie would too. I already asked her, and she was really excited about it.”

      “In that case, I would love to, depending on what shifts I’m scheduled for.”

      “We can work around your schedule.”

      “Great.”

      “Oh, and one more thing.”

      I raised an eyebrow in question.

      “I told Melanie I was going to ask you to sleep over.”

      “With Melanie?”

      He tweaked my nose.  “No, with me, doofus.”

      “Well, if you ask me, I’ll probably say yes,” I confided.

      “Good to know.”

      ***

      “I swear the holidays get worse every year.”

      “You got that right.”

      Stacy and I were both pulling a twelve-hour shift that ran overnight on Christmas Eve. My plan was to get off at six a.m. Christmas Day, head home for some sleep, then join Ed and Melanie in the late afternoon for Christmas dinner. But first I would have to deal with kitchen knife accidents, people falling off ladders decorating trees, and drunken car accidents.

      “At least with us working the overnight shift I have an excuse to ask Dave and the kids to take care of making dinner,” Stacy said.  “I assume Ed is cooking?”

      “You know, I’m not sure.  I guess I’ll find out. I asked him if I should bring something and he said no, so I think it’s covered.”

      Things had been going smoothly between us and I was glad.  I wasn’t one who craved a lot of drama in a relationship. Little did I know drama would find us anyway…

      I got over to Ed’s house just before four o’clock on Christmas Day, only to find Ed looking frustrated.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “I don’t know.  Melanie’s been crying in her room all day and won’t tell me what’s wrong.”

      “Do you want me to go talk to her?”

      “Would you?  I just can’t seem to do anything right with her anymore.”

      I leaned up and kissed his cheek.

      “She’s a seventeen-year-old girl. Pushing away the parents comes with the territory.”

      I headed upstairs and knocked on the only door that was closed, figuring it had to be the teen’s.

      “Melanie, it’s Joy.  Can I come in?”

      I heard the scrape of a lock, and the door opened a crack.

      “Are you alone?”

      “Yes.”

      The door opened further, and I walked in, pulling it closed behind me. Automatically I assessed Melanie’s condition.  Red eyes, hair like a rat’s nest, baggy sweats, a half-eaten bag of cookies on the desk, and sad music…sure signs of heartbreak.

      “Are you okay, honey?”

      “No,” she sniffed.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “If I talk about it, you have to keep it confidential, right?”

      “Well, I’m here as your friend not your doctor, but I can still keep it confidential as long as you don’t tell me something I’m obligated to report to your dad or the authorities, like an assault.”

      She plopped on her bed.  “It’s nothing like that.  Dylan broke up with me.”

      “Ah, yeah I thought that might be the case.”

      “How?”

      “I’ve had my own share of heartbreak.  I recognize the symptoms.”  I sat in a chair.  “What happened?”

      “He’s been kind of an ass ever since I found out I was pregnant.  He refused to go to the clinic with me or help me pay for it, like it was only my fault what happened. And, you know, I had that infection afterwards.  He keeps pressuring me to start having sex with him again and I was like, I need time to get over what happened, plus they said it’s good to wait a few weeks anyway to let everything heal.”

      “That’s true.”

      “I went to his place last night and he was getting kind of pushy. He kept grabbing at me, so I punched him right in the face, just like my dad taught me, and said it was my body, my choice. Then he called me a bitch and broke up with me.”

      She burst into tears again and I moved to the bed to give her a hug.

      “You did the right thing Melanie.  You don’t have to be treated like that. No one does. I know it  feels terrible right now, but someday you’ll find a guy who treats you the way you deserve to be treated.”

      “I don’t want to tell my dad what happened.  After we ran into you two that night he kept going on and on about what a ‘tool’ he was,” she made air quotes, “and how I should date a ‘nice boy’ instead. And he was really angry today that I wouldn’t tell him what happened.”

      “Well, I think he’s probably feeling kind of left out of your life right now. It would probably help if you told him something, even if you don’t tell him the whole story.”

      She flopped back on her bed with a dramatic sigh.

      “I’ll tell  him tomorrow.  Today I just want to be left alone to wallow.”
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      I looked up from making dinner as Joy came back downstairs, a serious look on her face.

      “How is she?”

      “She’s doing okay, but she wants some time alone.”

      “It’s Christmas and she’s been up there pouting all day,” I said in exasperation.  “I made dinner. What the hell is wrong with her anyway?”

      “She’ll be fine. It’s nothing serious.”

      I stopped carving the ham to look at Joy.  “That’s not an answer. I want to know what’s wrong.”

      “I’m sorry. I can’t tell you.”

      “Is she pregnant again?” I said incredulously, my temper rising.

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Then what?”

      “Look Ed, she spoke to me in confidence. All I can tell you is that she’s safe and healthy.  I’m sure she’ll talk to you when she’s ready.”

      I slammed my fist down on the counter and she flinched.

      “Damn it, that’s not good enough,” I  bellowed. “I can’t believe you’re pulling this privacy bullshit again. I’m her father. I have a right to know what’s going on.”

      Her spine stiffened and a flush rose on her face.

      “I understand that you’re worried about your daughter, but you don’t get to talk to me like that. I told you she’s safe and that’s all I’m willing to say right now. Maybe you need to learn to trust the women in your life.”

      She stalked over to the door and grabbed her coat.  “I’m leaving.”

      I’m not going to lie.  I got rip-roaring drunk after she left.  I didn’t understand how I’d alienated my daughter and my girlfriend in one day. What was wrong with me wanting to know what was going on with my own daughter? My righteous anger finally faded – thank you Jack Daniels – and I transitioned to feeling pathetic as I sat alone eating Christmas dinner and staring at the stack of unopened presents.

      Melanie finally emerged from her bedroom the next morning, looking about as bad as I felt.  She made herself a bowl of cereal and sat across from me at the kitchen table where I was nursing the worst hangover I’d had in years.

      “Where’s Joy?” she asked.  “I thought she was sleeping over last night.”

      “She left after you guys talked last night.”

      “What? Why?”

      “We had a fight,” I grumbled.  “I lost my temper and yelled at her.”

      I gripped my head, hoping that would stop the stabbing pain behind my eyes.

      “What did you fight about?”

      “Why she keeps refusing to tell me what the hell is going on with my own daughter.”

      “You fought about me?  I asked her to keep our conversation confidential, Dad.  She was just keeping her promise.”

      It felt like too much effort to keep my head up, so I laid it down on the table.

      “Dylan and I broke up,” Melanie whispered. “That’s what I was upset about. I didn’t want to tell you because I knew you’d be all like, good he was a jerk anyway.”

      I raised my head to study my daughter.  She was so grown up now, yet I still saw glimpses of the sweet little girl she’d once been. I chose my words carefully, not wanting to push her away again.

      “I just want what’s best for you. If Dylan really made you happy, I guess I could’ve lived with it, but that didn’t seem to be the case.”

      I resisted adding that I thought he was an asshole, not even factoring in that he’d knocked up my little girl.

      “Well, it’s over now,” she said glumly.  “But at least one of us should be happy. You need to find Joy and apologize.”

      “Why should I apologize?” I grumbled.

      “Because she’s the best thing that ever happened to you? Because you’ve been happier since you’ve been with her?  Because she’s been a good friend to me? Take your pick.  Just don’t blame her for keeping her promise to respect my privacy. I’m not a little girl anymore Dad, I need to have my own life.”

      “I know,” I sighed. “I just wish you would be my little girl a bit longer.”

      She rolled her eyes before getting up to give me a quick hug.

      “Whatever.  Take a shower and find your lady. You have some groveling to do.”
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      The doorbell rang just before noon.  I was sitting on the couch wearing ancient sweats and watching “Love Actually” while eating ice cream.  The parallels between me and Melanie were not lost on me.  Maybe I should’ve invited her over so we could wallow in our mutual heartbreak together.

      Ed stood on the stoop. His eyes were rimmed with red, and his hair was damp, as if he’d just taken a shower.  He looked like he hadn’t slept.

      “Can I come in?”

      “I guess.”

      I left him in the doorway and walked back to the couch.  I flipped off the TV as he came to sit next to me.

      “I was an asshole.”

      “Yep.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “What are you sorry for, exactly?” I asked.

      “I’m sorry I yelled at you like that. I’m sorry I didn’t trust that you were taking care of Melanie.  And I’m sorry I ruined Christmas by being a surly asshole.”

      “Okay.”

      When I didn’t say more, he added, “I talked to Melanie this morning. She told me she was upset because she and Dylan broke up but didn’t say more. She told me that I need to let her grow up and have some privacy. And she told me that you’re the best thing that ever happened to me, so I’d better apologize.”

      “Am I?”

      At his confused look I added, “The best thing that ever happened to you?”

      “Well, having Melanie was the best thing, but you’re a solid second.”

      I laughed.  “I guess I’m okay being second.”

      He reached out and took my hand.

      “I’m really sorry, Joy.  I can’t promise to not make any mistakes with you again, but I can promise I won’t make the same one twice. Also, I love you.”

      “What?” I asked in shock.

      “I know it’s only been a couple of weeks, but it’s true. I love you Joy and when we’re both ready, I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”

      I made him sweat for thirty full seconds before I replied. “I love you too.”

      It was true. I’d realized it last night, halfway through my second serving of rocky road ice cream.

      “Should we seal it with a kiss?”

      “Ugh, no, I’m disgusting right now.  I haven’t showered or brushed my teeth today.”

      “I want you to know, I love you even when you’re disgusting.”

      I laughed, the weight of last night’s fight lifted.

      “You’re such a romantic.  You want to join me in the shower?”
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      “I now pronounce you husband and wife.  You may kiss your bride.”

      I swooped Joy backwards like an old-time movie and gave her a long kiss while the guests cheered.

      Joy and I had opted for a Christmas Eve wedding.  Melanie was my “best woman”, and Joy’s friend Stacy was the maid of honor.  The church was filled with our family and friends.

      We’d spent the last year blending our lives and figuring out how to be in a relationship together.  Joy had moved in with us after I proposed, and while there’d been some bumps, overall, it had gone well.

      Joy and Melanie had become the best of friends, often ganging up against me as the only guy in the house. I kind of loved it.  I knew we’d both miss Melanie when she went away to college next Fall.

      “How about we check out the changing room and consummate this marriage?” I whispered in her ear.

      Joy smacked my chest as we exited the church.  “Be good.”

      The ground was white with the snow that had fallen during the ceremony.  This was Portland, so it would melt by tomorrow, but it was still beautiful.

      “Looks like  we got a white Christmas, Dr. Ross-Owens.”

      “Yes we did, Mr. Owens-Ross.”

      It was unconventional, but we’d decided to take each other’s names. As our friends streamed out of the church to head to the reception, I couldn’t help but feel a wave of gratitude for all the good things in my life.  Starting with my wife. I gave her a hug.

      “I love you, baby.”

      “I love you too.”

      “What about me?” Melanie teased as she joined us. We opened our arms and pulled Melanie into our hug.

      “We love you too.”
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      “What’s your biggest weakness?”

      The ridiculous ask wasn’t a surprise. I’d prepared for this.

      Selena Contreras sat across from me, a scowl on her face. She slapped her husband’s chest. “Conner, what kind of question is that? You realize how cliché and inane that is?” She said something to him in Spanish that he looked like he didn’t understand.

      He put his hands up in surrender. “It’s from the interview list I found online.”

      Selena scoffed. “We don’t need a list.”

      As if remembering I was here, she focused on me, putting her hands on the table. “Reese, are you a hard worker?”

      I nodded, clearing my throat. “Absolutely.”

      “Are you afraid of us?”

      I was a little.

      Before I could respond, she went on. “I need an assistant who isn’t afraid to tell me I’m asking too much of them. My assistant must tell me when my ideas for the company hold no water.”

      I swallowed. “Mrs. …” I realized I didn’t know if she’d taken Conner’s last name when they got married. I wasn’t sure I knew anything about Superior Bay anymore.

      “Contreras.” She smiled. “You think I’d even consider taking the Ashford name?”

      Conner shrugged, not seeming to care.

      “Well, Mrs. Contreras, I’m going to be completely honest. I need this job. I’ve just returned to town, and I think I’ll lose my mind if I have to spend another day sitting around my mother’s house. I will work harder than anyone you’ve ever seen, do whatever you need me to do. I respect you both, but I’m not good at holding my tongue when something needs to be said.”

      They shared a look, a smile.

      “Okay,” Conner started, “it’s decided. You are in the running to be my assistant.”

      “Yours?” Selena raised a brow. “This interview is for me to hire someone, not you.”

      “That was before Reese ranted. I love ranters and people who talk back to me.”

      Selena sighed. “No, he absolutely doesn’t. Most of the people in this town are terrified of him.” She steepled her fingers. “Okay, Reese, tell us about yourself. What’s your story?”

      My story wasn’t one I shared with anyone. It consisted of one heart-wrenching action when I was eighteen, years spent avoiding this town, my hometown. And him. The boy I loved for most of my teenage years until we crashed and burned. My story was sad and a bit tragic. Now, here I was, back where it all began. But it wasn’t the same.

      I clasped my hands in my lap. “It’s pretty boring. I left town for college, and now I’m back.”

      They appeared disappointed at that, but my past was mine alone.

      “Well, Reese, I’m glad your mother connected us to you. We’ve been interviewing for this position for far too long.” She took a sip of the water in front of her before sliding out of the booth and extending a hand to me. “We’ll let you know soon about our decision.”

      I left the Rusty Spoon, my head spinning. That had to be the strangest interview I’d ever been to. Despite that, I liked them.

      My stomach rumbled, reminding me I hadn’t eaten breakfast at the diner. I looked to the darkening sky, wondering if I could make it across the town square to the Cheddar Chariot for an early lunch before the rain came.

      I had to risk it. The food truck was run by an old friend of mine, and I hadn’t yet eaten there.

      I speed walked toward the yellow truck that was painted to look like dripping cheese.

      A head popped out of the window. “Do my eyes deceive me?” Mallory asked. “Has our very own prodigal daughter returned?”

      I offered her a contrite smile. “It hasn’t been that long.”

      She raced out the front door and jumped at me, so I had to catch her in a hug. “Years, kid. Years.”

      I patted her back. “All right, all right, don’t cry on me. I just want one of your delicacies.” If grilled cheese could be called that.

      Mallory released me, a grin stretching her lips. “Absolutely.” She went inside and got to work, giving me time to examine the town square.

      It looked mostly the same as it had years ago. Today, the normally busy park was mostly empty, probably because of the coming rain. There was the gazebo, where I’d shared so many kisses, the homemade soap store, where he used to buy me random gifts. The bookstore, where we’d spent hours on Saturdays browsing the shelves and laughing, sneaking kisses.

      I was caught up in my observations when Mallory set a cardboard container on the counter.

      “How much do I owe you?”

      “You kidding? Just don’t be a stranger again.”

      I nodded, as if that was something I could guarantee.

      The rain only drizzled at first before exploding from the clouds in a blissful torrent. I’d always loved the rain. I didn’t pick up my pace on the way to Mom’s. Instead, I listened to the steady sounds that drowned out the world.

      My food was protected, so I could linger under the showers. They washed away ill thoughts and worries.

      I reached Mom’s house about fifteen minutes later and tried to fix my sopping hair so she didn’t get on my case, but it was useless. I was a wreck. Strands of hair stuck to my cheeks, my pantsuit soaking wet. I was sure makeup ran down my cheeks.

      But this was me, the version I thought I’d lost when I was eighteen.

      I opened the front door and stood on the threshold, not wanting to flood her pine floors. “Mom?” I called. “I need help unless you want a trail of water through your house. And quickly. My wet underwear is riding into uncomfortable places. Like wedgie territory.”

      When she didn’t come, I tried again. “I’ll even help make dinner if you just bring me a towel.”

      Footsteps came down the hall, but they were too heavy to be Mom’s.

      Then, I saw him, and my body stopped working altogether.

      Damien Vandenburg.

      The boy I loved.

      The one that got away.
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      “W-what are you doing here?” Four years was a long time. We were different people now, and the last time I saw him… I could still feel the doctor’s cold hands, the way she smiled to comfort me. Damien held my hand, never letting go while I aborted the fetus that would have changed our entire futures.

      My heart broke that day, even though I still believe we did the right thing for us. We could hardly stand the sight of each other on the drive home, and then I left for college and didn’t look back.

      Damien’s intense blue eyes, the only part of his appearance that hadn’t seemed to change, met mine. He gave me a crooked smile, one that would have made me swoon for my geeky boyfriend all those years ago.

      But this man in front of me was no longer a geek.

      “Where are your glasses?” I blurted.

      He touched his face like they should be there. “Contacts.”

      “Oh.” My face flushed. Here I was, dripping wet and yelling about wedgies while he looked perfect. I self-consciously ran a hand through my sopping brown hair.

      He stepped closer and extended a towel I hadn’t realized he was holding. I took it and began to wring out my hair. “Thanks.”

      That blasted crooked smile again. “I can’t help with the wedgie part, though.” He grabbed the cardboard carryout container as I almost dropped it.

      I stepped back so my butt hit the front door. Just being in the same house was too close to Damien.

      “Reese.” He sighed, pushing a hand through his thick, messy blond hair. It wasn’t messy like it used to be. No, now it appeared styled this way.

      “I need to change.” I bolted toward the wooden staircase, no longer worrying about the water I left in my wake. I could hardly breathe until I reached my room and shut the door.

      Damien was here. In Superiore Bay. In my mother’s house. This wasn’t good at all.

      I shed my wet clothes and replaced them with a pair of yoga pants and an oversized shirt I’d found in the drawer when I returned. It was way too comfortable.

      I twisted my hair into a bun and scrubbed my face of mascara streaks.

      There was no avoiding it now. If I didn’t go down, Mom would just come up to get me.

      I descended slowly, wanting to avoid this as long as possible. With any luck, he’d be gone.

      But I wasn’t a lucky person. I heard voices coming from the kitchen and hesitated before going that way.

      Damien was hands deep in a beef mixture while Mom poured ingredients into a pot.

      “What’s going on here?” I asked.

      “Meatballs.” Mom licked her lips.

      “Yes, but why are you two cooking together?”

      They shared a look before Mom focused on me again. “Honey, you can’t be mad.”

      “I’m not. Just tell me.”

      Damien focused on his task. “Saturday night dinners have sort of been a thing since I moved back.”

      “You two?” I crossed my arms. “God help me, you’re not dating, are you?” I couldn’t take that. Mom had a liking for younger men. She divorced her last husband about a year ago.

      Damien bent over in laughter. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Warren. It’s not you that’s funny, but you’re the mother of the one girl I’ve ever…” He stopped himself. “Reese, I’m not dating your mother.”

      I wanted to strangle them both as I sat on a stool at the kitchen island and reached for my fancy grilled cheese. “Well, you can date whomever you want. I’m not stopping you.”

      “Of course, you’re not. You’d have to keep in touch with me to do that.” He yanked his hands out of the meat, washed them in the sink, and stormed from the room.

      I felt Mom staring at me in disapproval, so I looked up. “Yes, Mother Dearest who apparently has weekly dinners with my ex?”

      “Reese Warren, I taught you better than to take things at face value.” She shook her head. “That boy has never had a mother who does anything other than try to control him.”

      I knew that all too well.

      “He used to visit me every time he was home from school. At first, I think he was desperate to know how you were. You weren’t answering his calls.”

      I hung my head. “I couldn’t. I… blocked his number because hearing his voice back then would have destroyed me.”

      “Well, he asked about you a lot. Then, I think he kept coming because we formed a bond unlike what he had with his mother. He moved back to town a few months ago, and we do dinners every week. He comes over in the afternoons, and we spend the day together.”

      I could tell he meant a lot to Mom. When she wasn’t married, she grew lonely in this house by herself. With me rarely coming home, at least she had someone.

      I dropped my voice. “Why didn’t you warn me?”

      “Honey,” she rounded the counter and wrapped an arm around me, “I cannot protect you from yourself. You would have found a reason not to come home until late.”

      She was right. I’d have avoided this like I still wanted to.

      My phone rang from its place in my pocket, and I answered. “Hello?”

      “Reese?” Selena said. “You okay to talk?”

      I looked at Mom, who’d gone back to cooking. “Sure.”

      “Good. We’d like to offer you the job! You’re going to love working for our company. Do you want to accept?”

      “Yes, absolutely.” I couldn’t believe I’d passed their tests. People didn’t generally like me. “Whose assistant am I to be?”

      “Oh, mine. You can ignore Conner if he tries to poach you. He has to find his own because I claimed you first.”

      I laughed, realizing I could actually like this woman.

      “When can you start?” she asked.

      I looked around the room, considering the prospect of a full afternoon followed by dinner with Damien. “Is now good?”

      “Perfect.”

      I hung up with Selena and approached Mom. “So, I got the job, and they want me to start now.”

      She squealed, flinging a bit of sauce from the pan. “I’m so proud of you. Knock them dead, honey.”

      I turned, ready to rush to change and get out of this bizarre world, but I slammed into a hard body. Damien had returned to the meatballs.

      He caught me around the waist to keep me from falling, and my breath stuttered. “You’re leaving?” he asked.

      I nodded, forcing words out. “Work. Have a good dinner.” I ducked past him, not wanting to see his reaction. Relieved like mine? Happy?

      I could feel his gaze on me until I disappeared into the hall.

      I really had to remember to be out on Saturday nights.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Damien: Congrats on your new job, but I do need to talk to you. Tonight, preferably.

      

      I ignored the text and shoved my phone into my pocket. Checking my hair in the reflection from the windows of my new office at the Orchard Hill Farms complex, I sucked in a breath and shoved thoughts of Damien to the back of my mind.

      It was weird to start a new job so late in the day, but I never claimed to be anything other than the weird geeky girl no one could quite get to know. Once upon a time, Damien had been the weird geeky boyfriend that made me feel less lonely in the world. Together, we made nerd work for us.

      And now, one of us looked like we belonged in a magazine, and it wasn’t me.

      I blew a strand of limp hair from my face and opened the door with confidence I didn’t feel. Dry now, with fresh clothes and somewhat damp hair, I still felt like a drowned rat. But I was a half-drowned rat with a new job.

      And … no one was in the office.

      I glanced around, looking for an intern or at least another winery employee—you couldn’t swing a stick in this town and not hit an Ashford Winery employee—but it was just me and an unlocked door.

      “Hello?” I called out. I could tell from the oddest interview of my life that both Selena and Conner were overworked with far too much to do and not enough help to get it done, but they couldn’t have forgotten I was coming in, or if they had, they couldn’t have also forgotten to lock the door.

      I tiptoed around the reception desk and peeked into the back office, wondering if I should go look for someone at the general store.

      Orchard Hill Farms had been around since my grandma’s grandma was a kid, but Selena Contreras had taken the orchard to a whole new level with an ongoing expansion project, where tourists could come shopping for all sorts of apple-themed foods and products. There was apple picking, hayrides, a bed-and-breakfast, an apple-themed bistro, and so much more planned for the future that I couldn’t keep it all straight. It was a brilliant business venture I was excited to be a part of.

      I was about to leave when I heard arguing and a thump of something crashing to the floor.

      “Conner, that took me all day yesterday to organize!” Selena’s voice carried to the front of the office.

      “Sorry, babe. I will clean it up.” I heard scrambling noises and cardboard boxes scooting across the floor.

      I peeked around the corner to find Selena laughing at her husband trying to fix the pile of boxes he’d knocked over.

      “Oh, just leave it.” She sank into a chair behind a messy desk. “I’m too tired to think about where all that stuff needs to go. We’ll deal with it tomorrow.”

      Conner popped up from the center of his pile of boxes. “I think most of these need to go to the B&B.” He held up tiny bottles of toiletries. “Unless we’re starting an apple-themed salon?”

      “I can help with that.” I stepped into the back room of the large space they were using as the main office. Selena had told me all about the beautiful office above the general store that they’d already outgrown. I’d set myself the goal of getting her back into the office she loved and away from all the chaos of the daily grind that would steal her focus from the kind of work she should to be doing. I had goals of working my way into some kind of managerial position at Orchard Hill Farms. I’d worked hard for my marketing degree, and I intended to be the most valuable employee Selena or Conner had ever had.

      “You came!” Selena dropped a box of tiny shampoo bottles, grinning like she’d just won the lottery.

      I shrugged out of my stiff suit jacket and rolled up my sleeves. “That’s the first thing you need to know about me if I’m going to be your assistant.” I bent down to pick up the box she’d dropped, stuffing the pretty bottles of expensive shampoo back into the box. “If I say I’ll do something, you can expect it to be done right away. Now, just tell me where these things need to go, and I’ll get it all out of your hair.” I let a wry smile tug at my lips. “No pun intended.” I set the box of shampoo onto the nearest bare surface and started sorting through the boxes Conner had destroyed.

      “I need her to run those papers over to Eli before he leaves for court.” Conner took the box from my hands. “She’s my assistant.”

      “No, we agreed she would be working for Orchard Hill.” Selena stole the box from him and gave it back to me.

      “Right, she’s working for Orchard Hill, assisting me with all the businessy stuff you don’t want to do.” He took the box again and set it on the table in front of me.

      “No, we agreed she would be helping with non-businessy stuff.” Selena went to grab the box again, and I swatted her hands away, taking it into custody before they could damage it further.

      “I’ll be assisting you both. Conner, just go get me whatever you need me to take to the lawyer. Selena, can you do a quick once over on these boxes? Don’t take longer than ten minutes to slap a sticky note on each box to let me know where it needs to go. I’ll deal with this mess when I get back. Now, both of you go do whatever actually needs your attention.”

      Selena narrowed her eyes at me but couldn’t hide her smile. “I can already tell we’re not paying you enough.”

      “You’ll make it up to me.” I smiled as I stuffed a pen and a pad of sticky notes into her hand. “Would anyone like a beverage while I’m out?”

      “I would die for a Thai milk tea with boba.” Conner returned with a thick envelope of documents for Eli Ashford—his lawyer and one of the many Ashford cousins.

      “Boba? We have a boba place now?”

      “Yes! It just opened on the square right next to Flowering Around. It’s adorable.” Selena scribbled their order onto a sticky note. “It’s called FruiTea Bubbles.”

      “Of course it is. It wouldn’t be Superior Bay if it didn’t have a cutesy name.” I glanced at the order, ignoring the vibration in my pocket alerting me to another text from the one person I wanted to avoid at all costs. “I could go for a boba tea myself.”
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      “Eli! Wait!” I jogged down the sidewalk to the Absolute Law Firm, my freshly applied makeup running down my face for the second time today. It was unseasonably warm, and my second-hand designer suit I’d bought at a vintage shop in Boston was probably better suited for autumn weather than the hottest part of the summer in Maine.

      “Can I help you?” Eli gave me a puzzled look, as though he couldn’t place me.

      “Oh, it’s Reese.” I snatched my sunglasses off so he could see my face. “Reese Warren.” He’d known me since I was seven, but my appearances in Superiore Bay were a rare occurrence these last few years.

      “Oh, right.” He smiled as he stepped down onto the sidewalk. “You’re the one Lena and Conner have been fighting over all day.”

      “That would be me.” I beamed a smile at him, presenting him with the documents I was sent to deliver.

      “I don’t think I’ve seen you since you graduated high school. How’s your mom doing?” He tucked the folder under his arm.

      “Good; thanks for asking. I’ve been busy with school, but I’m back now that I have my degree.” I bobbed my head, appreciating his attempt at small talk. Honestly, I was impressed he even remembered me.

      “Graduated already? Seems like you and Damien just graduated high school.” He shook his head with a laugh. “Thanks for these. I need to get the documents filed with the court, and they’re waiting for me to close up.” He lifted the thick envelope.

      “Oh, anytime. Don’t let me keep you.” I stepped out of his way.

      “Thanks, Reese, and good luck with those two.” He chuckled as he headed for his shiny red sports car. “You’re going to need it.”

      I waved like an idiot as he drove away, hoping I would have more responsibilities beyond delivering things and picking up beverages for my bosses in the near future.

      “Give it a year, Ree, and then you’ll be the one with the assistant fetching things for you.” I backtracked around the corner to the FruiTea Bubbles shop, my mind full of ideas for making my bosses’ lives easier—still ignoring the phone buzzing in my pocket.

      I refused to think about what’s-his-face and his frequent texts until I had some boba tea in my hand.

      There was a line at the door of the tiny shop. Anything new in Superiore Bay was like that. The locals loved to support small businesses, and they delighted over new options for shopping and splurging.

      It was me. I was the local looking to splurge. But I didn’t do lines. Didn’t have the patience for it.

      Turning a blind eye to the number of texts from what’s-his-stupid-face—I refused to even think his name—I pulled up the website for FruiTea Bubbles and placed an order for pick up. Score. I could make another stop and pick up the tea on my way back to Orchard Hill.

      There were eight texts from what’s-his-face, but I wasn’t counting.

      I set off across the square, heading for my favorite place in all of Superiore Bay. A Likely Story bookshop. I’d spent most of my childhood there. Mrs. Davidson was the owner, and she had been like a second grandma to me and all of her grandson’s friends. Matt was still away at school, but I knew Mrs. Davidson would be there, and I needed a little taste of home that wouldn’t bring back the wrong kind of memories.

      “Crap on a cracker.” I stopped halfway across the square, hoping they hadn’t seen me.

      “Yoo-hoo! Reese Warren, is that you?” Mrs. Jeffries shouted.

      I let out a deep sigh, muttering under my breath as I changed course toward the gazebo. “She’s got to be a hundred years old and there’s a football field between us, but she spots me like it’s her job.”

      The old lady was exactly where she always was at this time of day. Sitting in the shade of the gazebo with her nosy besties, gossiping and matchmaking the day away. I loved those ladies so much—they were the heart of this town—but I should have remembered to stay away from the park on a day when I didn’t have much time to spare.

      “Hi, Mrs. Jeffries. How are you?” I forced a big smile and went to greet the town gossip posse. There were four of them: Mrs. Jeffries, Mrs. Peterson, Mrs. Abernathy, and Mrs. Chapman. They had their hands on the pulse of this town. Nothing happened without them knowing about it—and likely orchestrating it.

      “Good to have you back, sweetheart,” Mrs. Abernathy said. “And already landed a job.”

      “News travels fast.” I stared at the four of them, marveling at how quickly they found out about things. But there were five of them.

      “Damien?” I stammered as my gaze landed on him. I hadn’t had my boba yet, and I’d promised myself I wouldn’t think about him or his stupid name until I had a sip of something delicious to distract me.

      “Hey, Reese.” He still sounded like the uncertain nerdy guy I fell for a million years ago. But out in the glorious afternoon sunshine, he looked even better than he had in my mother’s kitchen.

      “Oh, it’s so good to see you two together again.” Mrs. Chapman waved one of those church fans in her face. “It’s like watching my granddaughter and her young man coming together again. You remember Harper, don’t you, dear? She and Carter aren’t too much older than you two.”

      They were way older. Like ten years older, but I vaguely remembered them from when I was a kid. Mostly Carter Ashford. He was my first crush—well, my first Ashford crush. All the Ashford brothers were fun to look at.

      “Oh, hush, Beverly,” Mrs. Peterson shushed her friend. “You two go off and get reacquainted. Damien, take her to that bubble drink place everyone’s crazy about.”

      “Work!” I blurted. “I have to get back to the office. I have an order to pick up. Nice to see you ladies again!” I turned on my heel and made a break for it. It was the only way to get away from the gossip posse once they had their claws in you.

      “Reese, wait!” Damien followed, but I kept walking.

      “Sorry, Damien.” I made a show of checking my watch. “I gotta pick up drinks for my bosses, and I’m running behind.”

      “You didn’t answer my texts.”

      “Nope.” I kept my eyes on the sidewalk in front of me. “I haven’t had a free second to even look at my phone. Sorry about that.”

      He pulled me to a stop. “I’m sorry, Reese. I—”

      “Nothing to apologize about.” I pasted on my fake smile, trying not to let the memories overwhelm me. Just being here in the square, staring up at his not-so-goofy face, was just too much.

      “Ree, we need to talk.”

      “Listen, we’ll catch up soon, okay? Promise.” I ran across the street, not waiting for the crosswalk signal to change. I just needed to get my hands on some boba and get back to work.
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      “Okay, that’s better,” I mumbled to myself as I wiped the last pencil shavings into the trash can and set it back on the floor. Seriously, Selena was a mess. Until today, when I finally had the time, her desk had been stacked high with papers, folders, and notebooks. She liked to sketch out new ideas for the business. Some of them were even possible. Others were just dreams.

      She wasn’t a bad artist, but when she couldn’t find her graphite, she just went with normal pencils and lined notebooks. That meant sharpening the pencils. A lot. And leaving the shavings where they lay.

      Along with a trash can full of empty cups from Hugga Mugga and just the general messiness of her possessions, I’d barely been able to stand it. Call it a tic of mine, one many people couldn’t understand, but I needed order. In the office, in my life.

      “Whoa.” Conner stopped in the doorway. “What kind of alternate universe have I stepped into?”

      Like me, he liked things clean. The fact that he and Lena worked at all amazed me, but after spending the last week with them, I got it. They were so in love it made my teeth hurt.

      “We have a janitor, you know.” He shut the folder he’d been looking at.

      “Obviously one who is too scared to make sense of Lena’s space.”

      He cracked a smile at that. “How are you enjoying working for us?”

      My phone rang, but I recognized the tone. I’d call my mother back later. “You’ve both been very kind to me.” They went out of their way not to overwork me, an annoyance since it sometimes left me at a loss for the next task and having to create my own. Sometimes, I helped out in the shop when I finished my to-do list, but I didn’t take this job to be a cashier.

      The door to the offices burst open, and Lena ran in, heading straight for her desk. Water dripped off her with each step, and I cringed, knowing I’d mopped the wooden floors just an hour ago.

      “Gotta love stormy days.” She flopped into her chair, not seeming to care that she soaked everything she touched.

      Conner rolled his eyes. “And where have you been?”

      “The orchard with my brother.”

      “Did you know the storm was coming?”

      “Of course. That’s why I stayed to help the crew get the equipment inside.”

      They started arguing about how sensible it was for her to stay out in the storm, and I took that as my chance to leave, inching from the room and heading for my office. I shut the door but could still hear the bickering. It wasn’t mean-spirited, and I’d started to wonder if they enjoyed it.

      Superiore Bay was such a strange place.

      My phone rang again, and this time, I answered it. “I can’t talk to you.”

      “Why not?” Damien sounded defeated, like he’d known how calling me would go before he did it.

      I sat back in my desk chair and closed my eyes. “Because you’re you, Damo. I know we’re finally both in the same location again, but that doesn’t erase the past. Being in my mom’s house is one thing, but if I have to sit and talk with you, I’ll…” I couldn’t finish as a heavy breath pushed past my lips.

      “You’ll what?”

      “Remember.” I hung up before he could respond. We put off a reunion for so long for this reason. All he’d want to do was talk. About what happened. About how we both just walked away.

      And me? Silence was my friend. I was an avoider, someone who faced problems by not facing them. If I didn’t have to look into Damien’s eyes, I could pretend we hadn’t gone through the most difficult day of our lives together. Maybe I could even pretend at regret, which was what the world wanted from me.

      I had an abortion, and not a day has gone by when I questioned if it was the right decision for both me and Damien. The only thing I regretted was that it drove us apart. Well, his family did, at least.

      A knock sounded on my door. “Yes?” I rubbed my eyes and woke my computer so whoever it was assumed I was very busy.

      The door creaked open, but all I heard were murmuring voices.

      “You tell her,” someone whispered.

      “Me? You’re the one with the big mouth. Go on, you love breaking bad news.”

      A third chimed in. “Don’t be such old ladies, you busybodies.”

      That made me look up to find three of my favorite people standing in my doorway. I’d always secretly loved the gossip queens of the bay. They knew everything before anyone else, but they never used that information in nefarious ways. There was a sweetness to them. As if they only sought information so they could help people.

      “Ladies.” I lifted a brow. “This is unexpected.”

      Mrs. Chapman inched forward, her hand outstretched to give me a to-go container I recognized. “We told Mallory we were heading over, so she sent you some lunch.”

      “She doesn’t give me free food,” Mrs. Jeffries grumbled. “I’d be okay if she just wanted to offload some chutney.”

      “Mmmhmm.” Mrs. Peterson smiled. “I could eat that stuff by the spoonful.”

      I couldn’t help smiling at the four of them. They sure did love to talk, and they adored young people, which they described as anyone without gray hairs matching theirs. “As much as I always enjoy your chatter, is there something I can do for you?”

      Conner walked by the open door, and Mrs. Chapman grabbed the back of his shirt. “Boy, are you not going to say hello to your grandmother-in-law?”

      Conner pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “Your daughter married my brother, not me.”

      “Does that matter, Conner Ashford? Are you saying that you are any less a part of my family just because I’m an old, sad lady desperate for attention?”

      Conner choked on a laugh. “Careful, Mrs. Chapman. I think my brother is rubbing off on you.” He hugged her. “And I don’t ever want to hear you call yourself old.”

      She was still smiling when he left.

      I placed my hands on the desk, needing to get back to work. “As lovely as it was to see you all…” I rose from the chair.

      “He’s leaving,” Mrs. Jeffries blurted.

      “Don’t.” Mrs. Chapman shook her head. “A bit more tact would be nice.” She stepped forward. “We came as soon as we heard.”

      “Heard what?” My chest tightened as I guessed what was coming.

      “Damien is leaving town. We don’t have much more information than that, but he leaves in two days.”

      Two days. I only had two days to figure out how to talk to him so we could both finally have closure and peace in our lives. There was a time I couldn’t have imagined not loving Damien, not spending the rest of my life with him.

      And now?

      Now, it was time to end that period of my life once and for all.
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      What was I even doing here?

      Conner and Selena sent me out on one final errand and then said I could head home early. Something about getting too much done in a short time and they now had to catch up to me. Shrug.

      I should have gone home. Should have changed into yoga pants and curled up on the couch with a book that would take me into other peoples’ problems.

      Instead, here I stood.

      Damien probably had his own house in town, but I didn’t know where he lived, so this was all I had.

      A place that terrified me as a teenager. Giant white pillars lined the porch that spanned the front of the beautiful white house. It was three stories tall and intimidated anyone who stood at the front door.

      Especially those who knew what kind of people resided here.

      The door opened slowly to reveal a man in a tailored uniform. Not a butler, exactly, but a servant all the same.

      This was old Maine money.

      “Can I help you?” His voice was neutral, not friendly or critical.

      “Hello.” I attempted a smile. “Maybe you can help me instead of your mistress. I need the address for Damien Vandenburg. He’s an old friend, and I’d like to say goodbye.”

      “Marcus,” a voice called, “who is it?”

      That voice. I’d recognize it if she called to me from across the arena in the middle of the goal song at a hockey game. I took a step back without realizing it and thought I saw a look of understanding on the servant’s face.

      Then, she was there. Lydia Vandenburg. The woman who haunted my waking hours for the last few years. It was her voice in my head telling me what a horrible person I was, that I’d ruined her life and taken her grandchild away from her.

      “Well, this is a surprise.” She stepped aside, waving me in.

      Every movement I made was stiff, slow. “I was hoping you could tell me where to find Damien.”

      Her tight expression turned to a scowl. “I don’t see why you need my son. Haven’t you done enough to him?” She didn’t tell me to leave, and these were words I’d heard before. From many people.

      “If by that you mean avoiding his calls, then yes. I shouldn’t have.” I knew that wasn’t what she meant, but she needed to know he’d been the one calling me. That would quiet her for a moment but not for long. Even before the abortion, she’d never missed a chance to tell me I wasn’t good enough for her son.

      “Marcus, gin and tonic please.” She didn’t offer me a drink, but I wouldn’t have taken it. It probably would have been laced with arsenic or maybe bleach.

      She stepped back and let me in without a word.

      Marcus returned in an instant and handed her the drink as though the woman never strayed too far from a bar.

      “So, have you come back to town to take yet another person from me? My son is leaving because you’re back, right?”

      “No… I…” Was he? That wasn’t who Damien was. He’d always been stronger than me, able to handle more. “No, you’re the only one who makes him leave town.”

      She didn’t respond to that. Not even an eye-twitch.

      “What’s going on here?” Heavy steps echoed off the wood as Damien rushed in, his eyes focused on his mother. “Marcus, how many times do I have to tell you not to make her a drink? I thought I poured out the gin last time I stopped by.”

      Marcus stepped closer to Damien, and I strained to hear what he said. “I left out the gin, sir, but she seems to have found other means to get to her state and hasn’t noticed my omission.”

      Damien sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Please watch her.” He turned on his heel. “Reese, come.”

      I hurried after him. “I’m not a dog.”

      “I don’t know why you’re here, but it’s not a good time.” He walked toward the back of the house, to the sunroom we’d spent so much time in.

      “I see that. Damien stop.”

      He kept moving, his steps speeding up.

      I practically had to run. “Please.” I reached for his arm, but as soon as my fingers grazed his sleeve, he whirled around, pressing me back into the wall.

      “Why are you here, Reese?” He growled. “I have been calling you, texting you. All I’ve wanted to do is talk, and you ignore me as if I haven’t loved you for most of my life.”

      A shiver raced down my spine, despite the heat from his grip. Looking up into his swirling gaze, I couldn’t help staring, letting myself get lost in the depths as I’d once done.

      Damien didn’t do anything halfway, and that included when he looked at me. It was like seeing myself through a magic mirror that reflected only the good. When Damien’s eyes locked with mine, I realized no one else had ever seen me. Not like him.

      And I wanted to be seen.

      “Why are you leaving?” I breathed.

      He released me, grabbed my wrist, and pulled me into the sunroom, shutting the door behind us.

      I turned in a circle, admiring the way the sunlight filtered through the glass to cast rainbows across the giant suede covered bean bag chairs. They were new, but they looked just like the ones we’d curl up in on rainy days. There were plants everywhere. This was what it was like to breathe.

      He dropped into a chair and gestured for me to take the other. I did, suddenly not sure what to say.

      “I’m sorry about my mom.”

      I shook my head. “That woman has never been your fault.”

      He offered me a weak smile. An awkward silence passed between us. “I got a job offer in Europe.” He shrugged. “I figure it’s a chance to see more of the world.”

      “Oh.” All my anxiety deflated. He wasn’t leaving because of me.

      “Why the radio silence, Ree?”

      I sighed, reaching for a pillow to hug to my chest. “After… that day… Do you regret it?”

      He waited for a moment before responding. “My mom says I should. She thinks I need to ask for God’s forgiveness for ‘letting’ you do it, as if we hadn’t made the decision together.”

      “And you? What do you think?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “I think we did the right thing.”

      Without thinking, I crawled from my bean bag chair into his like we used to even before we dated. I curled against him. “We did. Yet, when people find out, they act like I should be ashamed. We were teenagers, Damien.”

      He wrapped his arms around me. “Why does it suddenly feel like no time has passed?”

      “Because it hasn’t. We’ve lived in a state of immobility, unable to move forward.”

      “Do you think we can ever get out of that?”

      “I hope so.”

      He tapped a finger under my chin and tilted my face up so I had to meet those brilliant eyes again. “I missed you, Ree. Every day.”

      “Yet, right when I come back to town, you’re leaving.”

      He raked a hand through is hair. “I got a job offer. There just isn’t anything in Superiore Bay for me anymore.” He leaned down closer. “Right?” His lips were only a breath away. One move and I could travel back in time to when I was happiest, to when I was in love.

      My heart thrummed in my chest, threatening to crack right through the bone. “Damien,” I whispered, “we don’t even know each other anymore.”

      His nose brushed mine. “That’s the thing, Ree, we will always know each other.”

      I couldn’t. Not now. I shot out of his arms and ran from the sunroom, passing Mrs. Vandenburg on my way to the front door. She yelled something, but I ignored it, not breathing until I was outside once more.

      Tears stung my eyes as I once again ran from the only boy who’d ever touched my heart.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite a sleepless night, I threw myself into work. I even took Conner’s gigantic dog for a walk through the new apple orchard on the property. The trees were still small, but they would grow into a thriving apple-picking orchard within the years to come, and I wondered if I would still be around to see it. Somehow, I doubted it.

      Duke tugged at his leash, and I stumbled along after him as he danced around the trees, probably hunting for his dad. “Come on, big guy, let’s get you back to the office. You want a bone?” I let my voice go up an octave, and his ears perked up at the familiar word.

      “Of course you want a bone.” I jogged to keep up with him so I wouldn’t fall and get dragged across the property. Again. The Irish wolfhound likely weighed more than I did, so I still wasn’t sure which one of us was walking the other.

      “Hey, buddy!” A sharp whistle was the only warning I got that Conner was near, and I barely had time to yank the leash off my wrist before the dog went galloping down the hill toward the lake at the center of the complex.

      “Sorry,” Conner shouted. “Wasn’t thinking.”

      “I just managed to escape being partially drawn and quartered.” I took the path down to the edge of the orchard to greet my boss, though I wasn’t feeling up to faking the cheerful happy employee at the moment.

      Was this what I came home for? A job walking the boss’s dog in a town without Damien?

      “Calm down, Duke.” Conner laughed as the dog leaped up to rest his paws on Conner’s shoulders. Standing on his hind legs, the dog would be terrifying if I didn’t know he was a big baby. “What’s got you so excited, boy?”

      “I may have promised him a bone.” I fell in step with them as we headed back up to the office.

      “That’s enough to get him excited. He won’t settle down until you deliver, though.”

      “Selena had me pick up some new treats at the Fish & Bone while I was in town earlier. I’ve got a nice juicy one picked out just for this sweet guy.” I scratched the top of his brindled head, and he leaned into me like a cat. He was the best dog ever.

      “Sorry we’ve had you doing such crappy errands.” Conner reached the door first and opened it for Duke. The dog streaked past me, nearly knocking me over.

      “Duke, that’s not polite!” Conner shouted at the giant dog.

      “It’s okay; I got him all riled up for a bone.” I ducked around the reception area into my office and nearly got clobbered when I retrieved the bone from my desk drawer.

      “I better do that.” Conner plucked it from my hands and made Duke sit while he unwrapped the treat.

      “He’s a handful, isn’t he?” I couldn’t help but smile at the dog dancing on his behind and whining for Conner to hurry up.

      “Yes, he is,” Conner said in a cutesy voice. “But he’s a good boy.” He dropped the bone, and Duke lunged for it, taking it back to his big doggy bed to make a plan of attack.

      “Is she back?” Selena poked her head into my office.

      “Yeah, are we ready?” Conner asked.

      “Ready for what?” I glanced between my goofy bosses, wondering what they were up to now.

      “Close your eyes. We have a surprise.” Selena tossed her dark hair over her shoulder and ducked back into the storage room I’d just cleaned out.

      “Sit,” Conner barked, and for a second I thought he was talking to the dog. “Okay.” I sank to my desk chair, starting to feel anxious. I didn’t enjoy surprises, but I closed my eyes and played along.

      “Surprise!” Selena and Conner chorused, and I opened my eyes to find a boba tea, an oddly wrapped present, and a bundle of balloons floating over my desk that spelled out “Congrats!” in big mylar letters.

      “What are you two up to?” I glanced warily between them.

      “Open it!” Selena clutched her hands together.

      I picked up the slender package and carefully slit the wrapping paper open. I pulled out an acrylic nameplate for my desk.

      “Aw, you guys, that’s so sweet. Thank you.” I started to set it on my desk, but they shouted at me to read it.

      “Out loud,” Conner added.

      “Reese Warren.” I sucked in a breath as I read the next part. “Junior Executive Marketing Manager?” I glanced up, not sure what it meant.

      “It comes with a raise.” Selena moved to sit on the edge of my desk. “And a better office once we find the right place for you.”

      “What?” I looked at Conner for answers.

      “We realize what we have with you, Reese.”

      “And we don’t want to lose you because we’re such a disorganized mess right now,” Selena added.

      “We have several marketing projects we want to hand off to you.” Conner pulled a chair over to sit beside me. “So, no more getting us boba and running stupid errands. And no more walking Duke. You could ride him like a pony, and he’s bound to drag you all over the place.”

      “We finally figured out that if we give you some actual real work you’re qualified to do, we can handle our own errands.” Selena laughed. “What do you think?”

      “Wow.” Unexpected tears burned my eyes as I fought them back.

      “What’s wrong?” Conner looked horrified, turning to his wife. “What did you just do?”

      “I don’t know.” Selena shoved the balloons out of the way. “You must have done something to upset her.”

      “Me?” He scoffed at her.

      “How can we help?” Selena looked close to tears herself as she grabbed a box of tissues from my desk and shoved them at me.

      “It’s nothing. I—”

      “Tell us; we can help.” Conner laid a hand on my shoulder, and I lost it.

      “I had an abortion!” I shouted, and the tears came.

      “Just now? Today? Honey, you shouldn’t be here. You should be home resting.” Selena hopped off the desk to put an arm around me. “Conner, why did you make her walk the dog?”

      “I didn’t even ask. She did it on her own. That’s why we like her so much; she takes initiative. Reese, please let me take you home.”

      “It was years ago.” I waved a hand at them to get them to calm down. “Before I left for school. Coming home … is bringing all that back.” I couldn’t seem to stop myself once the word vomit began. “It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but I thought I could get through it if I never had to see him again.”

      “Oh, Reese.” Selena kept her arm around me. “I can imagine the memories are difficult, but you shouldn’t feel … guilty.”

      “I don’t.” I sniffed back the tears, accepting a fresh tissue from Conner. Seriously, my bosses were the nicest people ever. “It’s seeing him again. I think I’m only just now feeling the impact of everything I’ve lost with him. I hadn’t seen him since that day.” I dabbed at my eyes.

      “Having a baby at eighteen wasn’t in the cards. It was the best decision for both of us then. I know myself so much better now. I would have been a great mom if I had decided to go through with the pregnancy, but having the abortion gave me the time to get to know myself as an adult and what I want for my future. I know now I never want children. But the past is coming back to haunt me. What we went through tore us apart, and all the memories of us are just everywhere I look in this town.”

      “Have you seen him since you’ve been back?” Selena asked gently.

      I nodded. “But he’s leaving tomorrow. He got a job offer somewhere in Europe. He says he’s going to take the chance to see the world. And I don’t know if I can … be here in this town without him. There’s too much history.”

      “You can’t be afraid of your past,” Conner said, surprising her. “My brother got a second chance with his first love, and it changed him for the better. The way I see it, if life offers you a second chance to get it right, you should take it because there might not be a third chance.”

      “You’re saying I should stop him?” I asked, unable to stop myself.

      Selena shrugged. “That would work out the best for us.” She grinned. “Or you could always break our hearts and go with him.”
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      I hit the brakes at the end of the long winding drive, throwing my car in park in front of the mansion I had always despised. For the second time in a week, I marched up the stone steps and rang the doorbell, but this time I wasn’t afraid of what kind of greeting I might receive.

      Conner was right. People didn’t often get second chances at love, and I wasn’t going to let Damien’s mother scare me away again. I knew in my heart he still loved me. Had never stopped. We’d just needed time to heal. Time to figure out who we were without each other.

      “Well, hello again.” Marcus the butler-guy gave me a warm smile this time.

      “Hi there. I need to see Damien.”

      “Close the door, Marcus.” The arrogant voice I remembered all too well drifted to my ears.

      “I’m afraid he isn’t here, miss.” The poor man gave me a look that said he wished he could help me.

      “Sure, sure.” I pushed past him. “I’ll go wait for him in his room.”

      “Young lady, you will not interfere in my son’s life.” Lydia stood on shaky legs with a glass-cut tumbler of amber liquid in her hand.

      “Really, Mrs. Vandenburg? It’s not even noon.” I shook my head and made my way up the winding staircase. “No need to worry; I know the way. I spent a lot of time in his room if you’ll remember.”

      Mrs. Vandenburg hurried up the stairs behind me. “He is leaving tomorrow. You will not mess this up for him.”

      “He’s a grown man. Your son’s future is not in your control. It never was.”

      “Marcus, call the police.” She shot over her shoulder and continued to pursue me thorough the marbled hallway.

      “Right away, ma’am.” I glanced over my shoulder to see Marcus making his way slowly down the stairs. Mrs. Vandenburg never kept her butler-guys around for very long. It was a shame. I liked this one.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” she shrieked behind me as I reached for Damien’s doorknob.

      “What I should have done years ago.” I slipped into the room and pushed my back up against it to keep her out. She pushed hard, and I pushed back even harder.

      I heard the sound of a zipper and glanced up to find Damien closing his suitcase.

      “Is there something you need to tell me?” His mouth curved into the crooked smile I loved. He’d grown into a handsome man. Something clenched inside of me as I realized he was probably out of my league. He could have any woman he wanted. “Is there a reason my mother is trying to crash through my door?”

      I nodded. “We’re having a bit of a disagreement.” I grappled with the doorknob, sliding the lock into place. “There. That should give us at least two minutes.” I had to shout over the banging on the door.

      “Care to clue me in?” Again with the crooked smile. “What could have my mother in such a state?” He crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Oh, the usual.” I shrugged. “She hates me, thinks I’m no good for her perfect son. She’s probably right about that, you know.”

      “Do I?” He arched a brow at me. “Don’t I get a say in who’s good for me or not?”

      “Sure.” I fidgeted with the hem of my suit jacket. It was still too hot for the weather, and I was starting to sweat.

      “Why are you here, Reese?” he asked softly as he crossed the room to my side. The banging on the door finally subsided.

      “Don’t go,” I blurted.

      He sighed, closing the distance between us. “I don’t have a reason to stay. As my mother never fails to remind me, I have no real job prospects. No relationship. Not much keeping me here, Ree.” His warm brown eyes seemed to stare right through me. This man knew everything about me. We’d gone through a life-changing experience together, and we came out the other side still whole. Only missing each other.

      “What if you do?” I swallowed back all the little voices telling me I was aiming too high. He was way out of my league. I shut them up. I knew we still had something. “What if you’ve always had a reason?”

      “I’ve been waiting for you to figure that out.” His smile lit up his face. “It’s about time you wised up.”

      “Shut up.” I leaned in and kissed him. Our lips melded together like it hadn’t been years since our last kiss. Like it was yesterday. All the time apart melted away, and we were us again.

      Now, I really had come home.

      “Wait.” I pulled away, keeping my arms locked around him. “What about your fancy job in Europe?”

      He snorted a laugh at that. “You mean the one my mom got for me in some stuffy office in London? You know all that business crap wasn’t what I went to school for. That was always more your thing.”

      I leaned back again. “What did you go to school for?”

      “Video game design.” He shrugged. “What else?”

      I couldn’t help the laughter that bubbled up in me. “You’re still the same geek you always were, even though you got hot.”

      “I what now?” He grinned, pulling me close. “You think I’m the one that got hot? You’re ridiculous.”

      “Only when it comes to you. But I don’t want to keep you from whatever career you want for yourself. Superiore Bay is a small town. Not many video game design jobs around here.”

      “I have a job, Ree. My mom hates it with a passion. She thinks I’m wasting my life away playing video games all day, but I work for a startup company that’s taking off. I can work wherever I want, whenever.” He shrugged. “Having you here makes everything perfect.” He grinned and kissed me again. “Perfect job in the best town in the world. Perfect girl. Now, just get me out of here and we can go find a perfect little house together.”

      “I think your mom called the police on me.”

      “Then, let’s sneak out of here the way we used to.” He grabbed his suitcase in one hand and took my hand in his other. We ran to the balcony just off his room. We giggled like teenagers as we climbed over the iron railing onto the roof below.

      In seconds, we were speeding down the winding driveway, heading into our second chance at forever.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Ann Maree Craven and Michelle MacQueen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Michelle and Ann Maree are a co-writing duo spanning three genres and five pen names. Together, they've written more than seventy books. Hailing from Ohio and Georgia, they're not always surrounded by those who believe women's rights, and the rights of all peoples, are vital to our society, but it doesn't dampen their fighting spirit.

      

        

      
        michellelynnauthor.com

        melissaacraven.com

      

      

      
        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            (For)Ever Mine by Katrina Marie

          

        

      

    

    
    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CORINNE

      

      

      I'm late. My brother is going to kill me. I'm zipping through traffic as fast as I can while still being safe. To be fair, if he wanted me there by a specific time, he should have told me to be there an hour earlier. Maybe then I wouldn't be rushing through Austin to get to his house.

      There isn't much I miss about living in a small-town. But no traffic is definitely one of them. A tractor driving down the road, or a cow being loose, are the only things that bring cars to a dead stop back home. And the place we're going for the weekend is barely above that.

      I'm excited, though. I had a blast photographing Stella's wedding. Her house is stunning and we're all staying there. A quick glance at the passenger seat is all the confirmation I need. My camera bag sits buckled in the seatbelt. Justin makes fun of me for taking the extra precaution, but that thing is my baby. It's how I earn a living and I'll be damned if it gets messed up because I have to slam on my brakes trying to get through this city.

      Two miles until my exit, and I slide over into the right lane. A honk meets my ears and a car zooms by me on the other side, giving me the finger. There wasn't a car when I got over. That's the other thing I miss about small-town life. People wave when you pass them. They don't give you the one-finger salute.

      Taking the exit, I slow down to make sure I can get over so I'm not honked at again. Where is all this small town melancholy coming from? I couldn't get out of there fast enough, that long ago. Now, I long for it more than I thought I would.

      Finally, the street to my brother's house is in sight. I glance at the clock to see how late I am. Only thirty minutes. That's actually good timing for me.

      I park on the curb and head toward the door. It swings open before I lift my hand up to knock.

      "Would it kill you to be on time?"

      "What a nice way to welcome your sister to your house." I push past him and head straight for the living room. Audrey is sitting on the couch, shaking her head. "Hey Audrey, sorry to keep you waiting."

      "Oh, you're fine." She laughs. "I don't know why he thought we'd leave on time. Or why he picked this time to head to Asheville. He knows what this highway is like right now."

      "That ain't no lie," I mutter.

      Justin storms into the living. "Seriously, Corinne. Do you treat your clients with this level of respect?"

      "Hold up," I face him and put my hand in the air. Stopping him from saying whatever he's going to come at me with. "At work I'm a professional. I mark gigs an hour before I need to be there, so I have plenty of time to set up. This isn't a job. So, calm the hell down before you blow a gasket."

      He takes a deep breath and lets it out. "You're right, I'm sorry." He opens his arms and takes two steps toward me. Ready to make up. It's something we did when our parents got together. Why? No clue. It's not like we've ever been able to stay mad at each other for long.

      "It's all good." I take a step toward my brother and wrap him in a hug.

      Audrey puts her arms around both of us and laughs. "Group hug!" She squeezes tight before letting go and we all pull apart. "Now, let's get the car loaded. Cori, where are your bags?"

      "In the car," I point toward the door. "But um, there's a lot."

      "We're only going to be gone for a weekend. What could you possibly be bringing?"

      "I want to take some photos while we're there. Stella's place is gorgeous, and you never know when inspiration is going to hit." I wave his frustration away as I walk to the door. "Besides, it's not like it can't sit in the back seat with me. There's plenty of room."

      It goes silent and I have a feeling I'm about to hear something I don't want to hear.

      "About that—" Justin trails off.

      Pulling the door open, I attempt stepping outside. But I run into something solid. I look up and this can't be happening. "What's he doing here?"

      "Well, hello to you, too." Carter grins at me, and I want to smack the smug smile off his face.
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        CARTER

      

      

      I knew she wouldn’t be excited to see me. Not after the way things ended with us, which wasn’t exactly my fault. Not completely.

      “Seriously, Justin,” Corinne turns toward her step-brother, “what is he doing here?”

      “I’m here for the trip, Rin.” I shake my head as if she’s being ridiculous. “What other reason would I be standing in this room?”

      Justin tries to answer, but she doesn’t give him the chance. “Absolutely not. There’s no way in hell I’m going on this trip with him. It’s supposed to be a stress-free weekend getaway. How is that supposed to happen when your wingman is out causing trouble?”

      Wingman? I can’t be one of those when he’s practically married. If anything, he’s mine. “Why am I classified as a troublemaker?”

      Three sets of eyes fall on me, eyebrows lifted in question. Audrey finally speaks up. “No offense, Carter, but you tend to go ham when we go out. And where we’re going isn’t exactly used to that. Everyone knows everyone in this town.”

      “Are you saying I’m going to embarrass you and your cousins?” I should be offended, but she’s not completely wrong. I can get out of hand. Justin usually pulls me back when I’ve gone too far, but he’s not around as much. Then it was Corinne. Until I pissed her off.

      So maybe it was partly my fault, and I don’t blame her. But, geez, I don’t think it warrants the frosty tone everyone is giving me.

      “Yes,” Corinne answers. “Maybe I’ll take my own car. I won’t have to worry about my camera being thrown around in the back.”

      I almost offer to stay behind after all, but Justin comes to the rescue. “That’s dumb. We can all ride in one car. I’m sure the two of you can get along during the four-hour drive.”

      “Doubtful,” Corinne mutters, “but fine. I’ll go grab my stuff out of my car. Do I need to move it in the driveway?”

      “Most likely,” her brother says. “Especially if you don’t want it dinged up.”

      “I can help.” I start to follow her out of the house. But she raises a hand to keep me at bay, and that’s all the answer I need. I wasn’t even supposed to come on this trip. I worked my way into it so I could see Corinne. To try and patch things up between us. Maybe even win her back. She’s kept her distance since we broke up and this will be the first I’m around her for any length of time. It looks like I have my work cut out for me. She’s not going to make this easy.
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      Thank God Justin has an SUV. The ride in a car would be almost unbearable. Not because of the size, but from the vibe coming from Corinne. She has gone as far as putting her camera bag in the seat between us, leaving me with very little room to spread my legs. My only saving grace is Audrey is sitting in front of me. Had it been Justin, I would be miserable. Audrey offered to sit in the back, but I couldn’t make her do that. Besides, if that were the case, I wouldn’t be this close to Corinne.

      “We’re making a bathroom and food stop,” Justin says as he takes the next exit. He pulls into a parking spot, and kills the engine.

      Him and Audrey get out of the car, but Corinne makes no move to exit. Okay, that’s weird. She loves food from this particular gas station. “Do you want anything?” She shakes her head and doesn’t say a word. The silent treatment is already getting old and we’re not even close to being done with this weekend. “You have to talk to me eventually.”

      She turns toward the window, acting as if I don’t exist. I honestly don’t know why I bother at this point. At this rate, she’s never going to give me a chance to make my past mistakes up to her. Sighing, I open the door and get out of the car.

      Entering the store, I go straight to the food counter. They have sausage sandwiches wrapped in foil packing under heat lamps. I grab two before heading off to find some chocolate and get a couple of drinks.

      I beat both Audrey and Justin to the car, though they aren’t far behind me. Once I’m settled in the backseat, I pull my purchases out of the bag. I place a sandwich, chocolate bar, and root beer on top of the camera bag. My peace offering to the woman on the other side.

      It takes her a few moments to look down, but when she sees the items between us, a small smile tugs at her lips. It’s not monumental, but it’s progress. I’ll take that any day of the week.
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      After four long hours, Stella's house finally comes into view. It's a welcome sight after being stuck in the backseat with Carter.

      Not that he's been annoying or anything. It's being this close to him and knowing I can't have him. I can't be with him the way I want. Or, well, wanted. That ship sailed long ago.

      My brother slows down and puts the car in park. There is no hesitation as I open the door and hop out. Dramatic? Maybe, but I've never been a great car rider, and I haven't outgrown it.

      "Dang, girl, where's the fire?" Tiffany laughs as she comes down the porch steps. Out of Audrey and her cousins, I think Tiffany is the person I connect with most.

      "Just ready to be out of the car," I grin. "It's been forever. How have you been?"

      "Good, just trying to keep Stella from going overboard on the wedding planning. Also, looking for a house down here."

      "What? You're moving?" Audrey never mentioned this to me.

      "Yeah. Spencer and I kind of fell in love with this town when we were trapped in that snowstorm," she shrugs, "and if I'm being honest, I miss the whole small-town vibe."

      She isn't the only one. I've been feeling the pull to a small town again. I hated it growing up, but I'm just not cut out for the speed of life in the city. I think I enjoy being city adjacent. "Awesome. Since we're all in the same place this weekend, you want to get some engagement photos with Spencer? I brought my camera."

      "I'd love to. We've been trying to work out a time to get them done, but both of our schedules have been nuts."

      "Good deal. I should probably grab my bags."

      "I don't think you'll need to. It seems like Carter is doing a good job of getting it all on his own." She cocks her head to the side like a confused puppy. "I didn't even know he was coming."

      "You and me both." I'm not sure what I would have done had I known, but it definitely puts a strain on the entire weekend.

      "I guess things are still not great with y'all." She's the only person who knew we were dating at the time. I couldn't exactly hide it from her when she caught us making out at a concert.

      "Nope." And I doubt they ever will be. "My plan for the weekend now includes avoiding him as much as possible."

      "That might be a problem." She doesn't stick around to explain why. Instead, she hightails it inside. Most likely looking for Stella.

      Carter makes his way to me with his bag over his shoulder and my suitcases in each hand. The only thing he doesn't have is my camera bag. "You didn't have to get my stuff."

      He shrugs and his bag strap falls down his shoulder. He can't adjust it, so I lift it back on his shoulder. He relaxes at my touch and I pull my hand back. "I know, but I wanted to. All that's left is your camera, and I didn't want to try to grab that with my hands full."

      "Smart man," I smirk.

      "Sometimes." His eyes lock on mine and it's hard not to feel the pull between us. I'm not sure why he's here, or what game he's playing at, but whatever it is...it will not work.

      "Well, I better grab my camera." I rush back toward the car and leave him behind me. This may prove harder than I imagined. Especially if I keep getting lost in his gaze.
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      With my camera bag in tow, I stop in the living room. Everyone is gathered in a huddle and looks worried. "What did I miss?"

      "Well," Audrey is wringing her hands, "nobody told Stella that Carter was coming along. And there aren't enough rooms."

      Before I have a chance to speak, the man causing all the fuss does. "I can get a hotel room. It's no problem."

      "That's nonsense," Stella says. "The couch is available."

      Tiffany laughs. "You and Johnny are morning people, unlike the rest of us. You're likely to wake him up coming down the stairs."

      "I can make the couch work," Carter glances at it, knowing full well it's not going to be comfortable. He's also not a morning person. That I can attest to because I'm not either.

      I could be the bigger person, or let him fold himself onto the too small couch. A part of me wants to make him suffer, but the other part. The part that locked eyes with him on the front porch, and could feel the way old times were, she's the one who wins.

      "He can stay in my room."

      "Absolutely not," my brother yells. Little does he know I've spent many times with his best friend in a bedroom.

      "We'll buy an air mattress," I roll my eyes. "He can sleep there. I'm not giving up my bed for anyone."

      "Fine," Justin scoffs. He turns toward Carter and points his finger at him. "You know the rules. No flirting or messing with my sister."

      It's kind of him to think he can make that threat. That ship has sailed for us. But I can do this. I can resist whatever pull I still feel toward the man I thought I loved. Everything will be fine. It's not like I'll be in the room for anything else but sleep. Project stay away from Carter is still in effect.
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      All the ladies went to the store. No doubt trying to find an air mattress. It's not exactly what I wanted to happen. It beats sleeping on the tiny couch or floor. So, there's that. "Do you know which room we're going to be in?"

      "I don't know that I like the way you say we," Justin shakes his head and sighs, "please don't think anything is going to come out of this. I know you flirt with Corinne...a lot, but please don't make me regret this. I've told you from the beginning that dating her is off limits. And it still is."

      He acts like I need it repeated constantly. I don't. He's told me that since the day I met Corinne. The only problem is we haven't exactly listened to him. Which in turn is what bit me in the ass. She wanted to tell him, but I didn't. It may be a little selfish, I can admit that. Him being on my ass is the only reason I was against it. Also, the fact he most likely won't think I'm good enough for her. I'd like to avoid that bit of rejection at all costs. It hurt enough coming from the woman I was falling in love with. I can't take it from my best friend, too.

      "I know, Justin." Every time he brings it up it gets more annoying. "I'll be on the air mattress. Besides, I don't think she's all that warm and cuddly toward me. You saw her reaction when I showed up at your house."

      "Good." He nods and points toward the stairs. "I'll show you to the room y'all are staying in. I swear if I hear anything I shouldn't, I'll make you sleep with me."

      "Gross," I scoff. "No offense, dude, but you snore."

      "So does my sister."

      "Not like a freight train."

      "You have a point." He grabs their bags, and leads the way up the stairs. "We'd normally fight with Tiffany over who gets the bigger room, but since you'll need it for the mattress, Spencer already moved their stuff to another room. After we get settled, we can grab a beer."

      This house is massive. It looks big on the outside, but that's nothing compared to the inside. I didn't think this much space could fit inside the frame. I was wrong. Justin stops at a door next to the bathroom. "I guess this is me?"

      "Yep." He points to the door two doors down. "That's me. Meet you in the kitchen in a bit. With any luck Johnny will be home and we can really kick this weekend off."

      I nod and open the door. Anything to put some distance between us. I'm not really annoyed, but he tends to suck the fun out of the room when he's harping on me. I throw my bag on the bed and roll Corinne's suitcase to the dresser. I have no idea where she wants her stuff, and I'm definitely not the type to look through a woman's things. She'd also probably murder me.

      Glancing around the room, I scope out the best spot for the mattress. There will only be about two feet of space between the bed and where I'm sleeping. Temptation will be hard to resist. But I can do it, I think. Well...at least for one night.

      Sitting on the bed, I pull my clothes out of the bag and set them on top of the dresser. They won't get put up until I know where Rinne is putting her things. I don't want to take up the space she's going to use. I'm trying to get on her good side, and hogging everything won't accomplish that.

      With my bag empty, I roll it up and set it inside the closet. Hopefully, Stella and Johnny have some blankets I can put over the mattress. The texture isn't great for sleeping on it bare. I search the closet and come up with one.

      I close the door at the same time the bedroom door opens. What does Justin need now? "I'll be down there in just a sec."

      "Down where?" I drop the blanket on the floor at the sound of Corinne's voice. "We just got back with this thing." She lifts the box with a huge grin. I don't know how to feel about that. She looks like she's planting some sort of trap. Or happy I'll be uncomfortable most of the time we're here.

      "Oh, sorry." Bending down, I pick up the blanket and set it on the bed. "Your brother told me to meet him downstairs once I was done getting settled." This is one of those awkward moments where I don't know what to do with my hands. Do I get the box out of her hands and set up the bed? Or do I excuse myself? In all honesty, I don't want to do either. I want to stay here with her and figure out a way to fix things between us.

      "Oh yeah, they are getting dinner together and pulling out the liquor bottles." She hooks her thumb over her shoulder. "Sounds like your kind of time. Better hurry down there."

      She's snarky now. At least she's talking to me, even though this is totally her style, too. "I'll set that up later," I point to the box. "And help with whatever they need since I crashed the weekend."

      "That you did," she bites back, but her eyes betray the statement. They haven't left me since she entered the room. I don't know if she's lying to me or herself, but there's still something there between us. Even if she's denying it.

      I move toward the door. She moves to make room for me, but it's the same way I was going and we're face to face. The box holding the mattress is the only thing between us. A piece of hair has fallen from her bun, and I push it behind her ear. My fingers a soft touch against her skin. Her breath hitches. She moves closer, and I lean down, my lips inches from hers. She's not stopping me, and I close the distance between us.

      She jumps back at the sound of a throat clearing and steps aside.
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      I can't believe I almost let him kiss me. What the hell was I thinking? Tiffany is standing in the hallway, hands in her pocket, swaying back and forth on the balls of her feet.

      "What are you two doing?" She smirks, and I can't blame her. We were in a compromising position.

      "Absolutely nothing." I move away from the door and Carter slips past me. But not before letting his hand graze my waist. The shiver that runs through my body has nothing to do with the touch. It's the air conditioning, and nothing else. "Want to help me set this up?"

      "Not really, but I have a feeling you won't let me go downstairs until I do."

      "And this is why I love you." I set the box on the floor and rip the tape off. Within minutes, I have the mattress out of the box and on the floor. "Do you have outfits for pictures?"

      Tiffany unrolls the mattress and makes sure the plug is next to her on the wall. "Yeah. It's nothing fancy, but we're not really dressed up sort of people."

      "Please tell me y'all brought costumes. I would love to photograph y'all cosplaying. And it would totally work because it's who y'all are. That's what we want to show everyone."

      Tiffany falls over laughing. "No, we didn't bring costumes, but there's a convention coming up soon. We'll have to get together when we're dressed up so you can take some photos." She gathers her composure and plugs the air mattress into the outlet and turns the knob until air begins filling it. "I also think Stella would die if our official engagement photos were us cosplaying. When we suggested adding some comic fun to the wedding, she lost her shit."

      "You do know it's your wedding, right?" Opening the bottom drawer of the dresser, I pull out one of the fitted sheets Stella keeps in there. Carter may be a pain in the ass, but I'm not going to let him sleep on that scratchy felt that covers the mattress. "You can do whatever you want. You don't have to let her bulldoze over you because that's what she usually does."

      "You're one to talk." She grabs a pillow off the bed and throws it at me. "When are you going to stop letting your brother tell you who you can and can't see?"

      "He doesn't."

      "Yes, he does." Tiff checks the firmness of the air mattress. "You and Carter could be happy together if he wasn't always throwing hints about y'all being a bad idea."

      "That's not the only problem between us."

      "I know. But admit it, you still have feelings for him." She flutters her lashes and makes kissing sounds.

      "Not so loud. You are literally the only person who knows. I can't let my brother overhear." I glance at the door to make sure nobody is nearby. "He'll lose his shit and I'll be stuck sleeping on this mattress in his room."

      Tiffany bites her bottom lip before turning toward the wall to pull the plug out now that the mattress is full. "Well, I'm not the only person."

      "What do you mean?"

      "I may have told Spencer." She faces me again. "But you don't have to worry, he's not going to say anything to anyone."

      Shit. I have to get downstairs. If guys talk like girls do, one of them is bound to slip. Never mind the fact they have alcohol added to the equation. Our secret will be out in the open and I'll have to break up a fight. "Help me get this bed made. Then we can head downstairs to make sure nobody says a word."

      "Fine," she grunts. "I'll help, but you also didn't deny having feelings for him."

      "Shut up." I grab the pillow she threw at me and toss it back at her. She's quick and dodges without a problem, but the damn thing hits the lamp. It teeters from side to side and I think it's going to fall, but Tiff comes to the rescue again and moves it back into place.

      "You better be happy I stopped that. I'm almost certain the lamp is an antique."

      "Let's not add murder to the weekend agenda." I laugh.

      We make quick work of putting the sheet down and the blanket on top of it. I'm not even sure why I'm going through all this trouble. We aren't dating. Not anymore.

      But I can't push aside the gratitude I felt when he brought me snacks from the gas station. After the way I treated him, he didn't have to bring me anything. He did, though. And if the closeness between us a few moments ago is any indication, we both have some desire still hiding beneath the surface. But we shouldn't be. Not after everything that went down between us.

      "You okay?" Tiffany asks.

      Shaking my head to clear away the thoughts, I nod. "Yep. Let's get downstairs. I think I need a margarita."

      "You're speaking to my heart," she grins and helps me off the floor. "Though you better be careful with the alcohol, or Carter might be sharing your bed."

      Rolling my eyes, I follow her out of the room, closing the door behind us. "I don't think so. That'll never happen, and if my brother found out. He'd be pissed. That would be a long, uncomfortable drive back to Austin. I'm definitely not ready for that."

      "Not ready for what?" My brother is making his way toward us. Holy shit. Talk about a close call.

      "To get completely drunk." I shrug. "If that happens, I'll be worthless tomorrow, and how am I supposed to take photos of the bride to be if I'm still in bed?"

      "Okay," he drawls out, eyeing me as if I'm not telling him something. I'm not, but he doesn't need to know that. As long as he's in the dark, everything is good. Well, other than these old feelings creeping up despite me trying to bury them with little success.

      "We'll see you downstairs." I grin.

      "Yeah," Tiff adds. "I'm going to look for the cards. I think a game of spoons is on the table for tonight."

      "Dear God, no." Justin runs his hand down his face as he passes us. "This is not good."

      "What's he talking about?" We make our way down the stairs.

      "I have no idea." I don't miss the gleam in her eyes, though. There's something she's definitely not telling me, and I think I'm about to find out what it is.
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      "You have to be cheating," Justin yells. Everyone in the kitchen is laughing. The type where you hold your stomach because you can't control it. Except Justin. He's staring at the table in utter disbelief. "There's no way in hell you made it clear across the table to get the spoon without me noticing."

      "You have to be paying attention," Tiffany sing-songs, "you shouldn't be surprised, though. I haven't changed since we were kids. You know damn well I'm ruthless."

      "And that is why I admire you, Tiff," I say before taking a sip of my beer, "anyone who can knock Mr. Perfect down a peg, is pretty amazing if you ask me."

      "Hey," my best friend scoffs, "I'm not perfect."

      Corinne shakes her head. Stella and Johnny are between us, and I wish like hell she would have picked the seat beside me. I don't blame her, though. Not completely. Especially after that almost kiss. Maybe I took it too far. She didn't exactly back down, and that's enough to give me hope.

      "Are y'all ready for another round?" Tiffany holds her hand out for all the spoons, "except you, Justin. You're officially out of the game."

      "I hate this stupid game." He gets up and walks to the fridge. "We are grown ass adults. We should be playing something like poker."

      "Except that isn't any fun." I add to the smack talk. "I'm pretty sure I won't be far behind you, buddy. I barely got the last spoon, and I think Tiff is going to knock us all out before it's said and done."

      "Literally," Corinne snickers. "I thought this was supposed to be a non-violent game?"

      "Clearly, you've never played with these three," Justin points toward the table. "They get downright dirty. When we were teens, I saw Tiffany pull Stella across the table until she held the last spoon in her hand."

      "Damn, that's brutal." I shake my head. "You are definitely not someone to mess with."

      "It got pretty intense when we were on the ski trip, too." Johnny groans. "I played football in high school, and I'm not exactly tiny. She ripped that spoon out of my hand like she had super powers." He shivers and I can't comprehend this small redhead besting Johnny. He's definitely not small.

      "How do you know I don't? I mean, there's a reason other than my stunning looks that Spencer fell for me." Tiffany pours herself another margarita and sits down at the table. "Now, who is ready to lose?"

      Spencer mutters something under his breath, but I can't make it out. I don't miss the smack on his shoulder, though. It must have been pretty bad. Everyone gets ready for the next round. There's no telling how this is going to turn out, but I'm almost certain Tiffany will come out on top.

      One after one, people leave the table. First, it's Stella, then Johnny. Audrey has to leave the table next. Spencer holds out until close to the end, but now there are only three of us left. Me, Corinne and Tiffany.

      We all had to move close together so we could be equal distance from the two spoons on the table. One of us has to get Tiffany off the leaderboard. There's no way she's winning the whole thing. Corinne gets antsy in her chair. The anticipation is too much for her to bear.

      Her leg brushes against mine, and I lose all focus. My hand reaches under the table, wondering if she did it on purpose. Her leg is still against mine, and I can't think. I make it seem like I'm brushing a crumb off my pants. Anything to hide my true intentions. My pinky gliding across her knee. It has to be subtle. Everyone is looking this way, trying to see who the victor is going to be.

      That distraction cost me. I look down and both spoons are gone. "You cheated," I whisper to Corinne.

      "No, sweetie, I distracted you. There's a difference." She winks and then hands me the spoon. "It's time for you to join the loser's circle."

      Damn, and I thought Tiffany was ruthless. Corinne knows how to knock a man down. Not that I didn't know that before. "Fine. But for that, I'll be cheering for her." I point the spoon at Tiffany.

      "I don't need your cheering, Carter. I have practiced skills." She beams at me. "Now, run along and refill our drinks, please."

      "If I didn't know better, I'd think you're trying to get me drunk." Corinne laughs. "You realize I can drink just as much as you and still keep up with the game, right?"

      Tiffany shrugs. "It's worth a shot."

      While Tiffany shuffles the cards, I grab their glasses and fill them with the last of the margaritas. After setting them in front of the two women, I join the losers' circle. All of our attention is on the table. I'm pretty sure most of us are hoping Tiffany will lose.

      Tiffany deals the cards, and Corinne is studying them like it's a final exam. In a way, I guess it is since she's trying to knock her off her high horse. The game begins as Tiffany picks up a card and passes another along. This game is as much about bullshitting the person you're playing against as it is about quick reaction times. The only caveat, you can't let them know you're going for the spoon. Otherwise, a war ensues. At least, that's been the case playing against Tiffany.

      All of us have our eyes glued to the table as we watch cards being passed, but not one person going for a spoon. Tiffany is showing signs of frustration, and a quick peek over Corinne's shoulder tells me why. Tiffany keeps discarding numbers she most likely could have used. Corinne has four of a kind, and she's biding her time. While Tiffany's focus is on her cards, Corinne's hand slowly goes toward the center of the table, and lifts the spoon, before quietly bringing it in front of her.

      Holy shit, how did Tiffany not notice that. Maybe the alcohol consumption helped in Corinne's favor this time around. After a few seconds of discarding, Tiffany reaches for the middle of the table and realizes the spoon is gone. "What the fuck?"

      Corinne shows her cards and the spoon with a wide grin. "Read 'em and weep." She sticks her tongue out at Tiffany and jumps out of the chair. "Victory is mine!"

      "You must have used some type of magic, there's no way I would have missed the spoon leaving the table."

      "Except you did." Justin laughs. "Now's not the time to be a sore loser."

      "Whatever," she rolls her eyes. "I think I'm going to bed."

      Her cousins laugh and shake their heads. I'm guessing this is normal behavior for her. Though the thought of falling asleep does sound appealing. "I think I'm going to hit the hay as well. I have a feeling I'll need the energy for tomorrow."

      "Why? What are we doing tomorrow?" Corinne sets the spoon on the counter and leans against it.

      "According to Johnny, cooking out with some of their friends here and playing cornhole." I head toward the stairs. "That is a game I can definitely win."

      "In your dreams, buddy," Justin follows behind me. "You're going down."

      He's the one dreaming. Out of all the years we've been friends and played at various events, he's always lost against me.

      I wave goodnight to him as I enter the room I'm sharing with his sister. Turning the light on, I'm slightly shocked. The air mattress is up and Corinne made the bed up for me. I lift the corner of the blanket and see a fitted sheet covering the mattress. For someone who claims she despises me so much, she went through the trouble of doing this for me.

      It's the little things that give me hope we can have a future together. All these things are adding up and its proof I'm not as out of her mind as she claims I am. I kick off my shoes and undress. Grabbing the basketball shorts off the dresser, I slide them on before turning off the light.

      I flop on the air mattress and immediately regret it. I can't remember the last time I slept on one of these, but it's not comfortable. Maybe the couch would have been a better idea. This bed is stiff and squeaks with every move I make. I hear the knob turn and go still under the blanket. Maybe she'll think I'm asleep when she comes in.
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      Well, that was a stressful game. I remember playing spoons when I was younger, but not at the level Tiffany and her cousins play it. It's more intense than it should be. All I want now is to change into my jammies and fall into a deep sleep. I know Stella and Johnny have a day full of stuff planned for us tomorrow, but I'll also need time to slip away from the group to take pictures of Tiffany and Spencer. It can always wait until we get back to Austin, but the scenery around here is absolutely gorgeous.

      The light is off when I enter the room. That's one thing about Carter. He's quick to fall asleep once he's in bed. I only hope he appreciates me making his bed for him, considering it wasn't something I had to do. I pull my phone out of my back pocket and use the dim light to find my suitcase. I didn't even unpack everything earlier and will probably wake up Carter while looking for my stuff.

      I unzip the suitcase as slowly as possible to minimize the noise. Present me is grateful that I put my jammies on the top. Not that it's anything special. T-shirts and shorts are the fanciest I get. With the clothes in hand, I debate going to the bathroom to change on the off-chance Carter is actually awake. I shine my phone in his direction, but his eyes are closed. I think that's safe enough. I pull my shirt off and replace it with my sleep shirt. Next is the pants and I'm ready for bed. Crap my bra. I unfasten it and pull it through the sleeves of my shirt. Tossing it on my suitcase, I turn back toward the bed. I don't bother plugging my phone in. I don't have the energy to find the cord and the alarm isn't needed.

      Sliding between the sheets, I get comfortable. My eyes are drifting closed when I hear the air mattress move. The plastic squeaking is annoying as fuck. I don't know if I'll be able to sleep if he keeps flopping like a fish and making that noise. After a few moments he settles and the noise stops. Finally, I can fall asleep.

      Closing my eyes, I turn to my side and start drifting into a dream filled oblivion. Moments away from deep sleep the mattress squeaks again, and I sit up, sighing. "Carter." He doesn't answer so I scoot to the side of the bed the air mattress is on and lean over. "Carter," I whisper yell. Still nothing. I reach out and shake his arm and say his name again. This time louder, "Carter."

      He sits up and I can't tell because the only light in here is coming from the moon, but it doesn't look like he's been asleep at all. "Yeah." He rubs his hands over his eyes, but he's not fooling me.

      "Can you please stop moving around? The mattress is keeping me from sleeping."

      "I can move to the couch." He looks toward the door, but I know he wouldn't be comfortable with that, either. "Sorry I'm keeping you awake."

      He could always sleep in the bed with me. I mean it's not the first time we've done that, but also not ideal with my brother a couple of doors down. "It's okay." Now's the time to decide. If he sleeps on the couch, he'll end up back on that damn air mattress when everyone goes downstairs, and I'll still get woken up. But if he sleeps on the bed...both of us will actually get some sleep. "Look, we're both adults. And even though we have a past, I feel like we can share this bed without things getting weird."

      "Are you sure?" Carter cocks his head to the side, "I have no problem sleeping on the couch."

      "Nope," I shake my head, "I'm not sure at all. But I need some sleep or else I'm going to have a massive hangover in the morning. This is the easiest way to solve the problem." I scoot back to my side of the bed and wait for him to get in. I grab all the decorative pillows from the bottom of the bed and put them between us. "There. This should keep us away from each other and temptation."

      "I don't think all this is necessary." He points toward the wall of pillows. "I'm perfectly capable of keeping my hands to myself."

      Little does he know, it's not him I'm worried about. While I did brush my leg against his as a distraction during the game, I also wanted to see how he would react. Everything he's done today signals that he wants to build something between us again. But I don't know if I can. What tore us apart last time was not being on the same page, and I refuse to let that be the case in the future. "It'll make me feel better, okay?"

      "Okay." Wow, that was easy. I expected an argument. The bed shifts and I assume he's laying on his side, facing the opposite direction. To make me feel better? Maybe, but most likely to keep temptation at bay. Especially after that almost kiss earlier. He's quiet for a few moments, and I think he's gone to sleep but then just above a whisper he speaks. "Rinne?"

      It takes everything in me not to groan. I just want to go to sleep. "Yeah."

      "Do you think there could ever be an us again?"

      Seriously? He wants to talk about this now? He's had so many opportunities over the last six months to talk to me. But he didn't. Not that I would have answered the phone, and I have been avoiding him at all costs. So, the opportunity wasn't really there. "I don't know, Carter. We had fun when we were together, but I can't be in a relationship in secret. It's not fair to me."

      "I understand that." The bed shifts again. I'm not sure which way he's facing because I'm scared to look. Scared to see what might be written all over his face. The fact we're having this conversation in the dark with only the light of the moon makes it feel heavy and intimate. Both things I don't know that I'm ready to feel right now.

      "I'm going to sleep now." I fluff my pillow and pull the blanket tighter around me. A safe little cocoon to ward off the feelings bubbling up once again.

      "One more question." Ugh, he just won't stop. "If I were to remedy the secret part, would you consider giving us another go?"

      In all honesty, I never wanted to end things with him. Not really. Even when my step-brother warned me against him. I imagined a future with him, but he was too scared to tell Justin we were together. How was I supposed to build a life with him, or possibly start a family with him, if I had to hide it all from the people who mean everything to me? "I don't know, Carter. Maybe? But it would have to be something we tell everyone from the beginning. No more secrets. It felt wrong to hide our relationship, and it feels even worse that you are the one that pushed for that so hard."

      The bed moves one last time and I'm certain the conversation is over. "Goodnight, Corinne."

      "Goodnight." As much as I want to sleep, at least that is out in the open now. He knows how I feel and he can do whatever he wants with the information. Sleep comes quickly once the night stills.

      Weight on my waist jostles me from my sleep. I glance over my shoulder and the pillows are squished between me and Carter. His arm is slung over my waist and his hand’s gripping my shirt. A clear sign he's not quite ready to let me go. Despite my protests, I'm not ready to let him go, either. I should push his arm off me. I know that, but for now I'm going to sink in the comfort of him being with me. Tomorrow, we'll have to have a conversation. One that is long overdue. And most importantly, if I continue to let him hold me like this. Like his life depends on it. We need to be on the same page.
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        CARTER

      

      

      A soft tap on the door catches my attention. Why are these people waking me up? Then I remember last night. The truths Corinne and I whispered to each other in the cover of darkness. The truth of how I made her feel, and it was never my intention. Hurting her isn't something I wanted to do, and I did without even really knowing.

      The pillows she put between us last night are gone. Her back is to my chest, where she belongs, and my arm wrapped tight around her. The knob turns, and I yank my hand back. Shit. This isn't going to look good to anyone on the other side. I hope like hell it's Tiffany.

      My hopes are dashed. The door swings wide open and Justin comes into view. "What the fuck?"

      Corinne jumps up, wide awake at the sound of her brother's voice. "What are you doing here?"

      He blinks twice, opens his mouth, closes it, and opens it again. "What am I doing here? You didn't answer your phone when I called. I was coming to ask if you needed anything from the store. But this? I told both of you to stay away from each other. Just because you had a few drinks last night doesn't excuse this."

      Corinne jumps out of the bed and points a finger in Justin's face. "I'm a grown fucking woman. I know you don't think I can handle myself, but I'm capable of making decisions on my own. And nothing happened. The air mattress made noises every time he moved and I told him he could sleep in the bed. And if you-"

      I cut her off. She doesn't need to go to battle for me sleeping in the bed. I can also take care of myself. "She's right. Nothing happened. At least, not last night." Corinne glances at me eyes wide. She shakes her head slightly, a warning to keep me from saying what I'm about to say. But I don't care. She was right last night when we were talking.

      I never should have kept our relationship a secret. I should have had the guts to tell her brother the way I feel about her.

      "What do you mean not last night?" Justin's nostrils are flaring and his hands are balled into fists. There's a good chance he's going to hit me, I know it.

      Deep breath. Here goes nothing. I only hope this is enough to show Corinne I'm serious this time. "I dated Corinne for a few months until about six months ago. The whole reason I came on this trip is so I can try to win her back. I love her, and you being pissed about it isn't going to stop how I feel about her."

      He laughs, but it's not full of joy. It's dark and scary. I've never seen this side of my friend. "You? You love my sister? You flirt with anything that walks by. There's no way in hell I'm taking that declaration seriously."

      Well, now I know what my best friend truly thinks about me. I'm good enough to hang out with him and his family, but not good enough to possibly be his brother-in-law. Talk about kicking me when I'm down.

      "You can think whatever you want. I don't really care. The only person whose opinion I value is hers." I point toward Corinne. Her mouth is hanging wide open. "If she'll take me back, I'll go gladly. With or without your approval."

      Justin opens his mouth to speak, but Corinne cuts him off. "You love me?"

      My heart sinks because her words are wrapped in disbelief. Before I stuck my foot in my mouth last time, I was sure she knew exactly how I felt about her. I'm such a dumb ass. If only I'd done as she asked the first go around, we wouldn't be having this showdown now. Maybe then Justin wouldn't be so mad about it now. So much heartache and anger could have been avoided. "Of course, I do. I did then. Even more now since you told me how you really felt. It was wrong keeping our relationship from him," I wave my hand in Justin's direction "you're it for me. I've known for years before anything ever happened between us. Why do you think I pursued you so hard?"

      She climbs over the bed and into my arms. Her arms fly around my neck, and I have to fight to keep my balance. That was unexpected. "I guess there's no way to really hide our relationship now, is there?"

      "Pretty sure that ship sailed," I whisper in her ear.

      "Really," Justin grunts, and we both turn toward him. "You're going to act like I'm not even here? Just because you two seem okay with this. I don't think I am. But I can't stay in this room any longer. When I get back, the three of us are going to have a talk."

      "Why?" Corinne asks before he leaves the room. "What Carter and I do isn't really any of your business."

      Without another word, Justin turns and leaves the room. The door slams hard enough behind him to rattle the frames on the wall. He's not going to let this go. If anything, he's going to be even more pissed that we had a relationship before and didn't tell him about it.

      "I think you made him madder than he was." I laugh and rest my forehead against Corinne's.

      She laughs, and the pure joy in the sound makes me happier than I ever thought I could be. "Do you honestly think I care? This was all I wanted six months ago. Why the hell would I push the issue so hard if I didn't love you? I can't share every aspect of my life with you if I was hidden like a dirty little secret. Do you have any idea how hard it was to know we were together and have to act like we weren't all those months?"

      "That part I understand. I think it may have been just as hard for me not making eye contact with you in case Justin noticed." I pull her as close to me as possible. "Luckily, that's something we don't have to worry about anymore."

      The door downstairs closes and a car starts before pulling away. "What are the odds everyone went but us?"

      "Probably not great." I mutter. "Why?"

      She lets go of me and walks to the door, locking it. Then she goes to the window and closes the blinds. "Because now that everything's out in the open, we can do this."

      She pulls her shirt over her head and takes her shorts off, throwing them on the floor. She can't be serious. "What if other people are still here?"

      "I guess we'll just have to be quiet." She climbs on the bed and makes her way to me. Within seconds she has my shorts pushed down and pulls me toward her. "You have no idea how torturous the last six months have been."

      Leaning her back until she's lying on the bed, I hover over her. "I guess I have some time to make up for."

      "Yes, you do." She pulls me down and her lips meet mine. The kiss is straight passion and hunger. Her tongue mingles with mine before she pulls away from the kiss, and pushes me down. "A lot of making up to do."

      I know when to do what I'm told. I press a trail of kisses down her chest, stomach, and stop when I get to her pussy. "God, I've missed this."

      She laughs, and my tongue dances over her clit until she stops. Her breathing is already heavy and she's squirming. It's good to know after all this time she wasn't with anyone else. Neither was I, which makes this all the sweeter. We don't have a lot of time before people come looking for us, and I'll have to take my time with her when we're home.

      Her fingers tangle in my hair and she pulls hard. As much as I want her to come with my mouth, I understand the need she feels. The need to be inside her and have her wrapped around me. I move over her and slide inside of her. Her breath hitches and I lean down until our bodies are flush. Her arms hooked under my shoulders and I have one hand wrapped around her. I don't know what I was thinking before because this...this feels right. Feels like home and exactly where I should be.

      Before long she's coming, and it takes everything in me to hold off. It hits me then that I didn't even bother with a condom. She's on birth control, but it's still not worth the risk when we're rekindling our relationship. I pull out and finish. Before rolling off her and lying beside her. "That was incredible."

      "Just think what we could do with more time." She laughs and sits up. "I'm going to go get cleaned up and take a shower before they get back."

      "I could always take one with you."

      "Let's not press our luck. We still have to smooth things over with Justin."

      "You're right." I sit up and kiss her. "I'll clean up in here before I get my shower in."

      I watch her get dressed, gather her things, and slip out. I'm not ready for Justin to get back, and I know she thinks it'll be an easy task. I know him and it's going to be anything but.
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        CORINNE

      

      

      It feels nice being able to walk around holding Carter's hand. Letting everyone know we are together. This didn't happen the last time we were together. Back then it was stolen glances and keeping as far away from each other as we could. My brother hasn't talked to me all day. I half expected that, but it still hurts. If anything, he should want nothing but happiness for me. Instead, he's acting like a child and refusing to acknowledge my existence. Well, too bad for him. I already talked to Audrey and we're going to get a friendly game of cornhole going. We're just waiting for the current game to end.

      Tiffany and Spencer purposefully lose their game against Audrey and Justin. Winner plays the next team, and I know it kills Tiff to not be the victor. I'm only happy she's willing to do this for me. It'll force Justin to talk to me. Maybe I can smooth things over between him and Carter.

      I grab a couple of beers out of the ice chest and stand next to him. Carter walks to the other board next to Audrey. I hold one of the beers out to him, and he grabs it without a thank you. "Are you kidding me right now?"

      "What? You don't like the fact you're about to have your ass handed to you?"

      "You know exactly what I'm talking about. There's a reason I've been avoiding your love fest all day."

      I roll my eyes. Ugh, he's such a man child. "And this is the only way I could force you to talk to me. I can drag this game out as long as I need to."

      "Fine," he grunts. He grabs one of the bags and tosses it. It almost hits Carter and is nowhere near the board. "What do you want me to say?"

      I grab my bag and toss it. It lands on the board. One point for me. "First of all, I'd like you to stop trying to take out my boyfriend with bean bags. And I want you to say you're happy for us."

      "I don't know if I can, Rinne." Another bean bag flies through the air. This time he hits the board. Bastard. "I told the two of you not to get involved. What if things don't work out in the long run. That puts me in the middle."

      "Considering we've already broken up once, I think everything will be just fine." I throw another bag and this time it goes in the hole. I'm up again. "I know you think we're wrong for each other, but we're not. We are actually very much alike. We're compatible, and love each other. What more could you want for me?"

      "I don't know. Maybe for you to be with someone who isn't my best friend." He tosses the bag and misses the board completely. At least he didn't aim for Carter again.

      "That's not good enough, Justin. There has to be another reason."

      "There really isn't. I don't want to be put in the middle of your squabbles. And if you do one day break up, I will have to choose. My sister or best friend. It's not fair to me."

      I toss another bag and make it on the board. "The proof of what happened between me and Carter before should make those fears less than they are. We avoided each other for the most part. That has to account for something."

      "Maybe." He shrugs. He throws his last bean bag and I throw mine.

      Silence sits between us as we wait for Audrey and Carter to take their turns. I'm still up after they are finished. "How are you feeling about your odds?"

      "I need to switch sides," he grumbles and walks to the other board.

      Audrey looks shocked but comes to stand by me. "I'm not sure that was a good idea."

      "You aren't the only one." I sigh.

      We both take our turns with our eyes on the two men at the other end of the yard. For a while, neither of them says a word to each other. This doesn't bode well at all, but I'm going to see how it plays out.

      After each turn, they seem to be talking more and more. Each time a chance for them to speak to each other instead of yelling like what happened in the room this morning.

      Carter and I are winning, and it's down to the last point. If I make this, we're golden. I throw the bean bag and it lands on the board. Audrey misses all of her shots and it's a victory for us. Audrey doesn't look disappointed, though. She points in the direction of the guys. They shake hands and do that weird bro hug.

      They walk toward us and Justin stands next to Audrey while Carter comes to my side and puts an arm around my waist. "You two have my blessing." I'm seconds from jumping for joy, but he continues, "just please don't be all kissy face in front of me. It's weird."

      "I'm not making any promises," I grin and turn to kiss Carter. I hear my brother groan, but I don't care. He approves, not that I needed it. Things are just easier when we're not on the outs. "You can have the next game. I need to grab my camera."

      "I'll get it," Carter says and bounds off toward the house.

      "Hey, Tiff," I call out. "Are you and Spencer ready to get those pictures taken before we're all too buzzed to do it."

      "Damn, that would be funny," Tiffany answers. "But yeah, we're in." She pulls Spencer by the hand and we wait for Carter to come back with the camera.

      I had my doubts about how this weekend would turn out, but it may be one of the best ones I've had in a long time. After all this time, I can call Carter mine without having to worry about any sort of blow back from the people I love.
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        CAGE

      

      

      South Africa

      

      “She’s just a teacher, mate. Not sure this is a good idea here.” Staring at the woman trapped in the scared teenager’s arms, I can tell she’s on the verge of tears but is trying to remain strong as I talk the boy down.

      “He doesn’t have a weapon.” Her voice shakes as she chokes out the words.

      “I can see that.” He’s also twice her size. It wouldn’t take much for him to snap her delicate neck should he choose to.

      “What’s your name, pet?” Maybe if the kid learns more about her, he’ll let her go, and I won’t have to use the Berretta that’s in my hand, resting against my thigh.

      “Magnolia. Magnolia Taylor. I’m only twenty-three. I was born and raised in Chester, Arizona. It’s a small town. I came here because–” Tears do drop this time. “I came here because the school I was supposed to start working at, there was an incident. Someone died.” I’m curious about that. About her.

      Her pleading eyes never leave mine; they’re speaking to me. And suddenly, I’m curiously aware of her as a woman. An extremely attractive one. “Did you hear Magnolia, Arman? She hasn’t had a chance to live yet. Whatever has happened to you to bring you to this moment, it can be undone. I can help you.”

      “Please, I’m only a teacher, a guidance counselor.” Her eyes continue to well up as she struggles to remain still in the boy’s restrictive hold.

      “You need to loosen your grasp. Her life outweighs yours right now, son.” I notice his demeanor shifting, and when I look into his eyes, I recognize it.

      That look.

      I’ve seen it too many times not to understand its meaning.

      “I’m not your son!” Her gasp as her captor cuts off her airway and the way she fights to inhale forces me to raise the gun.

      He’s ready to die, and he’s going to force me to do it. “Let her go. Just let Magnolia go.” I have ten seconds before it’s too late for her.

      Her eyes are already growing heavy, her limbs becoming lethargic, and her clawing nails have less fight. She’s losing. Hell, we’re all about to lose here.

      Three seconds.

      I take aim.

      Two...

      Finger on the trigger.

      One…

      The kid drops her to the ground.

      “Breach,” I mutter into the mouthpiece in my ear. I don’t go to Magnolia until the team of cops waiting outside barge into the room and take Arman into custody.

      Shoving my gun into my holster, I spot a bottle of water on the desk she had been sitting behind when Arman invaded her safe space and drop to my knees next to her.

      Magnolia.

      What an odd name.

      “Don’t move; just sit here for a minute. Take a drink of this.” Opening the bottle, I hand it to her. “Try to relax.” Her body violently shakes, and she winds up spilling half the bottle before she swallows a sip of the liquid.

      “I-I-I-I ca-can-can’t s-s-s-s-eem to s-s-stop.” The stuttering grows worse as she tries to speak.

      Sitting next to her, I grip one of her thighs and drag her over my lap so she straddles me. Bringing her head to my chest, I hold her tightly, maybe enjoying her soft curves a little more than I should. “Listen to my heartbeat. Just listen. We have nowhere to be right now.”

      Yeah. I definitely like her in my arms a little too much.

      Her elegant fingers grip my shirt so tight that she pulls it from the waistband of my jeans, and she wriggles around in my lap. A lot. Too much.

      Fuck.

      I feel the beast rising, and I know she’s about to feel it in a second too. Placing my hands on her hips to prevent her from moving further, my body decides to act on its own by pulling her closer and nestling her fully against my rigid length.

      There’s no denying it now.

      I feel her freeze and wait for her disgust.

      Seconds tick by, turning into minutes, until finally, Magnolia leans back and looks me in the eye. “That’s not normal, right?”

      “What?” She’s old enough to know it’s normal for a man.

      “For me to be okay with….” She points to where our bodies meet. “I should be appalled, shouldn’t I?”

      Shrugging, I haven’t a fucking clue what she should be. “I’m not sure what you’re looking for here, pet.” Getting to my feet, I intend to set her down, but she clings to me like a monkey. “Planning to let me go so I can get us out of here, little one?”

      “I can’t.” Her warm breath on my ear makes my dick twitch. He’s a devilish bastard today.

      “Sure you can. You release me, and we walk out of here.” Her head shakes viciously, wild red hair cascading around us like a waterfall, and all I can picture is how it would fall as she goes down on me.

      I’m going straight to hell. First class ticket.

      Clearing my throat, I begin walking out of the classroom and into the hallway. “You’re coming with me then.” Not many women want that once they discover who I am and what I’m willing to do to get what I want.

      I kill for money. I kill for mercy. I kill…because it’s what I’m good at.

      Today, I was called in by the school administrator because she suspected there was a threat before it escalated. My one and only job was to get the kids out and ensure the only one who died was the one posing the threat.

      I was prepared to do that.

      Except he wasn’t armed, and he was a child himself.

      I have rules. I don’t kill innocent women, and I don’t kill kids. I track when needed and do what has to be done, but nobody dies by my hand that doesn’t truly deserve it.

      “Where, uhm, where are you going?” She still doesn’t loosen her hold.

      “Home.” Stepping into the heat and away from the building, I see the carnage left in my wake because nobody would let me into the school, and for the first time in my life, I don’t want someone to witness what it is I can do. “Keep your eyes closed.” She nods but otherwise doesn’t say a word.

      I didn’t kill anyone today, but medics were required, and there might have been a couple of broken bones involved. My intent was to keep a classroom of children safe. If men got hurt, it was their own fucking fault for getting in my way when I was called to solve the problem they couldn’t.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Cage Craven.”

      “It suits you.” Her words are barely a whisper.

      After meeting the precious woman in my arms, my priorities have shifted slightly. I’m not sure if it’s due to my attraction to her, the haunted way she begged not to die, or the aftermath of working with the Cardarelli’s in Italy when I lingered longer than I should have.

      “Why are you here?” She hinted about something happening at home, and now I’m curious. Everyone watches us as I walk past with the terrified teacher in my arms. My Jeep is only two blocks away.

      “I’m a guidance counselor. I’m there for the kids at the ages where their lives change the most. Where my life changed the most. I wanted to be what I never had in middle school.” Readjusting my hold on her, my hand slips, and I graze against her cunt. She gasps, and her back arches. Meanwhile, I wonder if the carpet matches the drapes.

      “Not sorry,” I grunt. Christ, if I take her home, we’re fucking. There’s no way around it. And I’d be an asshole for taking advantage of her.

      “There was a girl of only fourteen; she was assaulted. Too afraid to tell anyone, she came to me while I was at the school over the summer, offering my services to the kids who needed them and running summer programs. School hadn’t even begun yet.” I can hear the pain in her voice.

      “She was pregnant by her rapist.” I don’t need to guess. I see it all too often, especially in the parts of the world where I work the most.

      Magnolia nods as I unlock my vehicle. “Please don’t let me go.”

      “Can’t drive and hold you.” I slip into the driver’s side anyways, pushing the seat back to make room for her, and start the engine. There isn’t anyone around to stop me, and I highly doubt they would anyways. I’m too well-known around here. My reputation keeps people on edge.

      “I thought you couldn’t drive.” She leans back, and the pressure of the move has her pussy flush with my cock. So tight that I can feel her lips butterfly open, wanting to wrap around me.

      I see her pulse racing as her eyes widen and her nostrils flare. “Hold on.” I speed out of the spot and rush for home. “Finish your story.” I need the distraction, or I will come just like this.

      “It took weeks before she told me what happened and what she wanted. She couldn’t open up to her parents because their religion thought of abortion as a sin. They would have forced her to have the baby.” Christ. “We were at the clinic; there were protestors. They saw us. Me with my pale Irish skin and bright red hair and her with olive skin and dark hair. They thought I was forcing her to go.”

      I fucking hate that I know exactly where this is heading.

      “Someone became overzealous, and they had a gun. They refused to allow us into the clinic. When I tried to step in the way and make sure it was safe for the girl to enter, a man pulled the weapon out and started shooting.” Tears now flow down her cheeks as she leans forward to lay her head on my chest once again.
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        MAGNOLIA

      

      

      I can’t believe I’m spilling my secrets to a total stranger.

      That I’m so turned on by him that I can hardly sit still in his lap while he drives to his home. I should be terrified of what’s happening right now.

      “He killed her.” I never wanted to say the words out loud, so I’m relieved Cage understood what I couldn’t verbalize.

      “Almost me too,” I whisper.

      “He fucking shot you?” The anger in his tone is nearly terrifying. Shifting to see his face more clearly, I gasp again as I rub against his steel-hard length. “I’ll fucking kill him.”

      “He’s in jail now.” It’s been nearly eight months since it happened, but I still have nightmares. If not for what happened though, the clinic wouldn’t be as protected as it is now. Because of what happened to us, they hired private security. It’s more closely guarded than anything else in town. People come from all over the state because of how safe it is. I just hate the tragedy that had to occur because of it.

      “I don’t fucking care. He deserves death.” Our eyes meet briefly as I feel one of his hands grip my ass, holding me in place. “Don’t fucking move.” His onyx gaze steals the breath from my lungs as I watch it further darken into pools of lust and desire.

      Biting my lip, I keep my eyes on him as he navigates the roads until he jams on the brakes. The vehicle has barely shut off as he carries me out of the Jeep and storms up to his front door. Everything is a blur until the wooden panel slams shut behind us and the deadbolt echoes, mixing with our heavy breathing.

      “Tell me no,” he hisses, spinning us so my back is smashed against the wall and his lips capture mine. Holding me hostage in the fiercest kiss of my life.

      I can’t breathe.

      I can’t think.

      I can’t comprehend what’s happening.

      I know I don’t want it to stop, though.

      “Tell me no, Magnolia.” I shiver at the way he growls my name.

      “Okay,” I whisper between kisses.

      “Fucking say it.” He bites my lip so hard it hurts, but I like it. I like the way it makes my stomach convulse and my body grow heated.

      “Yes, Cage,” I respond instead.

      He growls like a feral animal. “You don’t know what the fuck you’re getting yourself into.” His lips move across my jaw and down my neck, biting as he goes. I love that he leaves little red marks with each nip, too.

      As he moves across my shoulder, I lean my head into the crook of his neck and fasten on the tendon there. Sucking the flesh over his steady pulse into my mouth until I’m confident I’ve left my own mark.

      Murmuring in his ear, “I know I don’t, but I want to.”

      “I’m going to fuck you dirty, pet,” he growls just before taking my lips in another fiery kiss.

      He bites and sucks as he plunders my mouth. I can’t wait to feel what he does between my legs. I hope he works those lips just as hard. I need him to. I can practically feel my pussy dripping wet with its need for a real man.

      A soft breeze brushes past us as he carries me to his room, and that’s when I realize my bottom is bare. He managed to work my skirt off without me realizing it.

      Dropping me on the bed, Cage steps back, his eyes eating me up from top to bottom as he licks his lips. One hand pushes on his hardness behind his pants.

      “Oh my.” He looks huge. He felt big but seeing him up close is another story.

      “Take your shirt off, pet,” he demands, and I do it without question. I should be wondering where my sanity has gone, but all I can think of is having him fill me up.

      I sit nearly nude before him. “Can I see?” I motion towards his straining hand as I unhook my bra from the back.

      He smirks as he torturously drags the zipper down, revealing himself to me with a surprise I wasn’t expecting. “You’re pierced,” I whisper in awe.

      My mouth salivates as his pants drop to the ground, revealing his length, veins bulging and angry. I have a desperate yearning to taste him. Touch him in a way I’ve never touched a man before. Dropping to my knees, I do just that before he’s able to react or stop me.

      “Oh fuck, Magnolia!” he curses, surprised by my bold action.

      His hands delve into my hair as I devour every delicious inch of him. He’s salty yet sweet. A tangy bitterness covers his entire length as he forces more of himself down my throat. I have no control; he’s commandeered it with the tension in my hair and more pressure from his cock.

      Swallowing, I fight the urge to choke. I love what he’s doing, and I feel my juices sliding down my thighs. I pulse with the need to have him inside of me.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he groans as I feel him throb in my mouth just before hot liquid pours down my throat. When he tries pulling out, I suck him back in. My mouth is like a vacuum as he comes, and the liquid slides down my throat with every swallow, pooling in my belly.

      Yanking my hair, he rips me off his dick and throws me on the bed.

      Hooking my legs over his arms, Cage holds me wide open so he can see every part of me. The first loud crack against my ass pierces my ears before heat covers my backside.

      “You’re a bad fucking girl, little pet. I wanted my cum all over you. For that, I’m taking this.” A scream tears through me as he slams into my tightness, ripping through my virginity and sinking as deep inside me as he can.

      The pleasure that rolls through me is just as surprising. I love it. I always figured I’d hate it, and I know I should; I don’t know Cage from Adam. But it just feels so right. So good. Despite the agony throbbing between my legs right now.

      I don’t get a chance to say anything as he glares down at me. “A fucking virgin,” he grunts as his hips throttle. “I should have fucking known.” Burying his head in my neck, Cage holds nothing back.

      I instinctively attempt to pull away as he advances, but he holds me steady, not allowing an inch of space between us as he thrusts ruthlessly. One of his hands lands on my ass in a smack so hard that I squeal and dig my nails into his shoulders, making him hiss.

      “It hurts,” I whine.

      The burn and stretch make me want to scream.

      “You fucking begged me for it, pet. You. Begged,” he growls, even as his thrusting becomes less painful and more sensual. “Breathe. Lift your hips,” he instructs, and I gasp. “There it is, pet, hold on to it.” Ecstasy rushes through my veins.

      It’s raw.

      It’s brutal.

      Oh my God.

      “I’m coming!” I scream as pleasure rips through my body, and he pulls me up so I’m resting against his chest. I feel him lean back the slightest bit, and suddenly, I’m sitting on his cock. He’s moving me back and forth as waves of desire tear through me.

      “Fuck yeah.” He squeezes the back of my neck, securing me in place, while white spots dot my vision as one of his hands snakes around the back of my body, and I feel him slip a finger into my ass. Pushing until he’s all the way in and it becomes too much to bear.

      “No more.” My voice is husky as I beg him to stop. The pain and pleasure mingle so profoundly that my body vibrates.

      He latches onto my neck while his finger slides in and out. I can feel him as he uses me to his liking. “You come so fucking pretty, Magnolia.”

      I preen under his praise.

      “Your cunt is so fucking tight. You’ll suck up all my seed, won’t you?” His voice is seductive, dark. There’s an edge to it.

      “Yes,” I moan when he squeezes my neck in his grip. Pressure builds as he hammers his way inside me like I’m his favorite toy.

      “Good fucking girl.”

      He’s so expertly playing me that he’s able to force another orgasm from my body, one I didn’t think I had. My scream is unrestrained as he lets me fly, blood rushing to the surface. My body goes limp as heat washes over me.

      With one hand on my ass and the other in my hair, he drops us back down onto the bed and nails me without rhyme or reason to catch his own release. I close my eyes and enjoy the sensations he extracts from my body as he expertly takes me to paradise.

      “I’m going to fucking come,” he says through gritted teeth.

      He grips my hips for one final thrust before completely letting go and filling my womb with long jets of cum, and for a moment, I wonder, what next?
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          A coffee to forget or maybe not

        

      

    

    
      Tamesha pinched the bridge of her nose as the barista handed her the caramel mocha.

      “Thank you.”

      “Have a nice day, ma’am.”

      “That’s kind of you, but seriously, I doubt that.” Tamesha looked at her cup, raising her gaze to the barista. “But this will definitely make it better. Thanks.”

      Tamesha forced a smile. It wasn’t the poor barista’s fault if Mark was a pain in the ass this morning. She sat at a table hoping he would leave her alone, but as sure as Mark was her best friend's brother, he sat right in front of her mocha.

      “Mark, there’s absolutely nothing you can say or even do that would make any of this okay. You screwed up. Big time. I can't believe you did that.”

      “What did you want me to do? I had no choice!”

      Tamesha took a long sip of her drink, trying to stay calm. This coffee shop was hardly the place for a debate, and the point was moot, Mark wouldn’t understand.

      “You had a choice, Mark. You choose your mama over your sister. But now, you can’t blame her for cutting ties with all of you.”

      “I don’t even care about the subject. I just want everyone to be together and happy for Dad’s birthday.”

      Tamesha wanted to both slap him and flip the table, but she laughed.

      “Mark, we’re done! There’s nothing I can say that will register in that cute fantasy world you’re in. How can you even not care about the subject when it literally saved your sister’s life?”

      Mark looked around, seemingly ashamed that she brought it up.

      “Mark, I swear to god! Are you really following me to my morning coffee, but can’t even discuss your siste–”

      “Situation!” he suddenly yelled.

      “No. The word is emergency abortion to save her life. How happy would your Dad’s birthday be around her coffin? You made a choice. She made hers. I chose her. Let me be absolutely clear, I will never tell you or your parents anything about her. Her secret is safe with me. She trusted you, and you betrayed her. This isn’t some kind of high school debate, Mark. This is real life. We’re talking about the life and death. And I swear if your next words are ‘but what about the babies’, I’m gonna slap you.”

      Tamesha absolutely didn’t want to go there, but she’d had enough with the conversation. She rose from her chair, and since he had remained silent, she turned around and was about to walk away when the sound of a chair hit the floor and a hand on her wrist stopped her in her tracks.

      “Tam, please… you need to understand,” Mark pleaded.

      Tamesha turned around, but someone had placed themselves between her and Mark, removing Mark’s hand from her.

      “She was clear enough. She wants to leave, you let her leave.”

      The woman looked back at her, tipping her head toward the door. Tamesha nodded, quickly running out. Stupid Mark! At least Jayla had nothing to do with them anymore. She walked a few blocks and stopped to take a deep breath. She awkwardly searched for her phone, carefully holding her coffee mostly upright.

      “Hey! Umm… Tam?” a voice called.

      Tamesha turned to see the woman that stood between Mark and her. She quickly glanced past her to make sure he wasn’t following.

      “Hey. I’m Addy. I just wanted to make sure you’re okay. Do you need a lift?”

      Tamesha nodded before looking back at Addy. She was tall, large, and at least as curvaceous as Tamesha. Her blonde hair shimmered in the morning sun, and Tamesha got lost in her blue eyes for a few seconds before looking down. Biker gears.

      Tamesha giggled.

      “I’m sorry… As much as I like motorcycles, I can’t go on a ride wearing this outfit,” Tamesha said, pointing at her short summer dress with printed sunflowers on it.

      Addy smirked, and Tamesha’s heart skipped a beat.

      “Your outfit is perfect on you. I love sunflowers. I was going to call you a ride to make sure you make it to wherever you're going unbothered, but I’m glad you like biking.”

      Addy was typing something on her phone, and Tamesha was glad her dark skin hid her blush. She suddenly gasped as the realization dawned on her.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t even thank you properly. My name is Tamesha. It wasn’t supposed to happen like that earlier… I…” She stopped herself short of excusing Mark’s behavior. Why would she even want to do that? “Thank you for intervening. I would like to think he wouldn’t have gone further than that, but I’m happy I don’t have to know. I’m not even making sense. Sorry… and thank you for helping.”

      “That’s what I do. Here, your ride should be there in a minute, Tamesha. Can I ask about his sister?”

      “Jayla?” Tamesha took a step back.

      Addy lifted her hands and also took a step back. “It’s okay if you don’t want to tell me or if you can’t tell me. I just want to make sure she’s in a safe place. If the Mark guy pesters you for info, there’s no knowing what else he or the family would do. You said she cut ties, but is she somewhere safe?”

      Tamesha took a moment to look Addy up and down once again. Could she really tell her?

      “Look, I understand it’s a difficult situation, and if Jayla or you need help, I know safe places and safe people. Here’s how to reach me,” Addy said before Tamesha could decide to trust her or not.

      Addy placed a business card in Tamesha’s hand before raising her hand. A ride share soon stopped beside them.

      “I hope you have a nicer day from now on, Tamesha. Call me anytime,” Addy said, opening the door for her.

      Tamesha thanked her again before Addy closed the door.

      “Hi, I would like to go to the university, please.”
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      After a long day at the university, Tamesha was finally home. She crashed on the sofa, her roommate, Josh, barely looking at her, too focused on his video game.

      “Hey,” he said.

      “Hey.”

      “How was your day?” he asked.

      “Usual… you?”

      “Same. The inspectors came in. What a pain! Boss man was pissed.”

      Tamesha chuckled. “I can imagine. I’m going to sleep. Night-night.”

      She didn’t wait for his answer and walked to her room, letting herself fall onto her bed. The memory of the coffee incident came back to her mind again. She had thought about that moment all day, but now that she was in bed, she could actually make a little more sense out of it.

      Tamesha didn’t want Jayla to worry, but, she had the right to know. Tamesha wouldn’t be the one hiding things from Jayla. Ever. She texted her, back and forth, explaining what happened and what they said.

      He touched you!

      Jayla added a swearing emoji, and Tamesha told her about Addy. Tamesha took a picture of the random attorney business card on which Addy had scribbled Addy above a phone number on the back. She hit send and nibbled her lower lip.

      You trust her?

      As much as I can throw her, which isn’t very far… But she stepped in and helped, so there’s that.

      I’m going to call her tomorrow.

      Tamesha placed her phone on the nightstand, deciding the conservation was over and that it was time for pajamas and sleep.

      Her phone buzzed as she finished with her nighttime routine.

      Hey. Wait a minute. What do you mean you can’t throw her? Is she scary or something?

      Jay, you know I love you, but I’m not as strong as you think I am.

      T’sha, you train five days a week.

      She’s just tall… and probably a hundred pounds more than me.

      And? Are you not lifting a thousand ton weight or something?

      Jay, you need to sleep and I do too. Night-night.

      Oh! I know. It’s cause you don’t wanna throw her!

      Jayla sent a GIF of smacking lips, and Tamesha couldn’t help giggling.

      Night-night.

      No! Wait! I need details. Where are the extra pounds at? She has big tatas?

      Night-night.

      Oh! So I’ll take that as a yes, but that doesn’t make a hundred pounds. Hips to die for? Bootylicious booty? Softy belly pillow to sleep?

      NIGHT. NIGHT.

      Fine! For now. Jayla added an emoji with its tongue out, making Tamesha smile at her phone. Tamesha placed it back on the nightstand, but after a few deep breaths, she picked it up again.

      Hey Addy, this is Tamesha

      She hesitated a moment.

      We met at the coffee shop this morning. You called me a ride.

      What was she doing this for again? Oh! Yes.

      I wanted to let you know I gave your number to my friend and she might call you tomorrow. Thanks again for today.

      Tamesha waited a moment, but she needed to convince herself to sleep. Classes tomorrow, then dinner with Mom and night out for Aaliyah’s birthday. Sleep was a necessity, but Tamesha checked her phone repeatedly.

      You’re probably sleeping, but thanks for the heads up.

      Tamesha’s heart skipped a beat.

      No problem. Tamesha quickly typed.

      Not sleeping?

      I’m supposed to… and you?

      I just got back home. Rode my bike all day.

      Tamesha was trying to find what to reply when the phone buzzed again.

      Wanna go grab dinner sometime?

      Yes. I mean… Would it be like…

      A date? Yes.

      Wait! You. You were hitting on me…

      Ever since you wanted on my bike. Wasn’t it obvious?

      Tamesha went over the memory again.

      Not obvious. No.

      Well, it is now. Are you interested?

      Tamesha squealed in surprise and tried to remember the last time someone had been so forward with her.

      Well… I’m not opposed to trying… I mean, I only meet you for five minutes.

      Calm down there. I’m not asking you to marry me. I just invited you to grab a takeout.

      And eat it on your bike?

      Beside Hailey, but yes.

      Hailey?

      My bike.

      Tamesha giggled at her phone.

      I don’t have riding attire. Tamesha replied.

      I do.

      I meant for myself.

      That’s what I meant. I have plenty of riding stuff.

      But what about size…

      Tamesha tried to imagine herself in Addy’s leather jacket. That couldn't be safe.

      I have what it takes.

      How? Why?

      You really wanna know?

      Yep.

      My ex was your size. There. Now, I made it weird.

      How do you know my size?

      Tamesha waited. The reply took way longer than the others.

      The sunflower dress.

      What? That was it? Suddenly, like in the comics, a light bulb lit in her mind. Oh!

      You were ogling me?

      With all due respect.

      Tamesha wanted to be mad, but couldn’t find it in her. In fact, if she was being honest, the thought that she took time to check her size, based on only the bike comment, made Tamesha all warm and fuzzy inside.

      Now?

      What? Sorry… What do you mean now?

      Can we go now?

      Tamesha had never been that forward and even though she needed sleep, she knew she wasn’t getting any now. She was halfway into typing, “Or we could wait for a better time, it’s late.” when Addy’s reply came.

      Where to?

      Tamesha’s lips pulled up into a smile as she erased what she was typing to replace it with her address.

      I’ll be there in a half hour.

      Tamesha quickly got up. Did she have time for a shower? She would make it fit. Flash shower, it was. When she was done with it, she put on a dress like tank top with sunflower print before stepping in her skinny jeans. She glanced at her reflection in the mirror and rearranged her long braids so they would fit in the helmet. She emptied her backpack, knowing she might need a place to store her running shoes.

      Her phone buzzed, a simple I’m here appearing on the screen. She hesitated a moment, but finally put all of her purse in the backpack before silently running out.

      “Hey! Where are you going?” Josh asked, so surprised that he even paused the game and pulled his headset down. “Are you okay? Can I do something?”

      “What? No. I’m fine. Can’t I go out?”

      “You. At this time of the night?”

      The words sounded judgmental, but the tone was pure curiosity and surprise.

      “Something came up… A friend called me.”

      “Oh… A new one… with boobies…”

      “Josh!”

      “What? We have the same friends. You would have used their names if it was someone I knew.”

      Tamesha cursed under her breath.

      “Look, I don’t have time for this. I gotta go.”

      “Yeah, yeah, go have fun,” Josh replied, putting his headphones on, stopping halfway. “Tam, call me if you need anything. I’ll be on this all night.”

      By the time Tamesha turned to look at him, he was already into his game. The caring she heard in his voice made her take the two steps between them and hug the side of his head.

      “Hey, watch it! We’re under attack,” he yelped, even though he leaned into her.

      “Have fun, Josh.”

      Tamesha ran down the four flights of stairs, getting to the front door, only a little breathless.

      Addy looked like a bike ad, clad in leather, leaning against her engine. Tamesha wondered how bad it would be to take a picture of Addy like that. Quickly, she picked her phone up and hit the camera button, hoping the picture would be good despite the night. She put her arms down and typed.

      I’m here.

      Addy looked up, and the grin on her lips had Tamesha frozen in place as Addy strode to her.

      “Cute outfit,” Addy commented.

      “I thought you might like the sunflowers.”

      “I definitely do,” Addy replied as she took Tamesha’s backpack.

      Tamesha’s body finally moved, and she walked beside Addy to the bike. Addy opened the seat and got a pair of boots and a complete black leather outfit out. Tamesha took her sneakers off and put the outfit on, placing her belongings in her backpack. Addy stepped close, reaching to place one of her braids back.

      “Sorry. Here.” Addy touched the helmet against her.

      “It’s okay. You can put it on for me.”

      Tamesha closed the small gap between them, looking up at Addy’s blue eyes. They were definitively darker at night. At first, Tamesha had wanted Addy to put the helmet on for safety, but she also had an ulterior motive.

      “Don’t look at me like that or we won’t make it to the food,” Addy commented as she closed the face shield.

      Tamesha put her backpack on, wondering if this was a good idea after all.

      “Hop on, Sunflower.”

      Addy’s voice in the helmet made her jump in surprise as she rushed to sit behind her. Addy’s voice had been soft but definitely commanding.

      “I will not speed much, so you can relax.”

      Tamesha nodded, grabbing the handle behind her rear. She heard a soft chuckle and wondered what Addy could find funny.

      “What would you like to eat, Sunflower?”

      “You’re the one taking me out…” Tamesha mumbled, too focused on following Addy’s body and the bike.

      “Anything you like?”

      “Ah! Umm… Burgers.” Tamesha yelped after a sharp turn.

      “Good.”

      Addy hit the gas, and Tamesha forgot about the stupid handle. She wrapped her arms around Addy, leaning into her. Her heart beat so hard and fast, she was sure Addy could feel it through the multiple layers of clothes.

      “Are you okay back there? Want me to slow down?”

      “I’m fine. No. Thanks for asking.”

      Tamesha slowly opened her eyes, the lines of lights blinding her a moment.

      “We’re here.”

      The motorcycle stopped, and Tamesha eased off quickly to not bother Addy anymore, but she hadn’t planned on her legs to be that weak. Addy was quick to put her arm around Tamesha’s waist, pulling her against her side.

      “Are you okay?” Addy asked, opening Tamesha’s helmet’s face shield. “Take a few deep breaths. I’ve got you.”

      Tamesha couldn’t decide if their proximity was helpful or not. Of course, it was better than fainting on the pavement, but…

      “Let me help you.”

      Still holding Tamesha steady by the waist, Addy lifted her leg over the back of the bike before standing and pulling her closer. Her hand went to Tamesha’s chin, unlatching the helmet and carefully taking it off. Addy blindly placed the helmet on the bike, her head never turning. Addy then reached again under Tamesha’s chin, only to unzip the top of the jacket.

      Tamesha felt exposed. Maybe it was because Addy still had her helmet on? Maybe it was because Addy, purposefully or not, had unzipped the jacket just enough to show her generous cleavage?

      Tamesha reached up, and at least opened Addy’s face shield.

      “Deep breath.”

      “I don’t think I can when you’re that close.”

      Addy chuckled low before cursing. “You can’t say things like that, Sunflower. I’m not supposed to want to kiss you yet.”

      Tamesha looked down and away. “Why not? I thought you like sunflowers?”

      “Hold on to me,” Addy commented, taking Tamesha’s hands and placing them over her sides.

      Tamesha instinctively grabbed the leather and soon enough Addy was out of her helmet and her lips were on Tamesha’s.

      If she had thought she was light-headed before, now Tamesha was definitely breathless. She cursed inwardly when Addy pulled back, chuckling low again.

      “See. Told you I liked sunflowers.”

      “That you do.”

      “Are you okay? Still up for a burger?”

      Tamesha nodded, but she wasn’t quite ready for it yet. She pulled on Addy’s jacket, pressing herself against her.

      “Another kiss?”

      “Burgers can wait…” Tamesha mumbled.

      “That they can.”

      Addy hooked her index under her chin, lifting before whisking her lips against Tamesha’s. Tamesha whispered her name, and Addy smiled, pulling back to look down at her.

      “Yes, Sunflower?”

      “A proper kiss… please…”

      “Sunflower don’t enjoy teasing?”

      The question brought an extra heat to the warmth in her belly.

      “That’s what I thought. Let’s get ourselves some burgers and fries, then I’ll take you somewhere I can tease you with all the kisses you want.”

      Addy turned her and started walking toward the Burger Jones, her hand on the small of Tamesha’s back never leaving.

      “Is this a joke?”

      “Don’t laugh until you taste the burger, Doctor Jones.”

      “Whoa! How do you know?”

      “You think I would take just anybody on my ride? I know how to check someone up on Google. I’m not that old.”

      “That’s kind of creepy.”

      “True.”

      Addy didn’t seem fazed nor shameful about it.

      “How old?”

      “Now wouldn’t you like to know my full name so you can look me up and find out on social media?”

      Addy opened the old, rundown restaurant door, holding it open for Tamesha.

      “Fair point. I’m–” Tamesha conceded before Addy cut her off.

      “Thirty-six. Cool birthday party you had. There was so much pink stuff in the pictures of it. Too much pink, if you ask me.”

      Tamesha giggled as they reached the counter.

      “Hey, Harry! My friend Miss Jones here would like a burger,” Addy called out to the old man in the kitchen.

      “Miss Addison. I’m so glad to see you again. June asks me about you almost every day. She wants me to tell you she’s keeping you in her prayers.”

      “I’ll call her up this weekend, but you can tell her thank you for the prayer and that I’m good.”

      “Miss Jones, I have to say it’s an honor to meet another Jones! Where are your parents from? Wait, let me call June! She would want to invite you to dinner.”

      “Harry, don’t you make a move on my girl. She wants a burger, not a new family.”

      Tamesha wanted to argue that she could use both, but she simply joined the laughter.

      “Well, in that case, you bring her to dinner, Addison!”

      “We’ll see about that, Harry. The burgers, please. We have places to be.”

      “At this time of the night, it can’t be appropriate for an old man to know.”

      “Old fart. Don’t pretend you don’t do naughty things with June. A cabin in the woods. As if you’re fooling anyone.”

      “Don’t make me call you Alice, young lady!”

      Addy winced, and Tamesha took a mental note of it.

      “Wait, a minute! You’re Alice Addison! The Alice Addison!!” Tamesha yelped.
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      Addy rolled her eyes.

      “And now you’ve done it, old man. Could you please stop ruining my date?” Addy slowly turned to Tamesha. “Look, I’m hiding it, but… yeah. I’m hiding it, okay?”

      “Okay,” Tamesha simply replied. “You don’t have to explain yourself.”

      “Okay?”

      How could hiding who you are be okay? It was the first time someone reacted that way. Usually, people would try to convince her to be proud of it and own it. Whatever that meant.

      “It’s okay. I promise.”

      “Okay. If you say so, Sunflower.”

      Harry placed a brown bag before them.

      “Have fun, young ladies.”

      “Goodnight, Mister Harry,” Tamesha replied.

      “Night, Harry. I promise I’ll call June.”

      They walked to Hailey in silence, and Addy felt like kicking dirt. Hard.

      “Do you want to go back to your place?”

      That was the very last thing Addy wanted to do, but she still wanted to offer it.

      “Ma’am Addison, that’s a tad too forward, don’t you think? I thought we were going somewhere where I could get kisses.”

      “If I had wanted to be forward, I wouldn’t have invited myself to your place. I wanted to make sure you still wanted the date… knowing who I am.”

      Tamesha laughed, turning to face Addy just as they reached Hailey. Addy’s stomach was full of stupid butterflies, seeing that the cute Tamesha had purposefully trapped herself between a biker and her ride.

      “They have promised me kisses. I intend to get them.”

      Addy took the missing step to push Tamesha against the bike, placing her arms on each side of her.

      “That sounds pretty forward of you, Sunflower.”

      “Is it?”

      Addy cursed before chuckling. She picked up Tamesha’s helmet and carefully put it on her before kissing the face shield. She then put her own helmet on before sitting on Hailey.

      “That’s one. Hop on if you want more.”

      Addy was glad that Tamesha didn’t even try to hold on to the back handle this time. She wanted to pretend she hadn’t taken the sharp turn on purpose, but that would have been a flat out lie. Tamesha felt so good against her back, like she had always been there, like she belonged there.

      “Are you okay with the dark and creepy roads?”

      “Yes.”

      Tamesha’s arms around her tightened, and Addy took the long road. Addy loved the shortcut, the S-curves making it perfect for a tandem ride, plus she would have been kissing Tamesha faster, but even though she had said yes, Addy had felt it was a no. The long straight lines circling Mount Albert were lit. She could always take Tamesha to the shortcut to River Bank Peak another time, in daylight maybe?

      They reached the lookout, and Addy had a hand out for Tamesha.

      “Addy! This is perfect.”

      “A bit cliché and overdone if you ask me, but I had little time to plan this.”

      Tamesha ran to the railing with a joyful hop in her steps. Sure, the city lights were nice, the stars were cute, but Addy had a hard time noticing them. She pulled Harry’s burgers from the seat and sat on the fallen tree across the observation deck, her eyes locked on Tamesha. It had been a protected forest for a time, but no one cared about it anymore. It was some kind of we don’t really know who’s supposed to take care of it now situation.

      “Food is out if you’re hungry,” Addy announced before biting down on her burger.

      Tamesha walked back to her, unzipping her jacket, and Addy had to chew a little longer or she’d have choked herself. She was thankful it was almost dark here. Tamesha took the bag and fished her burger out, eating it with an appetite.

      “You never answered,” Tamesha commented.

      “Forty-three.”

      “That’s not old. What are you talking about?”

      “Says cute sunflower girl that still has pink birthdays with unicorns.”

      Tamesha playfully threw her fries, and Addy caught it.

      “Careful with this. Those are too delicious for a food war,” she said before eating it.

      Addy chuckled, and Tamesha joined her with her cute giggles.

      “What about you?” Addy asked between bites.

      “What haven’t you found on Google?”

      “Favorite dessert?”

      “You saw my birthday cake! Strawberry cake obviously. You?”

      Addy bit back the urge to make a lewd comment and simply went with chocolate cake.

      “Ma’am Addison, that’s completely inappropriate!” Tamesha replied with a faux-offended voice, her laughter running off to the stars.

      “Hey, it’s true. What can I say? I was about to be really inappropriate, but no, my mom’s chocolate cake is still the best dessert ever.”

      “Fine. Questions?”

      “Jayla. Couldn’t find anything about her.”

      Addy eyed Tamesha’s reaction. This morning she had retracted immediately, but then she gave Addy’s number to her.

      “She closed all social media, and I deleted everything about her on mine.”

      “As expected. Anything I should know before talking to her tomorrow?”

      “She’ll most likely pester you about what you think of me, or run a complete investigation to know more about you. She’ll try to match us so that she doesn’t have to talk about her situation.”

      “So you told her about me?”

      “Well, yeah… I told you I gave her your number.”

      “That doesn’t explain why she would match us.”

      “I might have implied that I can’t throw you.”

      Addy burst out laughing. “Now, Doctor Jones, I will need you to elaborate on the matter or I’m eating all the fries.”

      Tamesha gazed between Addy’s lips and the brown bag a few times before sighing. “Fine.”

      She picked up her phone before giving it to her. Addy scrolled up the conversation, unable to stop laughing.

      “I like her,” Addy commented.

      “Yeah… I like her, too. She didn’t deserve to find out that way.”

      Addy remained silent, waiting for Tamesha to decide whether she was going to tell her.

      “Stupid Mark was at a pro-life rally. She saw it on the news. The guy talked to the journalist!”

      Addy tried not to groan, but she couldn’t stop herself.

      “Three months ago, Mark and I rushed Jayla to the hospital, not knowing if she would make it. They did an emergency abortion because she had complications with her pregnancy. She hemorrhaged and they find out it was an ectopic implantation. He said he went to the rally because of their mom, but she wasn’t the one on the news. Jayla had been a mess ever since, and it was two weeks ago. I wasn’t sure I wanted to tell her about this morning, but I wanted her to have the option to call you, so I did. As weird as it is, I’m glad she was joking about your booty. It felt like having my bestie back for a moment.”

      “Glad I could help. My booty and I are honored.”

      “So that’s what you meant this morning by ‘That’s what I do?’ That’s what you do for a living, eh?”

      “First responder, yes.”

      “Why don’t you want people to know?”

      “Because I don’t want everyone to think that I’m special.”

      “But you saved everyone that day.”

      “That day. Do you know how many we arrived too late to save? And the main thing is, I don’t want to be on a cute poster or statue as if what I did was something extraordinary. What I do, what all the team does, is simply common sense. Everyone could do what I do. When someone is in danger, if there’s a safe way to help them, we do. That’s being human.”

      “And yet so many people don’t.”

      Addy had the argument so many times with so many people, and yet, no one had ever said that.

      “Also, as much as the memes about me and the special team are funny, I don’t enjoy being famous for doing my job. The medals and talk show interviews are so not me.”

      “The special team is so impressive. Do you get followed by paparazzi?”

      “For a few days after every rescue mission, then they get bored.”

      “Will you tell me?”

      “About what?”

      “The mission that started it all.”

      Addy groaned. “Maybe one day, but not tonight.”

      Tamesha nodded, a soft smile playing on her lips.

      “You don’t have to. I get it. It must be hard to always think of that moment. But thank you for what you did, saving all those kids that day.”

      Addy smirked before pressing her lips to Tamesha’s temple.

      “What’s your favorite movie genre, Sunflower?” Addy asked, changing the topic to something lighter.

      “Already planning our next date? I thought it was my turn.”

      The smile on Tamesha’s lips was too cute not to kiss. Addy gently cupped her cheek, bending to press her lips on Tamesha’s.

      “Rom-com.”

      “Why am I not surprised?”

      Tamesha grabbed the side of Addy’s jacket, pulling her for another kiss that Addy was happy to give.

      “When?”

      “Doctor Jones, aren’t you getting a little too eager?”

      “I meant… your schedule… and mine might not be compatible.”

      “Trust me, we’ll find a way, but now it’s tomorrow, and we both need to sleep.”

      “True.”

      Addy bent again to kiss her, deep and passionate, as to seal the deal, before picking her up princess style.

      “How far do you think I can throw you?” Addy asked playfully.

      “That’s not fair! Lifting people is your job.”

      Addy chuckled, getting Tamesha back to Hailey. She sat her across the seat and reached down to zip her jacket. The heat in Tamesha’s gaze was unmistakable, and Addy bent again to kiss her as she blindly reached for her helmet and again, putting it on for her. She put hers on before going back to pick up their trash.

      Addy drove them to Tamesha’s place, promising a rom-com night as soon as they could find a moment.

      “Night, night, Addy.”

      “Goodnight, Sunflower.”
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      “I can’t believe you have that picture as your lock screen.”

      “Why wouldn’t I, Addy? You look so good on it.”

      Addy rolled her eyes and looked away to hide her blush. She had to admit the picture was good, but still.

      “Ma’am Addison, I may have my girlfriend’s picture as my lock screen.”

      “Don’t get all Ma’am on me, I’m just saying it could be another picture.”

      “A better picture than the one snuck up on you on our first date three months ago? I doubt that.”

      Addy groaned but couldn’t help reaching for the small of Tamesha’s back. The protest they were at was crowded and Addy didn’t want to get separated from her. Safety. Yeah, that. It was absolutely not because she couldn’t keep her hands off the cute sunflower beauty. Right.

      Tamesha chanted the slogan with the crowd, and Addy kissed her temple. As she did, she noticed someone stumbling in a back alley.

      “Sunflower, come with me.”

      Addy took Tamesha’s hand, leading the way.

      “Hey, are you okay? Do you need help?” Addy asked the woman.

      “Umm? What? No, I’m fine. Thank you.”

      Addy bit her tongue so as not to groan.

      “Look, we are nice people. We just want to make sure that you’re okay. You were having a hard time walking back there.”

      “Oh! I’m seated now. I’m just gonna call my brother to pick me up. Thank you.”

      “Can we sit with you until he gets here? It’ll take a while with the protest,” Tamesha said, her voice soft.

      The woman nodded, searching her bag for her phone. She desperately pressed everywhere, but the screen never lit up.

      “Did someone hurt you?” Addy asked.

      “Oh, just a bump, nothing more.”

      “Here, you can use my phone,” Addy said, holding her phone out.

      When the woman tried to reach it, her hand grabbed the air left and right from it. Addy looked at Tamesha.

      “Would you like some water?” Tamesha proposed.

      “That would be lovely.”

      Tamesha held one of the many water bottles she had packed for the protest, reaching for the woman’s hand and placing it around the bottle.

      “I know you don’t know us, but my girlfriend Addy here is an EMT. Would you let her check you up? I’m Tamesha.”

      “MIT? Why would I need an MIT?”

      “EMT, first responder? The folks in the ambulance?”

      “Oh! Oh… Sorry about that. I’m not from here.” The woman took a sip from the bottle before continuing. “I can assure you I’m feeling good. As soon as I can call my brother, I’ll be on my way.”

      Addy sighed, picking her own water and chugging it down.

      “But you certainly can check me out.”

      The woman had definitely tried to make it sound flirtatious, but that she was looking a good three inches above Addy’s eyes made the comment miss the mark. Addy sat beside the woman before cupping her neck, making her head slowly rotate in every direction.

      “You said someone bumped you. Did you fall? Did your head hit something or the pavement?”

      “No. No, just tripped.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Do I need an ambulance?”

      Addy didn’t see the link until she massaged the woman’s head, pushing her long red hair back and feeling the net of a wig at the tip of her finger.

      “My name is Bridget, unless you need my dead na–”

      “No need, Bridget is fine. My girlfriend here is Doctor Jones, and she loves rom-com. Isn’t that funny?”

      “She’s the doctor, but you’re the one checking me up?”

      Addy chuckled. “Yep, she’s a doctor, but not that kind of doctor. What are you looking for?” Addy asked, as Bridget rummaged through her purse.

      “My contacts.”

      “Miss Bridget, do you mean you’re supposed to wear glasses?”

      Addy closed her fist before rubbing her face. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t seen the sign.

      “Yes. They fell when I tripped. Almost blind here.”

      Bridget waved her hand in front of her face as if it was proving her point. Addy chuckled before pinching the bridge of her nose. Glasses, of course.

      “I must have left them home. I hate those. They hurt my eyes.”

      “Bridget, how did you get to the protest?” Tamesha asked.

      “By bus, but like I said, my brother will come and get me.”

      “Not unless you can remember his number. Your phone is dead, remember?” Addy commented.

      “Look, how about we get you to a coffee shop, treat you with whatever you like, and wait for your phone to charge there?”

      Bridget frowned at Tamesha’s suggestion. “Sounds awesome, but I’m here for the protest. I’m not leaving.”

      Addy chuckled, recognizing Tamesha’s will and hers to protest.

      “Fine, but you have to let us be your eyes,” Addy said.

      She helped Bridget up before reaching for Tamesha. Bridget put her purse back on her shoulder, taking Addy’s left hand and Tamesha’s right hand. Addy carefully walked them back to the protest.

      “Wait, a minute.” Addy carefully moved Bridget to her right.

      “I’m not stealing your girl. I’m blind.”

      “Strategic placement. That way, I can protect both of you.”

      Tamesha giggled, melting against her left side before kissing her cheek. Addy looked down at Bridget to make sure she wasn’t making her uncomfortable.

      “Are you o–”

      “Totally fine!” Bridget cut as she lifted her right fist before screaming. “My body. My choice. My rights.”

      Addy joined in the next chant with Tamesha and Bridget, repeatedly. The speeches started and Addy’s phone buzzed in her pocket.

      Where are you Alice?

      Incoming. She replied quickly.

      Addy led Tamesha and Bridget toward a distinguishable tree.

      “Stay here with Bridget. I’ll be right back,” she said in Tamesha’s ear.

      She made her way in the crowd, toward the makeshift podium, until she could reach Amelyn, her best friend since high school. Amelyn had become a very engaged social worker and women’s rights activist.

      “There you are. I thought you had changed your mind for a moment.”

      “Nope,” Addy replied simply.

      The speaker finished their speech, and Amelyn announced Addy.

      “Let’s now welcome, Alice Addison. Famous rescuer, but also president of Bikers for Women's Rights and Safety. Alice.”

      Addy took a deep breath. She hated those things, hated being Alice, hated speaking in public, hated that those protests were even necessary. Addy still couldn’t fully understand why it was even a necessity. “And yet so many people don’t,” Tamesha had said.

      Addy carefully stepped to the podium, adjusting the microphone up to speak right into it. She read the speech she had prepared. Slowly. Clearly. Pausing now and then. A round of applause and whistles marked the end. She screamed a few slogans for the crowd to chant before stepping down.

      “Thanks, Alice. You were amazing,” Amelyn said as she patted Addy’s back.

      “Don’t mention it. I did it for the beer you promised.”

      “Yeah, sure,” Amelyn replied with a smile.

      Addy had never been very good at lying. She went back to Tamesha, spotting the tree and hoping they were still there.

      “Addy!”

      Tamesha placed Bridget’s hand on the tree before running and jumping into Addy’s arms.

      “How did you know I would catch you? That was dangerous, Miss Doctor.”

      “You always do. You were amazing. I love you so much!”

      Tamesha’s lips crushed on hers, and Addy forgot about hating speeches. Maybe she could do more if that's what she got from them? Addy kissed her back eagerly before carefully putting her down.

      Bridget reached her arms forward, clearly trying to find them.

      “Here, here, Bridget.”

      “Ma’am celebrity Addison, I’m not a dog!”

      Bridget dramatically placed her hands on her hips, but she was still looking way off. Addy gently reached for her upper arm, guiding her to Tamesha.

      “I can’t believe you’re The Alice Addison, and I can’t even see you properly.”

      “You’ll get to see me plenty when we get you safely home and you get your contacts in.”

      “Fine, but I’ll get to change my business card to ‘Bridget, the mole rescued by The Alice Addison’.”

      “I wouldn’t do that, but you do you, boo.”

      The protest ended, everyone walking home or to their car.

      “Is that coffee offer still on the table?”

      “Depending on what you want. I was about to propose to drive you home directly. I parked my car nearby. It would be less of a hassle than calling your brother and waiting for him, but it’s totally up to you.”

      Bridget bit her lower lip.

      “How about we grab you a drink on our way to your place?” Tamesha suggested.

      “Not the same, but if I’m going to have a coffee with my rescuers, I’d rather see them.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      Addy led them to the nearest cafe, bought everyone their favorite drinks, and drove them to Bridget’s apartment building. Addy and Tamesha helped Bridget safely to her sofa and waited for her to put on her old glasses.

      “Those make me look like I am fourteen. I swear I’m twenty-eight.”

      “You look adorable. So pretty with your freckles,” Tamesha gushed.

      “Thanks. I hated them most of my life, but now I love them.”

      Bridget patted the sofa beside her, and Tamesha sat there and Addy followed. Bridget told them about her childhood in Scotland, moving to the US last year, and her job at the university’s library. Tamesha talked about her job at the university, about her childhood, and Addy eluded each question about her job. Bridget was nice enough about it, and Addy was happy that Bridget seemed interested in joining the biker club.

      “Now, that you two rescued me and all,” Bridget started, lifting her latte to illustrate the all. “Would it be weird to give you my phone number? As a friend!”

      “Well, that’s a first.” Addy scoffed.

      “What?” Bridget asked.

      “I’m usually the one giving my number to cute girls. I’ve never been asked out first.” Addy chuckled.

      “I’m no–well, yes, but don’t go say it like that. You make me sound needy, the creepy girl trying to ruin your relationship.”

      Tamesha’s laughter filled the living room.

      “You could try, but it won’t work. You could join in the fun, though, that’s what Addy’s saying,” Tamesha said before taking a sip of her caramel mocha.

      “Only if you want to. We could also just be friends like you suggested,” Addy said.

      “Can we try to see how it goes?”

      Addy lifted her shoulders and tipped her head to Tamesha, letting her answer.

      “Absolutely,” Tamesha said, an enormous smile on her lips.

      “You… don’t mind… my situation?”

      “Not at the least. We are grown-up women. We discuss our issues when we have them. You tell us, we listen.”

      Bridget blushed, the deep red almost overpowering her freckles.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          To Serve and Protect

        

      

    

    
      Bridget adjusted her breasts and fixed her makeup as she waited for her next charge. She checked the location again, making sure she got the right address. A knock on the passenger window made her jump in surprise. She rolled down the window, smiling at the young woman.

      “Hi there, I’m Bridget. Are you Amiya?”

      “Yes…”

      “Then hop in wherever you’re comfortable with.”

      Bridget pointed to the front seat, then the back seat. Amiya hesitated a moment, and Bridget knew better than to rush her. Finally, Amiya opened the passenger door, letting out a forced breath, tears running down her cheeks.

      “I’m sorry. I thought I would be okay, I thought I was ready.”

      “Take your time. I’m not starting this car until you tell me to.”

      Amiya sobbed, and Bridget offered her hand. She took it, closing her eyes and taking deep breaths.

      “Excellent. You’re doing good. I’m here with you.”

      Bridget tightened her grasp on Amiya’s hand.

      “Is this really safe?”

      “Yes. As safe as we can make it. Do you want me to explain what will happen when we get there?”

      “I don’t know… It sounded so scary when they called.”

      “Because they want you to be as safe as possible and not take any chances, but if you would rather, I can wait and explain the steps as they come.”

      “I fear missing a step. Can you explain now?”

      “Of course. I’m your driver. I drive you wherever you ask. At any point, you can ask me to turn around. When we get to the clinic, you will see a lineup of motorcycles. Alice Addison will open the door. You know of her, right?”

      Bridget still found it amusing to call Addy by her celebrity name. Amiya nodded, and Bridget gave her the tissue box.

      “She might look scary, but she’s super nice and sweet. She will lead you from my car to the clinic’s door and make sure you get inside safely. Once you step in, Alice will present you to Tamesha. She’s a volunteer, like me, like Alice. If you’d like to have someone with you, she’ll be that someone. You just say the word.”

      Amiya nodded again.

      “And when it’s over, we do everything in reverse. Tamesha will walk you to Alice. Alice will get you to my car. I’ll drive you back wherever you ask.”

      Amiya took a deep breath.

      “Okay. I can do this. We can go. Please.”

      Bridget smiled at her, sending a quick “rolling” at Addy before driving Amiya to the clinic.

      “One last thing. Would you rather go in and out anonymously?”

      “You mean with a jacket on my head?”

      “Oh! We don’t do that here, sweetie. A jacket goes on your shoulder. A bike helmet is way more fashionable. You can even pick your color,” Bridget added, pointing to the backseat.

      Amiya picked the purple bundle, placing the helmet on, but opening the face shield.

      “How do I…” she mumbled as she struggled with the robe.

      “Zipper in the back, sweetie. For now, you place it like a blanket over you. When we get there, I’ll hold it in front of you while you take care of your seatbelt, and as you get out, Alice will take care of the rest. She’ll quickly close it and hold it until you get inside.”

      Amiya nodded, letting out a shaky breath.

      “I can do this… I can do this… I’m not my fear…” she mumbled under her breath.

      “Amiya, what music do you like? Or would you rather have positive affirmations?”

      Amiya seemed unable to reply for a moment.

      “Umm… Lady Gaga, I guess…”

      “Perfect, Siri, text Addy, Lady Gaga.”

      “Texting Addy, Lady gag me.”

      “Oh no. No! Siri, no. Bad Siri.”

      Amiya giggled, and Bridget joined in. At least, that had put a smile on Amiya’s face for a moment.

      “Bridget?”

      “Yes, sweetie.”

      “If ever its bad news…”

      “We’ll go where you want, for as long as you want. The music should start soon. Don’t be scared. It’s Alice on the other side. If you don’t want any music, you can just say so and she’ll do it. I’ll be here whenever you need me. Simply ask Alice or Tamesha.”

      Amiya closed her face shield as Bridget turned the corner around the back of the clinic. She stopped the car right beside Addy, then held the robe out for Amiya to unbuckle. Amiya dove in, hugging Bridget tightly. Bridget placed the robe over Amiya as Alice opened the door and guided her to the door of the clinic.

      Bridget pulled in reverse, not wanting to get any closer to the anti-choice protesters. She parked a few streets away, waiting for Addy’s call.

      Safely in.

      Bridget smiled at her phone and hit the call button.

      “I love you, Addy,” she said before hanging up.

      She wanted to leave the line free for any communication they would need, but she couldn’t resist the simple words. Bridget picked up her E-reader and read until Tamesha’s ringtone filled the car. She refused the call and started the car, rolling back to stop by the line of motorcycles.

      Soon enough, Addy opened the car door and helped Amiya in. Bridget swiftly placed her right hand over Amiya’s face shield as the protesters moved towards the car. Addy and her biker friends were quick to form a human chain, as Bridget shifted the gear in reverse with her left hand and hit the gas. She left her hand over the shield until she safely turned the car around and was rolling away.

      Bridget opened the face shield to see Amiya’s tears.

      “You can get the helmet off whenever you’re ready, sweetie.”

      Bridget blindly reached for the tissue box and placed it on Amiya’s thighs.

      “Bridget… I… I’m not dying… I’m not dying, Bridget!”

      Amiya pulled the helmet off and picked a few tissues.

      “Yay, for the good news, sweetie! Where’s the party at?”

      “Party?”

      “For not dying, queen. Would you like a coffee? It’s a bit early for drinks for me, but I can totally get you there.”

      “Coffee sounds nice, but is it okay? Shouldn’t you go back?”

      “Babe, you’re not dying and that’s where I wanna be. Don’t worry, Alice Addison has all her angels with her. Someone else will take the next call. Hey Siri, text Addy, I’m out for coffee.”

      “Texting Addy, I’m on Katy.”

      Bridget bumped her head on the steering wheel, cursing under her breath.

      “Twice in a day! I can’t believe it. I know it’s my Scottish accent, but…”

      “Thanks, Bridget. For doing all of this. How did you even do a turnaround with your hand on my helmet?”

      “My girlfriend is a biker. She taught me how in a parking lot. Don’t try this at home.”

      “So you and Alice, um?”

      “And Tamesha. Don’t forget Tamesha.”

      “Oh!”

      “Aren’t they just the best? Angels, I’m telling you.”

      Amiya smiled as Bridget pulled off in front of her favorite coffee place.

      “Hey, Caelan. Would you mind treating my lovely friend, Amiya, here to whatever she fancies? We are celebrating!”

      They talked, drank their coffee, and ate until Amiya asked to get home.

      “Thank you so much, Bridget. Is there a way I can help, too?”

      “Always sweetie. Here, Ad–Alice’s business card. Call us anytime.”
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      “It’s party time, baby,” Bridget yelled at the top of her lungs.

      “I can believe I let you drag me here. Again,” Addy grumbled.

      “Because, ma’am Celebrity, you love having fun.”

      “Bridget, I’m way too old for dancing in a club.”

      “Grumpy celebrity lady, it’s pride, and I’m not going out without my favorite girls.”

      “Preach it, Freckles. Whoa,” Tamesha screamed. “Let’s go, Addy, please, please! Dance with us. Count it as our one-year anniversary.”

      Addy sighed, but Bridget knew she would come along. She always did.

      “Don’t encourage her, Sunflower. I’ll be a mess tomorrow. And yes, I know it’s been already a year since we found Freckles at the protest, but that doesn’t make me any younger.”

      “Tomorrow is our day off, so what do you care about being a mess? We’ll be with you, isn’t that enough?”

      “Freckles has a point, Granny. We’ll take care of your hangover.”

      Bridget took one of Addy’s hands, and Tamesha took the other. Bridget led them to the bar and ordered their favorite drinks. As she turned around, she took in the sight of them. Tamesha was wearing her gorgeous cream dress that hugged each of her curves, a sharp contrast to the dark of her skin. Bridget had helped Tamesha temporarily color her braids to the bisexual flag, pink at the top, then violet in the middle and the tip in blue. Bridget had convinced Addy to put on the suit she had brought for her. It was a roaring twenties style, black with the tiny white vertical lines, the look complete with her blonde curls escaping the black fedora. They perfectly tailored it to hug her every curve.

      “Besides, you look too delicious not to have fun, yummy Addy.”

      Addy rolled her eyes, and Bridget simply leaned against her, reaching up to her tippy toes. Addy smirked and kissed her passionately, pushing her back against the bar, a yelp escaping Bridget.

      “Drinks are ready,” Addy said, as if it was the only reason she had pressed Bridget against the bar.

      Addy placed Bridget’s drink between them, before giving Tamesha hers, then lastly picked up hers.

      “Are you gonna stay there all night?” Bridget asked.

      She was half tempted to wiggle her way out of Addy’s trap, but being held up against her felt just too good.

      “Thanks for the hair and makeup, Freckles. I’ll make it up to you,” Addy said, her lips brushing against Bridget’s ear.

      Bridget bit her lower lip to muffle a moan. Not that Addy would have heard it with the music, but they were so close, Addy would have felt it.

      “Also, the dress makes you look like the total candy you are.”

      Bridget looked down at her baby pink and blue crop top and short poofy skirt outfit. The white stars, music notes, and moon crescent dancing on the fabric.

      “You think so?”

      “Don’t make me lick you to prove my point,” Addy groaned.

      “Later? Do you promise?”

      Addy pulled back and rolled her eyes, smirking. Even in her high heels, Bridget expertly led them to the front of the stage. They danced for hours, Addy disappearing a few times, but always coming back and placing a hand on the small of Bridget’s and Tamesha’s back, before kissing their temple.

      The night ended, and Addy drove them home. Bridget faked being offended, but still let Addy pick her up princess style.

      “You know I can walk…” she mumbled under her breath, heat rising to her cheeks.

      “I know, Freckles.”

      “Then… do you… do you know I love you? And that I find it so cute when you pick up either Tamesha or me? It makes us feel special.”

      Bridget could swear she hadn’t drunk enough to be that bubbly.

      “Freckles is right,” Tamesha added.

      “Now, now. Off to bed, you two go,” Addy announced.
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      Bridget woke up before Addy and Tamesha. Her head pounded, but she had a plan for the day, and she intended to make it happen. She texted her brother as she started cooking breakfast, namely “press the start button on the coffee machine.” Eventually, after four chapters of her new read and emptying her coffee mug, Bridget was finally human enough to cook breakfast. She prepared the crepe mix, then cooked them wide and as thin as a sheet. Someone hugged Bridget’s back, and she didn’t have to look to know whose hands were cupping her breasts.

      “Smells good, Freckles.”

      “Morning, Addy. I’m cooking, be careful. How is the hangover?”

      “How can you even be up already? You were so drunk.”

      “Don’t make me use your first name. I wasn’t drunk, and you know it. I know you watch each glass Sunflower and I drink.”

      “Fair. Not drunk, but definitely acted as if.”

      “And what if I enjoy faking it? Sue me.” Bridget replied, pointing the spatula back.

      “You don’t need to fake being drunk to tell me how you feel about me, you know that.”

      Bridget groaned. “Me? Being a grown up? I don’t think so.”

      “What if you become Mrs Addison-Jones? Would that make you a grownup?” Addy whispered in Bridget’s ear, making her drop the spatula.

      “Granny, don’t joke about the ultimate ring or no crepe for you.”

      “You mean those rings?” Tamesha whispered in Bridget’s other ear as she hugged her side, placing a red velvet ring box on the countertop beside the stove. “From Addy and I.”

      “You two are unbelievable! Wait.” Bridget ordered.

      Bridget finished the last crepes before wiggling her way out of Addy’s and Tamesha’s way. She walked to her office and took the envelopes she had hidden in the last drawer under a pile of paperwork.

      “Here,” she said, giving each of her girlfriends the envelope with their name on it. “It was supposed to be your surprise at dinner tonight. I reserved a big fancy hotel, and I planned a lazy day in PJs to pass the hangover. This is what I was supposed to give the kitchen, and they would have made a super cute arrangement on your desserts.”

      Bridget opened a black leather ring box with two rings side by side, one for Addy and one for Tamesha.

      “So… Is that a yes, Freckles?” Addy asked.

      “Of course, it’s a yes.”

      Addy bent, opening her arms, and came rushing to Bridget, tackling her before picking her up. Tamesha giggled, and Bridget’s vision was blurry for a moment as tears ran down her cheeks. Addy carefully brought her down, keeping her close, and soon her lips were on hers. Tamesha hugged her back, her black hands traveling in Addy’s blonde hair as her lips pressed against Bridget’s neck.
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      Two years of meeting Addy and Tamesha and one year of being happily wed, it was finally the big day. Bridget was ready and couldn’t believe it was her turn to be the one in the car. Addy and Tamesha were already at the clinic like every day they could volunteer. Bridget prepared herself. She was happy she had a driver as the nerves kicked in. Addy had insisted that Bridget didn’t drive herself there, because with the return of the sun, so did the protesters.

      Bridget watched from the living room window, waiting for her driver. The car stopped, and Bridget rushed out, taking a second to lock the door.

      “Hey there. Thank you so much.”

      “No worries, Bridget. I’m glad I could free up my day at work to be with you today.”

      “Aren’t you just lovely, Amiya?”

      Bridget bent to hug her, then buckled her seatbelt. She noticed Amiya had went without the breast replacement that Bridget had recommended to her. Even though the cells the clinic analyzed were not cancerous, doctors had suggested a preventive mastectomy that had been done a few months ago.

      “How do I look?” Amiya asked, toying with her shirt.

      “Absolutely perfect and alive. Do you like it?”

      “Takes a lot of getting used to. I figured I could try baby steps with the people I trust first.”

      “Awww, you’re gonna make me cry, sweetie. I’m so proud of you, and I support you, whatever choice you make. You are fabulous!”

      Amiya’s smile brightened.

      “Are you ready to go? Are we going to the clinic directly?”

      “Yes, please, lady chauffeur.”

      Bridget couldn’t wait any longer. After years of discovering herself, Bridget was finally ready to ask for the hormonal treatment.

      “Would you like the anonymous kit?”

      “The helmet, most definitely. I’d rather talk to Alice than hear them, but you can keep the robe. Nothing will hide this gorgeous outfit.”

      Amiya parked beside the long line to the motorcycle, Addy patiently waiting as Bridget hugged her driver.

      “Thank you so much for being here with me today. It means a lot.”

      “I wouldn’t want it any other way, Bridget. I’ll be here for you when it’s over.”

      Addy opened the door just as Bridget closed her face shield.

      “Hey there, Freckles. Are you okay?”

      “Yes.”

      Bridget was breathless and leaned a bit more than necessary against Addy.

      “Do you want me to pick you up?”

      “No, no. Just hold me tight and don’t let go.”

      “I promise, Freckles. I’m always by your side.”

      Bridget was pretty happy that the shield of her helmet was tinted as the rush of emotion overwhelmed her. Tears ran down her cheeks as she leaned against Addy for the few steps to get into the clinic.

      The door opened, and Tamesha rushed to her other side and the three of them entered a small office. Addy pulled off her helmet, talking into the microphone.

      “Freckles, would you let me take your helmet off?”

      Bridget thought the tears would be over by then, but the support and the love in Addy’s voice made new ones. Bridget nodded, and soon Addy’s hands were under her chin. The helmet disappeared, replaced by Addy’s blue eyes. Bridget bent to place her forehead with Addy’s.

      “There, there. We are here with you,” Tamesha whispered as she rubbed Bridget’s back.

      “I love you two so much,” Bridget whispered back. “I’m ready.”

      Addy stood up and knocked on the office door to announce they were ready as Tamesha pulled Bridget against her.

      “We will always be there. Always be together.”

      At the end of the appointment, Tamesha and Addy walked Bridget out, but this time, Tamesha followed outside, and all the three of them hopped in Amiya's car. Addy hushed Bridget in the back first, quickly followed by Tamesha, before she took the passenger seat.

      “I figured you would like to cuddle a sunflower.”

      “I do. Sunflowers are warm and soft.”

      Bridget snuggled against Tamesha.

      “I’m so glad everything went according to the plan,” Bridget mumbled.

      “Which plan?” Amiya asked.

      “In third grade, we had to write about what we wanted to be when we got older.”

      “What did you write about?”

      “The happiest woman on the planet.”

      Addy chuckled, and everyone in the car joined in.

      “Where to, Bridget?” Amiya asked, looking at her in the rearview mirror.

      “As much as I’d like a dri–”

      “You’re not getting a drink today,” commented Addy.

      “I’d rather snuggle at home with my wives,” Bridget finished, as if Addy had never spoken.

      Tamesha kissed the top of Bridget’s head, and she leaned even more into her. Addy had awkwardly reached back, placing her hand on Bridget’s thigh. Time seemed to stop as Tamesha rubbed Bridget’s back.

      “We’re here,” Amiya said with a soft voice as to not disturb the peace of their little cocoon.

      “Thank you so much, Amiya. You were amazing.”

      “Just go cuddle already,” she replied playfully.

      “That’s exactly where I’m taking her.” Addy replied.

      Addy got out of the car, opened Tamesha’s door and helped her out before pulling her in for a kiss. Bridget looked at them, a warm feeling growing inside her.

      Tamesha bent back down in the car and picked Bridget’s purse. “I’ll take care of that for you, Freckles.”

      She walked to their home as Addy bent toward Bridget. She forced herself not to back down, but a squeal escaped her lips under the heated gaze of Addy.

      “We said cuddles, Freckles.”

      “Then don’t look at me like that.”

      “Like what?” Addy smirked as she carefully picked her up. “Bye, Amiya. Thanks again,” Addy said looking in the front seat.

      Addy’s hips waved, and Bridget heard the door close and the car roll away.

      “Now, now… What could I do with you, sweet Freckles?”

      
        
        THE END
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        He’s an escort.

        She’s the governor’s granddaughter.

        He’s just trying to keep his job to pay his brother’s medical bills.

        She’s trying to find a date to protect someone she loves while living a lie.

        When they meet at an elite club, perhaps they could be the answer to each other’s problems. But could the sparks that’s starting to ignite ruin a perfectly good partnership?

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        RHETT

      

      

      “Rhett sweetie, we both know you’re just not bringing in the clientele you used to,” my boss, Natalie Garner says with her fake sad doe eyes.

      “What would you like for me to do different?” I scoff. “You know I’ve put everything on the line for this business, you can’t get rid of me.”

      Her eyes flare like a bull seeing red. “I can and I will. If you don’t start bringing in the higher paying customers you were, like before. You royally effed up that last call.”

      I seethe and force myself to take a deep breath, “Please you know what’s at stake for me, you know about my brother’s condition...” I say forcing out humility despite my hot anger.

      “Oh, please Rhett don’t start with the cancer story again. It breaks my heart it really does, so I’m giving you until the end of the month.” she tells me.

      Yeah, your little black heart. I think to myself.

      “If you haven’t got it together by then don’t bother showing up. You’re just wasting our budget anyway; I’ve checked how many times you’ve used it to take trips to the hospital.”

      “I will thank you, Ms. Garner.” I say emphasizing the Ms. Then I leave before I do or say something I’ll surely regret.
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        JOSLYN

      

      

      “Darling, I hate to bring this up, but you realize next Sunday is a very important night. After last year’s debacle I just wanted to make sure you had a date of the right persuasion.” Jane Woods, AKA Governor Woods, AKA my wretch of a grandmother, tells me with sickening sweetness.

      All the while fluffing her graying hair in the mirror like a freaking peacock.

      “You mean a man?” I say popping a piece of cheese in my mouth as she watches me in the mirror and frowns.

      “Please don’t be difficult.” She tells me and I almost choke at the hypocrisy of that statement, as if she’s not the most hated woman in Pennsylvania.

      “I’m not trying to be difficult, but I thought a plus one was optional, given what happened last time, I was just going to come myself.” I tell her.

      She smacks her lips like a parent catching their kid with their hands in the cookie jar. “Since your mother is no longer with us, you are the face of the younger generation of Wood’s women. I’m afraid optional isn’t for us, we must always be seen with a pristine glow.” She says like she’s giving a freaking speech.

      “I know this is about fundraising and campaigning. I’ll do my best not to embarrass you, but I don’t want to be stuck with some stranger all night.” I sigh.

      “Oh Joslyn, it was not a request, but because I am so gracious, I will allot you some time to find yourself a date, otherwise I will find somebody for you.” She says smiling.

      “Got it.” I say unceremoniously, feeling a knot starting to form in my stomach.

      “That’s a good girl, that friend of yours Carter, he won’t do either.” She says sliding her sunglasses on and heading to the door. “Don’t forget to wear something nice dear.” she adds, and then she was gone leaving a puff of her disgusting perfume in her wake.

      Wonderful, I had a whole night of forced smiles to look forward to.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      My best friend Carter and I walk hand-in-hand into an elite club, Above the Ranks. Amethyst, the owner sees me, flashes a smile and quickly comes over to escort us to the VIP lounge.

      “Girl, I always get the best treatment when I come with you.” Carter says crossing his legs.

      “I would hope so, good old dad practically funded this place before he died.” I say bitterly. He died after one of his many nights with Amethyst’s top girls.

      Of course, none of this was in the papers, my grandmother paid heavily to have any shred of his misdeeds swept under the rug. I shudder to think what happened to the girls that were involved, but I fear asking.

      I take off my shades and cautiously scan the room, looking around at all the familiar faces bathed in the neon glow.

      “He’s new.” Carter says, pointing towards a guy in jeans and a dress shirt lounging on a leather sofa.

      “He is.” I say coolly and cautiously observe him, while Carter unabashedly eyes him up and down like he’s a piece of meat.

      “Don’t suppose he’s gay?” Carter asks leaning forward to get a better look.

      “Hmm.” I hum. “I think he’s too pretty to be straight.”

      Carter gives me a devilish grin, “Well only one way to found out, let’s go talk to him shall we.” He says gleefully.

      “Anything for you, c’mon I’ll introduce you.” I tell him.

      “How can you introduce me, if you don’t know him either?” Carter asks padding along behind me.

      I sit down casually beside the new guy, propping my head on my hand and crossing my legs. He eyes me with a quirked brow before his head spins towards my BGF – best gay friend.

      “That’s Carter,” I motion towards him, as a woman in low cut dress offers us drinks and I can’t help but notice his eyes stay on me. I take one sniffing it. Very fruity.

      “That’s nice, and who might you be?” he asks, his gaze still on me.

      “I’m Joslyn.” I tell him and wait a moment for the realization to cross his face, but when it doesn’t, I finish with. “Joslyn Woods.” I can see Carter shake his head in my peripheral. Guess I’m not as famous as I thought.

      “I’m Rhett, nice to meet you, Joslyn and Carter.” he says sticking out a friendly hand.

      “You wouldn’t be related to Governor Woods, would you?” he asks finally.

      “The one and only, I’m her granddaughter.” I say cautiously.

      “I see.” is all he says before breaking his gaze and turning back toward the stage. Must not be a fan.

      “Carter here had something to ask you.” I smirk watching him squirm uncomfortably.

      “I was just wondering, are you gay?” Carter blurts out all wide eyed and crazy looking, like he’s never asked someone out before, Rhett just laughs.

      “I’m flattered, but I don’t play for that team.” He chuckles before adding, “Don’t have anything against anyone who does though. Sorry Carter.”

      Carter sulks and heads to the bar, even though that was probably the nicest rejection he’s ever gotten. However, this new development piques my interest and I move a little closer to Rhett.

      “So does your wife know you’re here?” I ask looking at him expectantly, the gears in my mind turning because he seemed like a decent enough guy and I needed a date like yesterday.

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m not married. Besides, this really strike you as the kind of place where people’s wives know they’re here?” He says raising an eyebrow.

      Perfect. I think flashing him a smile. “Good answer, what are you doing Sunday?” I ask innocently.

      “Nothing...why?” He asks trailing off.

      “Great.” I say pulling a sharpie out of my bag and gently grabbing his arm. “You are going to be my date for a party.”

      “I am?” He asks confused as I write my number on his wrist, sensing a slight spark as I hold his hand still.

      “You are, and it’s formal.” I say standing.

      “Could I get a few more details, I might have work.” He says frowning.

      “You have my number now, use it. Cancel work, I’ll write a check for your wages. Think about it like the night off.” I say smiling slyly.

      “Do you always get what you want Ms. Woods?” He asks.

      “Not as often as you think.” I tell him standing to leave, “Use it or lose it.” I add and walk away leaving him somewhat speechless.

      He didn’t know the half of it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        RHETT

      

      

      My mouth must’ve been hanging open as she walked away. I don’t what the hell just happened, out of nowhere this chick, Joslyn Woods came through like a damn tornado and practically demanded I be her date for some party Sunday night.

      Who does that? I wonder and the more I think about it the more I realize she didn’t just demand it, she decided for me.

      I’m not one to turn down a party, and she did offer to pay for my time. That’s why I decided to go, hopeful I might be able to meet some potential clients, and when I found out she was the Governor’s granddaughter, I thought maybe my job just might be saved. She’d be a huge client to land, and that’s sort of what happened, I just don’t think she realized it.

      I wonder if this is going to make things more difficult than they already are, turning her down doesn’t seem like the smart option, not entirely sure I could have even if I wanted to.

      Part of me didn’t want to, something was there when she touched my arm...or maybe I was just imagining things. Right now, that didn’t matter though, this gig was one I desperately needed if I was going to keep my job. Which was the only thing keeping us afloat with all my little brother’s medical bills piling up.

      This event could be just the thing I need to drum up some business, I can mingle and find some new clients. Natalie would have to keep me then.

      “Sorry I know she can be a bit intense.” The guy known as Carter apologizes as I stared at her number on my wrist. “Jos really is one of the best people once you get to know her, she’s just under a lot of pressure right now.”

      “Tell me about it.” I say leaning forward and rubbing my temples.

      My eyes open and I can feel his hand on my back, his gaze still hungry looking at me like I’m his next snack.

      “All right well I need to get going, it was nice meeting you.” I clear my throat and stand up quickly, moving out from under his hand and I briefly can’t help wonder this is something women have to deal with all the time.

      “Sure, you don’t want my number on your other arm, pretty boy?” he asks, still eyeing me up and down, whatever he’s drinking clearly not helping his self-control.

      “You know I’m sure your friend will give it to me if I ask.” I say turning quickly and heading out.

      I can’t help, but wonder.

      What the hell did I just get myself into?
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      Me: What time and where should I meet you Sunday?

      Joslyn: Who is this?

      I take a deep breath.

      Me: It’s Rhett.

      Joslyn: Rhett?

      Me: How often do you do this? You just met me last night.

      Read. No response.

      Are you kidding me?

      Me: It’s Rhett. From Above the Ranks.

      Joslyn: Oh! Rhett. You can meet me there at 8. I’ll send you the address. It’s formal, so

      wear something that looks expensive.

      The audacity of this woman has me ready to pull my hair out. That damn silver spoon in her mouth makes her one of the pushiest most demanding people I’ve ever met and considering the clients I’ve had in the past that’s saying something.

      Not to mention she apparently can’t keep track of everyone she hands out her number to, which can be dangerous.

      My phone pings with another text from her, with the address and my mouth drops open.

      I know she said expensive, but the Ritz? I don’t think I have anything in my closet that damn nice.

      “Rhett?” My younger brother calls from his bedroom and immediately I hop up heading towards the sound.

      “Yeah, bud?” I say entering his room and sitting on the edge of his bed. The sight of his pale face twists something deep in my gut, unable to make the distinction if he was getting worse or if it was just my imagination and fears.

      “You working tonight?” He asks gently.

      “Not until Sunday.” I answer with a grin. “What’d you have in mind?”

      “Do you think we could have a Marvel Marathon?” He coughs softly.

      “Who do you think you’re talking to, man? Of course, we can. I have to run to the store for a few things in a bit here, but then we can start, okay? You want me to pick up some more caramel corn on the way back?” I pull out my phone to text the sitter.

      “Yes please. And maybe some root beer?” He asks looking up at me causing me to chuckle.

      “Ahuh, I’ll get the vanilla ice cream too.” I tell him, but his eyes started to close, already drifting off to sleep from his latest treatment. We both know he’ll pay for snacking like we used to on movie nights, but I can’t resist. When he’s not improving.

      If I can’t take away his pain, or ease it, the least I can do is make a few of the moments we do have together happy ones, however many we have left.
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      It had taken me a couple hours of bouncing around from one high quality store to the next before I found a tux I thought would work. I even tried a few rental places, in my defense, but I can only hope my boss doesn’t check the log till after I’ve been paid. I managed to spend the entire month’s clothing allowance on one event, but at least I’ll have a nice tuxedo if I end up homeless.

      Afterwards I made a supply run; snacks for our movie night, some necessities to cook some actual meals because, much to my brother’s dismay, one cannot live off of root beer floats and caramel corn alone.

      “He’s worried about you.” Patricia, the sitter from down the hall tells me as she watches me put away our groceries.

      “Ryker shouldn’t be worrying about anything but getting better.” I say turning toward the older woman. “I’m doing just fine; I’ll have a talk with him.”

      “I don’t think you’ll be able to talk your way out of this one Rhett, he sees things you know.” She sighs sadly.

      “What things, what do you mean? What’s he worried about me for?” I ask, alarm bells going off in my head.

      “He thinks you’re working too hard, and he’s worried about...” she pauses looking down at her fingers. “About what you’ll do when he’s not here anymore.”

      “What?” I practically scoff and I must’ve looked like someone physically smacked me. “That’s ridiculous, we’re starting a new treatment and the doctor is very hopeful.” I say, the words rushing out one after another.

      Air pulses in my ears, I can feel my heart pounding and tears sting my eyes.

      She places a comforting hand on my arm. I can see tears in her own eyes, I know she loves Ryker to, but all I feel in the next moment is hot anger. “Rhett, your brother is the strongest kid I’ve ever met. He’s a fighter if I’ve ever seen one, but you can only fight poison with poison for so long.” She says softly.

      I can feel my body tense, and I stand up straight. “I think you better get going home.”

      “Rhett, I’ve been through this sort of pain before and denial it doesn’t do anyone any good.”

      “Denial!?” I hiss. “You don’t think I know he might die; you don’t think I’m perfectly aware of that every waking moment.” I seethe, “I’m just trying to fucking stop it.”

      “I believe you’re right; I do think I better get home. Ronald will be missing me,” Patricia says with more tears welling in her eyes. She gathers her purse and walks briskly to the door, shutting it behind her with a gentle thud.

      I lean my weight against the countertop, massaging my temples with both hands. I didn’t mean to snap at her. I just wish she’d understand that he’s all I have, we’re all each other has.

      There’s no one to help me pay his medical bills.

      No one to buy him food.

      To buy him a new comic book every week to read.

      No one to be the hero he needs them to be, to hold him after treatments and tell him it will all be okay.

      “Rhett it’s starting!” He yells from the other room, even though we’ve both seen these movies about a dozen times.

      “I’m coming buddy, just getting our rations!” I yell back.

      All we’ve had for a long time was each other, just me and my baby brother.

      Ryker and Rhett.

      In it for the long haul.
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        RYKER

      

      

      It’s been a rough week, I’m beyond exhausted. Ryker had a doctor’s appointment, and they hurriedly adjusted his medication. Since then, we’ve each only gotten a few hours' sleep at a time, to say I’m on edge is an understatement, but I know I need to make things right with Patricia as she’s one of the few people I can rely on.

      I got her some flowers, another charge to my account I try not to think about. “I’m sorry for what I said... I really appreciate you looking after him tonight this could be a big breakthrough at work.” I say softly handing her the bouquet.

      “It’s been a while since I’ve got flowers.” She smiles sniffing them. “I want you to know that I’m sorry to, it wasn’t my place with everything you’re going through. It was uncalled for.” The slender woman says wrapping her arms around my midsection.

      “He knows I have to work tonight, but if he needs me, I am only a phone call away.” I reiterate.

      “Yes, dear, I know. I will take care of him. We have big plans to watch those silly pirate movies with Johnny Deep.” She says waving me off.

      “Depp?” I ask confused.

      “What?”

      “You mean Johnny Depp?” I ask again.

      “That’s what I said, honey. Now get going, you don’t want to be late.” She says ushering me towards the door causing me to chuckle.

      I shrug on the new jacket and pull on the new loafers that cost me an arm and a leg, grab the keys from by the door, lock and close it behind me. My phone pings with an incoming text.

      Joslyn: Where r you?

      Me: Heading out now.

      Joslyn: You’re going to be late!

      Me: You said it didn’t start until 8.

      Joslyn: It’s 7:15.

      Me: And?

      Joslyn: Just hurry up.

      I shake my head scoffing at the entitlement this chick has. I settle into the leather seats

      and start towards the address she re-sent me.
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        JOSLYN

      

      

      My fingers toy nervously with the leather ridges of my clutch, and my chest feels heavy like it’s about to cave in, just like it does every time I have to come to one of these events.

      I try to no avail to pace my breathing as I check my phone repeatedly. I’d told him to meet me at an apartment I rented for when I was in the city, so that we could rehearse, although I doubt any amount of rehearsing could ever truly prepare you for one of the governor’s fundraising parties.

      I get a text saying he’s nearby, so I check in with the front desk.

      “He’s a tall guy, messy brown hair.” I say biting my lip as I press the intercom button.

      “Err no miss, though I suppose it could be.” The nerdy guy at the front desk stutters out.

      “Well, what’s his name?” I sigh into the intercom.

      “He says Rhett Hallman, miss.”

      “Send him up.” I say shaking out my arms anxiously. I can’t help pacing as I wait for the elevator to rise the 35 floors leading to my apartment.

      The soft ding indicates the arrival and I turn crossing my arms across the front of my chest. Spotless silver doors slide open leaving a stunned Rhett looking around as he steps forward and I can’t help the small gasp that leaves my mouth as I admire his attire and form.

      While I knew he was attractive and would do for one date, I can’t help but think about what an unofficial date might entail.

      His hair is tamed by what looks like a slight amount of gel, the underneath of his eyes dark, matching his tux.

      I clear my throat pulling my gaze away acknowledging that he does clean up rather well.

      “Where did you get the tuxedo?” I ask in a small voice.

      “I had to look everywhere for it,” He rumbles a laugh.

      “You should’ve asked, I would have given you a recommendation.” I run my hand over the satin lapel, smoothing it.

      “Is it not formal enough?” He asks with a roll of his eyes.

      “It will do perfectly actually. I’m impressed.” I smile crossing the room to the kitchen.

      “Wine?” I ask as I pour myself a glass, feeling my nerves loosen just a smidge.

      “No, I better not. I don’t drink and drive.” He replies.

      “We’ll be arriving in a limo,” I inform him with a small laugh.

      “A limo?” His eyebrows raise in surprise.

      I take a big gulp of my wine and grab my clutch. “Only the best for Governor Woods’

      party. Come now Mr. Hallman,” I respond walking into the elevator.

      “This is the Governor’s party?” He asks.

      “The one and only,” I sigh.
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        JOSLYN

      

      

      I decide to have the driver circle the block to prepare with Rhett before we finally pulled up outside the Ritz. The driver opened Rhett’s door and it was like I watched a mask being pulled over his face. I made a mental note to ask him how he did it.

      He steps out with a small smile on his face and fastens his buttons before turning and offering me his hand. I rose slowly out of the vehicle, letting my gown fall naturally.

      It was simple long black gown, with a deep v neck and a slit to the middle of my right thigh. A thick black belt made of the same fabric cinches my waist, and my black heels wrapped around my ankles.

      I couldn’t help but admit I looked good; we looked good together. Eyes turned toward us, and people were whispering to each other.

      The governor’s granddaughter had arrived.
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      “Is that Joslyn Woods?”

      “Who’s she with?”

      “Look at what she’s wearing.”

      “I thought she was gay.”

      The last one makes my steps falter despite myself, and it causes Joslyn to narrow her eyes on me.

      Her? Gay? There was no way. Right? Not that it should matter, she’s a client. I had to remind myself. Even if she doesn’t know it.

      It was about two hours of mingling, sipping champagne and painful amounts of dreaded small talk.

      I met people I never thought I would or cared to, and I found myself admiring Joslyn’s gracious attitude despite her clearly wanting to be anywhere else.

      Senators, Mayors, Bankers and even other Governors were in attendance, it was clear anyone with a fat checkbook had gotten an invite.

      “Why exactly am I here?” I finally asked Joslyn as we got a moment to catch our breath and sit down.

      “What kind of question is that, because I needed a date, Rhett.” She said, and waved at someone across the room, a faux smile on her face.

      “I find it hard to believe you couldn’t get a date more appropriate than me, given your everything.” I scoffed, trying to keep the face of someone who belonged firmly in place.

      “Is that your way of saying you find me attractive?” She teased before returning to her blunt demeanor. “It was short notice, alright?”

      “Why was it short notice?” I asked and immediately regretted it.

      “Why so many questions?” She snipped.

      “Because if I’m going to be asked about your sexuality, I think I should know what to say.” I sniped back, causing her head to whip around so fast her long wavy hair moved over her shoulder.

      Before she had a chance to completely rip into me, Governor Woods made her appearance.

      “Darling, you haven’t introduced me to your date.” She said eyeing me with blatant disapproval.

      “Grandmother.” Joslyn said and I can see her body tense, I instinctively put a comforting hand on her spine as we both stood.

      She gave me a look of dare I say, gratitude and then they proceeded to air kiss each other’s cheeks. “This is my date, Rhett Hallman.” She says.

      “Governor Woods.” I said sticking out my hand before adding. “You look lovely this evening, and what a superb party you’ve thrown.”

      “Please dear call me Mrs. Woods, of course if you voted for me, I suppose Governor is alright.” She laughs snidely.

      “It’s wonderful to meet you Mrs. Woods.” I said and caused her laughter to fade immediately.

      “Why haven’t I seen you all night?” She asks Joslyn. “Haven’t been avoiding me I hope.”

      “Well grandmother, your guests have kept you rather busy, I didn’t think I could steal you away.” Joslyn says smiling as she runs her hand back and forth across her thigh nervously.

      Taking ahold of her hand, I rub my thumb across her palm. “We didn’t want to interrupt.” I inform her.

      “Well, I’m glad to see you made the traditional choice this time.” She snarks.

      “Oh, I’m afraid that I’m far from traditional Mrs. Woods.” I find I can’t help myself remarking, this woman is the epitome of everything wrong with this country.

      “Mr. Hallman, you look exhausted. Are you working late nights?” She asks obviously prying for information.

      “No, ma’am. You’re granddaughter just keeps me up,” I laugh causing her to gasp and Joslyn to snort before composing herself.

      “Well, I never…” She stands abhorred. “Joslyn, a word?”

      I stand, fastening my buttons. “I think we were about to head out actually. Lovely to meet you and a such a wonderful party Mrs. Woods.” I say reaching for Joslyn’s hand.

      “I haven’t done my speech yet.” She says as if it’s reason enough to delay our departure.

      “I’m sure it’s the same one as every reelection year. Have a goodnight, ma’am.” I say pulling Joslyn reluctantly away.

      “Joslyn,” She hisses. “Joslyn, so help me if you don’t get back here!”

      “Goodnight, grandmother.” Joslyn replies finding her mettle.

      Looking around as we get outside in the brisk autumn air I remark, “Now what the hell do you think the chances are we can still get the limo back?”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        JOSLYN

      

      

      Never in my life, not even my own mother, had anyone stood up to my grandmother like that. Let alone for me.

      I turn on the seat warmer to help warm my cool skin and laugh.

      “What’s so funny?” He smiles at me.

      “No one has ever talked to my grandmother like that.” I say simply.

      “Is she always that much of a, how you say, bitch?” He asks causing more laughter to bubble out of me, genuine laughter.

      “Yes, very much.” I smirk.

      “Well, I don’t see how she’s never been spoken to like that then.” He replies, shrugging.

      I don’t know why I do it. I just do and before I know it my body is moving of its own accord.

      I close the distance between us on the leather seats, pressing my mouth gently, but firmly to his lips.

      His hand moves to the back of my waist and he kisses me back. The car slowly pulls to a stop reminding me of where we are and who I’m with – or more so the fact that he doesn’t know who he’s with... not really.

      “I’m sorry,” I say softly pulling away.

      “Why?” He asks looking at me intensely, a burning in his eyes.

      “I shouldn’t have done that. We don’t know each other like that.” I answer.

      “I would like very much to know you,” he says gently placing his hand over mine.

      “I want you to know me.” I say sadly, knowing that if he knew me, he would probably be running for the hills.

      “Then let me.” He whispers moving closer.

      “I don’t...” I feel a lump forming in my throat. “I don’t know if I remember how,” I answer weakly, suppressed emotions threatening to choke me up for the first time in a long time.

      “It doesn’t have to be all at once, see me again tomorrow.” He brushes my hair behind my ear.

      “Tomorrow?” I ask.

      “Tomorrow.” He laughs. “I’ll pick you up, okay?”

      “Okay.” I say leaning against him, absorbing some of his natural strength.

      His phone buzzes violently in his pocket, signaling an incoming call. I see a woman’s name flash across the screen, and it causes me to pull away to allow him to answer. My heart shouldn’t drop… but it does, and I can feel my familiar walls going back up.

      “Shit. I’m on my way. No, no, it’s fine. I’m on my way,” he tells the woman on the other side of the line.

      “I’m sorry, I have to go,” he says to me looking almost frantically.

      “It’s alright, I understand,” I say anxiously rubbing my palm against the fabric on my thigh.

      “Tomorrow,” he says before kissing me and leaving the car.

      “Tomorrow.” I say hopeful.
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      I haven’t gone over the speed limit since the last time Ryker was admitted to the hospital, but when Patricia called to tell me she had to call an ambulance and the emergency room wasn’t allowed to tell her what was going on, I panicked and sped.

      The worst instantly rushed to the forefront of my brain. Thoughts that the cancer’s spread, the chemo isn’t working… he’s dying. He’s dying. He’s dying...

      Now as I sit by his bedside while he sleeps, with my head between my hands, waiting for answers.

      Always waiting.

      “Mr. Hallman?” A petite woman in a doctor’s coat asks me.

      “Yes,” I answer raising my head quickly.

      “Are you his legal guardian? It says here you’re his brother?” She asks looking at the chart.

      “Yes, I am his brother. I became his guardian eight years ago. Please, tell me what’s going on?” I ask her, desperation lacing my words.

      She nodded, “The sitter reported that he passed out on his way to the bathroom and because of his condition we just want him to stay overnight.” She tells me as she logs into the computer on the other side of the room.

      “Why did this happen? Was it the chemo?” I fearfully ask.

      “Uhm, yes and no. The chemotherapy has made him ill, and we believe he became dehydrated from the excessive vomiting which caused the lack of consciousness.” She informs me and I breathe a sigh of relief.

      “Have you notified his oncologist?” I ask.

      “Yes, we have, and we ran some scans as well. It appears the new treatment is working; the tumor has stopped growing. That is a very good sign.” She smiles.

      My body collapses against the chair with relief as tears spring to my eyes. God, we have been fighting this awful disease for going on a year, and I can’t believe it seems like we’re finally getting a reprieve.

      Maybe happy endings are a thing, and the world isn’t as cold and cruel as I thought.

      After the doctor leaves I find myself toying with my phone, typing and erasing various texts to Joslyn. I find myself wanting to share this small victory, this small slice of happiness with her.
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      “This is your car?” I ask Rhett as I peer through the window at him.

      “It’s a classic and don’t you dare say anything about it,” He points at me menacingly.

      “It looks like –”

      “A 1970 Dodge Charger R/T? It is. Get in.” He reaches over popping the door open with a small creak. I slide in and I sink into the leather seats and sigh.

      “See?” He says with a smirk before the engine roars to life and we start heading down the road.

      I can’t help but admire how he fills out the dark zip-up hoodie and jeans switching gears effortlessly.

      His five o-clock shadow has grown out a bit, just enough to make me want to-

      “What’cha thinking about over there?” He glances towards me, and I clear my throat.

      “I was just wondering how your night went after you left?” I ask. I was wondering, it just wasn’t what I was thinking about at the moment.

      “Amazing.” He says pulling into a parking spot downtown close to a park.

      “That’s great,” I murmur.

      He gets out of the car, jogging to my side before opening the door causing a smile to tug at the corners of my lips.

      Such a gentlemen.

      We start walking towards the park as he tugs on my cropped leather jacket sleeve.

      “You look nice.” He grins down at me.

      “Thank you,” I laugh. “I feel underdressed.” I admit as I gaze around at everyone else, in what appears to be business wear compared to my black yoga pants; tank top and leather jacket.

      “Nah, we’re just around the business district.” He explains.

      “You look happy,” I observe.

      “If I tell you something about me, you’ll tell me something about you?” He says, but it

      sounds like more of a question.

      I nod and he continues. “I’m my little brothers guardian, and he’s been battling cancer for a little while now.”

      “Oh Rhett, I’m so sorry.” He squeezes my hand, interlacing our fingers as we walk slowly.

      “Last night, Patricia, his sitter called to tell me he had been admitted into the hospital because he had passed out on the way to the bathroom. Come to find out it was dehydration, but still, it scared me, you know?”

      Speechless, I nod.

      “It made me go back to the beginning, when he was always in there and I was scrambling for money to pay for his treatments. Ryker – my brother – was scared even though he portrays nothing, but strength. That kid is amazing,” he praises.

      “When the doctor came in, I must have looked utterly desperate. She really wasn’t supposed to disclose this yet, I know that, but I think she took pity on me.” He laughs softly.

      “His new treatment looks like it’s working. I just thank God that we got this break.” He finishes sighing in relief.

      I step in front of him my arms wrapping around his neck and squeeze gently. His strong arms wrap around my waist, and he lifts me in the air, swaying us back and forth a little.

      “I wanted to text you and tell you that last night,” he says. “I just didn’t know where to start, but there was no one else I wanted to share it with.” He tells me.

      I smile so wide my cheeks hurt, and it’s such a good feeling to have, especially when I haven’t felt that good hurt in so very long.

      The twinkle of a flash comes from the corner of my eye causing me to panic-scan our surroundings. It wouldn’t be the first time someone tried to see what the granddaughter of the governor was up to.

      I look around me briefly before I chalk it up to my imagination and he sets me down slowly saying, “your turn.”

      “I’m not gay,” I say a little too quickly, and he laughs.

      “I really hope not. I’m beginning to like you, Jos.” He says jokingly. “Why the rumors

      though?” He asks seriously.

      “A year or so ago I was photographed with a girl,” I tell him causing his eyebrows to

      raise.

      “Nothing like I’m thinking, I’m sure?” He teases.

      “No.” I sigh. “The girl I was photographed with is my half-sister, no one knows about. My dad had many affairs in his marriage, and one must have ended in a pregnancy. We were getting to know each other, and we were getting close. Until we were photographed.” I explain looking down.

      “Why do they think you’re gay from one picture?” He asks curiously.

      “A picture can say a lot if you get the right one. I had squeezed her hand, and as innocent as it was, the press ran with it. And then my grandmother saw it and I told her I was bisexual to protect her. She didn’t ask to be in this world, and she doesn’t merit being thrown into mine. I don’t want her to be, she doesn’t deserve it...” I say sadly mourning the sister I longed for my whole life.

      “She was put up for adoption and ended up one of the lucky ones. A wonderful couple that couldn’t have children found and adopted her and she had everything she could ever need. She deserves to keep that. I’m glad she has that.” I finish the anguish in my voice apparent.

      “You deserve these things to Joslyn. I’m really glad we’re finally getting to know each other.” He says swinging our arms happily.
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      woke up to the smell of bacon and laughter and it brings a smile to my face.

      “Don’t wake her up!” I hear Ryker yell at Rhett before the door to our bedroom opens.

      “Happy birthday, gorgeous.” He says nuzzling into my neck from behind me.

      It’s been six months since the night I practically forced Rhett to attend my grandmothers party, and I think we both agree that it was one of the best decisions we could have made, even if we didn’t see it at the time.

      After that day in the park, less than a week later a gossip magazine came out with a picture of us on it with the headline Photographed! Governors’ Daughter Caught with An Escort? Which immediately caused a fight. Our first one, but for completely valid reasons.

      I thought he was a prostitute, and no judgement to those who are, I just felt betrayed.

      Blindsided.

      Rhett explained that he was working as an escort – not a prostitute – and he was basically. just arm candy for wealthy clients.

      He told me that it paid good money, and he needed it for his brother’s expensive cancer treatment.

      And that he did not sleep with any of his clients. It was forbidden, in fact.

      It was obviously a scandal, because – gasp – the daughter of the governor was with someone that worked a real job.

      My grandmother lost her reelection, which she blames me for of course. I don’t think it had anything to do with us, I think the people just finally saw what an awful person she is. She’s still scrambling to find another seat in a position of power.

      Ryker is in remission and thriving. He’s starting back public-school next year, and he’s excited to finally be a kid.

      Rhett and I agreed that we didn’t want to be apart, and I honestly liked his apartment better than mine. I moved in with them and since then we all haven’t spent much time apart.

      I’m still working on coming out of my shell, letting my walls down and we’re all still getting to know each other, even me and Rhett. But we’re happy, happier than I think all of us have been in a long time.

      It’s kind of hard to believe that my grandmother of all people brought us together, and it’s the one thing I suppose I owe her my gratitude for, because Rhett and Ryker were just what I needed.

      A family.

      

      
        
        The End.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Lesley Hoover

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lesley Hoover is a bestselling author, avid reader, and animal lover. From guinea pigs to dogs, she can usually be found curled up with them along with one of her favorite romance novels.

        She is an advocate for mental health, and a lover of sweets, but her biggest interests are her book collection and her animals. Lesley loves to hear from readers, and the easiest way to get in touch can be found here:

        www.linktr.ee/lesleyhoover1

      

        

      
        https://lesleyhoover.mailerpage.com/

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Exposing Her for Good by Brigitte Ann Thomas

          

        

      

    

    
    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Gross,” I muttered to myself as I looked down at the stack of mail in my hands.

      “What?” Fletcher, one of my three male roommates asked as he walked up beside me. “Has someone been using our mailbox as a garbage can again? Did the bird come back and shit on everything again? I swear to . . .”

      “No, none of that,” I said, rolling my eyes at his ridiculousness. I grabbed a particular piece of mail and handed it to him. “This.”

      “What is it?” He opened it quickly and read the contents. “A wedding invitation? Do we know Corky and Justin?

      “Corky is my cousin. Justin is one of my exes.”

      “Oh, gross,” he said as he handed it back to me. “Why don't you throw it away and pretend that it got lost in transit? That happens to mail all the time, right?”

      “I wish I could, but, unfortunately, I cannot. My mother and my aunt have both called to check whether or not I have received the invitation. If I don’t go, I will effectively be the black sheep of the family.”

      “I say embrace it. Bah! Bah! Nothing wrong with being the black sheep if you ask me.” He paused for a second to hand the invitation back to me. “Wait, is your family aware that she is marrying one of your ex-boyfriends?”

      “Yes.”

      “And they still want to make you go?”

      “Again, yes.” I sighed and tossed the invitation into the living room. “Corky has always been getting away with shit like this. My entire life really. Just non-stop asshole behavior that gets pushed to the side because she didn’t mean it that way or that’s just how Corky is, she can’t help it. Ugh.”

      “That’s . . . a lot, Marin. Wait . . .”

      “What?”

      “How did she end up getting married to your ex?”

      “Oh.” I clapped my hands together. “That’s the best part of the story. We should sit down for this, though.”

      “Oh god, am I going to regret this?”

      “Maybe, but it’s too late. You’ve already started this ball rolling, and now you’re stuck.”

      I grabbed him by the arm and led him over to the couch. I waited for him to sit down before taking a seat on the cushion beside him.

      “So, here's the story. It starts a long time ago back when I was just a kid and Corky was a young demon spawn.”

      

      Corky and I were born less than a year apart, but I was the oldest. I was the first grandchild, the first great-grandchild. The dream of my parents and apparently my entire family. So, when Corky came along, she started to see this as she grew up and started to resent me. Not them, even though they were the ones that put all their hopes on me and doted on me. She hated me instead.

      That manifested in Corky being super jealous. If I got something, she would throw a fit until she got something just as good or better. Most of the time, it had to be better to keep her from losing her shit. Her parents tired of it quickly, but they always acquiesced anyway.

      First, it was toys. Then, it was clothes, handbags, shoes, and makeup. Material things she could hold over my head to make herself feel better about my status as the eldest.

      It never really bothered me because I wasn't into things.

      But then, boys got involved. Corky and I lived less than 5 miles apart. We were in the same county, and that put us going to the same schools.

      The moment boys started to notice me, her years of lording herself over me started to carry less weight. She lost her semblance of superiority, and it ate her up. Green-eyed monster all of the time, stomping around, huffing and puffing.

      She tried to get me in trouble by starting rumors about me, telling my parents that I was sleeping with anyone and everyone, even though I was barely fourteen.

      Luckily, I had a great relationship with my parents, so they never believed her. Neither did my grandparents because I was still “the good one” who could do no wrong.

      When that avenue failed, she found a new, lower one.

      Since she couldn't get my parents or grandparents to break up my relationships, she decided to do it herself.

      If she found out that I was interested in someone or they were interested in me, she would swoop in and get them first. If I managed to get a boyfriend without her immediate interference, she would find some way to break us up and take him from me. She dumped them pretty quickly afterward.

      It got to the point where no one would even ask me out because of the toxicity surrounding us. That was how the rest of our high school careers went. No real boyfriend for either of us. I had to have a friend take me to both junior and senior prom so I didn’t look like a complete freak.

      Justin. I made a mistake with Justin.

      When I went off to college, I finally felt free of the shadow Corky was casting over me. I didn’t tell her what schools I was applying to, and I made sure to not apply to ones I knew she was very interested in.

      I met Justin my freshman year. He lived in the same dorm building but on a different floor. I was smitten. Full head over heels for this man. Maybe I was naïve, falling so hard for the first guy I didn’t have to fight to hold onto or compete with Corky to get.

      We dated all year, and it was wonderful. We were long-distance for the summer, but we jumped right back into things our sophomore year. We were together another six months before I made my fatal flaw.

      I brought him home for the holidays.

      Corky saw how happy I was with him and decided to make it her mission to break us up as soon as possible.

      I didn’t know this at the time, but she got his number from my phone while I was helping my mom with Christmas dinner. She started texting him that night.

      After the holidays, something felt off with our relationship, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      Justin was suddenly more distant. He was constantly on his phone and was spending less time with me. At first, I chalked it up to his classes. I figured he was just stressed out from his class load and was struggling to find a balance between school and our relationship.

      Things went on that way for a few months before I confronted him. He told me it was nothing. That was imagining things. That we were in college and he couldn't be with me twenty-four-seven. So, I let it go for a while.

      The night before finals, I got a text from him asking me to come to his dorm room because he had a surprise for me.

      I was so excited that I dropped everything and made my way over. His door was unlocked, so I went in like I always did.

      That's when I found him in the middle of getting head from my cousin Corky.

      He pushed her off him immediately and jumped to his feet, telling me he could explain. But she just turned to look at me with a smirk on her face as she wiped the corner of her mouth.

      I told them both where they could go, and I ended things with him then and there.

      It wasn't until later when I could finally see through my pain that I realized he must have been cheating on me with her for a while. All the weirdness, all the missed dates was because he was talking to her behind my back.

      Honestly, I cut her off after that. Blocked her on everything. I didn't even realize they had gotten together until my mom was telling me about their engagement. I'm actually surprised she could hold on to someone for so long without getting bored.

      

      “Marin, that is so fucked up. You should have a bonfire for the wedding invitation and throw her ass in with it,” Fletcher said at the end of my story.

      “My family will hate me if I don’t go. It’s not about her and him. I’ve dealt with her before. I can put up with her for a couple of days for my family. Then, I can pretend she fell off a cliff and took Justin with her.”

      “That's a lot of torture to put yourself through just to keep from making your family mad. How are they still even okay with being around her after the way she treated you?”

      I shrugged. I had asked myself that question so many times over the years that I gave up having an answer that made sense.

      “I've tried for years to convince them that she does all of this on purpose, but no one wants to believe me. I guess if they do, it means that they've all enabled her bad behavior. Or they don't believe that they could have raised such a spoiled brat. I'm not sure which. Maybe a mix of the two.”

      “Even when you caught her going down on your boyfriend?”

      “She told everyone that she thought we were taking a break. I couldn't prove that she had been working towards it for months, going as far as to set up that situation for me to walk in on.”

      Fletcher groaned and tossed his head back against the couch.

      “Maaaaaaaaarin . . .”

      “Whaaaaaaaaaaaat?”

      “This whole thing is beyond ridiculous. Your cousin, especially. But your whole family sticking behind her no matter how much she screws up your life? Heinous. Hell, your parents should boycott the whole thing and take you out to dinner or something. You don’t deserve to be forced into this.”

      “Like I said, this is the last time. Once the wedding is over, I’m coming home and forgetting that I ever had a cousin to begin with.”

      Fletcher shook his head and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “If you’re insisting on going, what you need to do is expose her once and for all. Expose her for good, so your family has no choice but to see it. And if they stick by her, you know which ones need to go on the chopping block with her.”

      “How would I begin to do that, Fletch? As much as she loves gloating to my face, I don’t think I can get her to admit anything in front of our family.”

      His face contorted as he sat there silently for a few minutes. He was either coming up with a plan or trying to get a sneeze out.

      “Set a trap,” he finally blurted.

      “What?”

      “Set a trap.”

      “I’m still going to need some elaboration on that, dude. What kind of trap? How do I manage to pull it off in a way that my entire family would see? I’m not even sure something like that is really possible.”

      “Bring a date to her wedding. If she’s really obsessed with having what you have, she won’t be able to resist trying to take your date away from you. Even at her wedding. And if she doesn’t try, then maybe she’s changed enough that the weekend won’t be a total shitshow.”

      “Who would I even bring?”

      “Who were you dating last? Do you think they’d be available?”

      “Alice, but that would be a no-go. I don’t think Corky would go for that. As far as I know, she only dates men. It would be too risky of a choice.”

      “Who was the last guy you dated?”

      “No one I would take around my family.”

      “Damn.”

      “This plan might be dead in the water then.” I sank back in the seat and sighed. The plan had only been conceived a few moments ago, but I had gotten my hopes up just a little. I didn’t realize how badly I wanted to put Corky in her place once and for all.

      “What if I go as your date?”

      His suggestion caught me off guard.

      “Fletcher, do you know what you’re saying right now? What you’re offering to do for me?”

      “I’m sure it won’t be that bad. Your entire family isn’t Corky-level off the rails, right?”

      “Right, but it’s more than just that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Turning sideways on the couch, I tucked my feet under myself, sitting cross-legged facing him.

      “You can’t just pretend to be my date. You’re going to have to pretend to be my boyfriend. We have to convince people that we are happily in love with each other, or Corky isn’t going to bother. She wants to crush me. She won’t care if she thinks were just friends. Can you do that? Can you pretend to be in love with me?”
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      “If it helps you finally take down that life-stealing menace, then yes, I can. I would do anything for you. That’s what friends are for, right?” he asked.

      “I’m not sure if that’s exactly what friends are for, but I appreciate it nonetheless. Just promise me one thing,” I said.

      “What?”

      “That you'll still want to be my friend after that circus of the weekend is over.”

      Fletcher gave me a playful shove.

      “I think I can manage that.”

      “You say that now, but you haven’t had to put up with my cousin yet. Or any of my family. I am the . . . calm, level-headed one.”

      “Uh-oh. Can I back out?” Fletcher asked jokingly.

      “Too late. You’re committed. I’m going to write plus one on the card right now.” Jumping to my feet, I raced over to where I put the mail and grabbed the invitation. Then, I ran to the kitchen to grab the pen we kept by the fridge to write the grocery list.

      I didn’t realize that Fletcher was right behind me until he scooped me up in his arms and spun me away from the counter.

      “Gotcha!” he yelled as he carried me back out of the kitchen. He carried me all the way into the living room and dropped me in the middle of the couch.

      As soon as he released me, I tried to get to my feet, but he blocked me, quickly catching me by the sides and tickling me until I was a shaking, giggling mess.

      “Stop, stop,” I cried, tears from laughing pouring down my face.

      Unlike anyone else in my life, he immediately stopped and let go of me.

      “I'm just messing with you. Mark me down. You can count on me to be your date to that witch's wedding. And I will help you take her down once and for all.”

      “Thank you,” I said after I caught my breath. “You don’t know how big of a favor you’re doing for me if this all pays off. It would be nice to have Corky off my back once and for all. I’m ready to be done with her forever.”

      “I hope I can make that a reality for you. I'm sure Corky won't be able to resist my charm, my wit, my dazzling smile, and my bulging biceps.” Fletcher went into his impression of a bodybuilder, posing and flexing his muscles for me.

      “Do I want to know what I just stumbled into?” Danny, one of our other roommates asked as he walked in.

      “It's nothing,” I said with a chuckle, not wanting to get into my whole story with a second person that day.

      “I'm just practicing my moves to charm the ladies,” Fletcher said.

      “You, charm the ladies, ha!” Danny nearly doubled over laughing. “I would love to see that, but I’m not sure I’ll live long enough to.”

      “Come on, Daniel.” I put extra emphasis on his full name because I knew how much it bothered him. “Leave Fletch alone. You're no Prince Charming. So, I suggest you get on wherever you were going before I make it my personal mission to deflate your ego for the next three weeks.”

      “Yes, ma'am.”

      “Don't call me ma'am.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      “Hm . . . I like that one. Carry on.”

      Danny left the apartment moments later, leaving me and Fletcher alone again.

      “Thanks for that,” Fletcher said, a little bit of pink in his cheeks.

      “No problem. What kind of fake girlfriend would I be if I didn’t defend my fake boyfriend’s honor?”

      “A bad one?”

      “Probably. I’m going to go chill in my room for a while. I’ll see you later, okay?”

      “Okay.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The moment my RSVP made it back to my cousin, I started getting texts from my family asking me about my date. The most eager beaver was obviously Corky, so I made sure to leave out as much detail as possible. I knew it would eat her up inside while she waited to find out.

      I kept Fletcher apprised the whole way, letting him know about every probing message that I got. I didn't even give my parents a lot of information because I knew how easily it could get back to my cousin.

      Even though my parents meant well, they couldn't always be trusted to keep their mouths shut. It was a bad collective trait in my family--one I made sure stopped with me.

      When the wedding weekend finally rolled around, the nerves finally took over. I loved Fletcher as a friend, but could I convince my entire family that I loved him on a deeper level? Could he convincingly pretend to be in love with me?

      We didn't even practice kissing, which I realized all too late should have been covered before we were thrown into the melee. Corky would not be convinced if we didn’t kiss in front of her at some point.

      We decided to get dressed for the rehearsal dinner before we drove the two hours to the town where most of my family was living in. We didn’t want to spend more than one night with them.

      As I walked out of my room in my favorite red dress with my makeup done perfectly, I found Fletcher already ready, sitting on the couch waiting on me.

      “You look . . . I mean, really, just . . . Wow . . .” he said, stumbling over his words.

      “I’ve never seen you at a loss for words before, Fletch,” I replied.

      “And I didn’t know what you could clean up this well. I got used to the hoodies, messy buns, and rolled-up sweatpants, I guess.”

      “If I wasn’t already dressed up with my hair and makeup looking just right, I swear, I would tackle you to the couch and make you eat your words.”

      “You could try, but I’m pretty sure I could pin you with ease.”

      “Another day. Are you ready to go?”

      Fletcher got to his feet.

      “Are you ready?”

      “Yes, of course.” I motioned to my makeup and outfit.

      “Not like that. Are you emotionally ready to deal with your family and your ex-boyfriend tonight?”

      “I’ll never be ready enough, but I think I have it under control. And if things get too bad, we say fuck it and get the hell out of there.”

      “Alrighty, then. Let’s go.”

      He walked over and offered me his arm. As we started towards the door, he suddenly stopped.

      “Do we want a safe word before we start the festivities? In case shit is hitting the fan and one of us needs to get some air?”

      “That's probably a good idea. Do you have a word in mind?”

      “Rutabaga. It shouldn't come up in regular conversation, so we have no chances of accidentally using it.”

      “That should work . . . as long as I don't forget it.”

      “I'm sure you won't. Not around your family, if they're as bad as you make them sound.”

      “It's not that their bad, per se. They just have some issues with boundaries.”

      “If they enable Corky as badly as you say they do, they're not that good, Marin.”

      “Rutabaga it is.”
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      By the time we were almost to the hotel where they were having the rehearsal dinner, doubt had started to creep in. Was I doing the right thing? Could I follow through with the plan? Could I make it look like I was really in love with Fletcher?

      “You look like you’re about to barf all over both of us,” Fletcher whispered in the backseat of the rideshare we were riding in.

      “I’m fine,” I lied.

      Fletcher poked me in the ribs.

      “You’re practically turning green, Marin.” Fletcher reached over and grabbed my hand, giving it firm, but gentle pressure. Then, he started rubbing the back of my hand with his thumb.

      “I don’t know if I’m ready for this.”

      “Do you think you can be ready in ten minutes? Because that’s how long we have until we get there.”

      I gripped his hand tighter.

      “We can still call this whole thing off and go home.”

      I shook my head.

      “No, that would be worse. If I don’t show up with my plus one, Corky will think that she won this one too. That I’m too scared to bring a date around her because of our past. It will just give her more power.”

      “What do you need from me before we get there?”

      “Just hold my hand. I just need to breathe through the nerves and talk myself down. I should be okay before we get there. I just need time to find some calm.”

      “Okay. I’m right here with you.”

      Closing my eyes, I tried to focus on my breathing. It was only two days and not even two whole ones. I had been through worse with my family. Especially with Corky. It was time for her to get her just desserts, and it was up to me to give them to her. No one else would.

      I could do this.

      Opening my eyes, I gave Fletcher what I hoped was a confident smile.

      “I’m okay now. I just needed a minute to lose my shit, but I’ve reigned in back in now,” I assured him.

      “I’m right here for you. No matter what. If things get too hard, you can pull the rip cord—and I won’t think any less of you.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      The car pulled up outside the hotel and let us out onto the sidewalk. I slipped my hand into his as we walked into the lobby, heading for the ballroom on the other side.

      The closer we got, the more the nerves built inside of me again. We were almost there. No turning back.
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      The ballroom was decorated beautifully, extravagantly, just the way Corky loved her things to be. In any other situation, I would have enjoyed it.

      In this situation, it just reminded me how ruthless Corky was until things went exactly her way. All the beauty and extravagance in the world couldn’t hide the ugliness that she kept behind her perfect mask.

      “There are my parents,” I said to Fletcher when I spotted them across the room. They were our first stop. “Are you ready to go meet them?”

      “Let’s do it,” he replied confidently.

      Clutching his hand a little too tight, I took a deep breath and steeled myself as we made our way toward them. I hadn’t given them a heads up that I was bringing anyone, so I didn’t know how they were going to react.

      As they saw me approaching, both dawned happy smiles. They were always excited to see me, no matter what.

      “Mom and Dad, this is my boyfriend Fletcher,” I told them.

      “Boyfriend? We didn't know you had a boyfriend. In fact, Corky called us after you submitted your RSVP with a plus one to make sure it wasn't a mistake,” my mother said.

      “Well, you know, after the way the past few years have gone, I decided it was best to take my time getting to know him before I was ready to bring him around the family. I wanted to feel more secure in my relationship this time.” It was a subtle dig at Corky that my mom quickly dismissed.

      “Pah! You still could have told us about him, young lady. It's not nice to keep secrets from your family. We love being involved in your life.”

      “It's also not nice to sleep with your cousin's boyfriend, but we wouldn't be here today if that hadn't happened.”

      “Marin Marie!” My mother gasped and clutched her non-existent pearls.

      Dad just stood there keeping his mouth shut like he always did.

      “I'm going to go get a drink.” I walked away from my parents, heading straight for the bar. I wasn't sure if Fletcher was following me or not, but I just needed to get away from my mom for a little while.

      When I reached the bar, I put in my order. Then, I felt a large warm hand on my lower back.

      I turned around expecting to see Fletcher, but instead, it was Justin.

      “Please keep your hands to yourself, Justin. Or at least keep them off me,” I snapped, not in the mood to deal with him or his bullshit at the moment.

      

      “I just wanted to say hi. Is that a crime now, Marin?” he asked, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “And where's Corky? Your lovely bride?”

      “Waiting to make her grand entrance. You know how dramatic she likes to be.”

      “Oh yeah.”

      “So, how've you been?”

      Justin had me boxed in between his body and two bar stools. The only way I could escape would be to literally push him out of my way. I wasn’t in the mood to make another scene yet, so I was stuck. Unfortunately.

      “There you are, baby,” I heard Fletcher say from behind Justin. He tapped Justin on the shoulder. “Do you mind letting me see my girlfriend? You’re kinda in the way, man.”

      “Girlfriend?” Justin asked as he turned around.

      “Yes. Marin and I have been together for quite a while now,” he said.

      I took the opportunity to grab my drink and get out of the enclosed space.

      “This is my boyfriend Fletcher,” I said. “I don't think you two have had the chance to meet.”

      “No, we haven't.” Justin looked visibly shaken.

      I had to fight to keep a smile from crossing my face.

      “It's nice to meet you, Jackson,” Fletcher said, getting his name wrong on purpose.

      “It's Justin.”

      “My bad.” Fletcher stepped around him and pulled me close. He leaned his head down until his lips were level with my ear. “Giggle and pretend like I said something sexy to you. Then, press your body against mine for three seconds and sigh. It will drive him crazy.”

      “Fletcher,” I said with a soft giggle. Then, I pressed the front of my body against his, closed my eyes, and sighed.

      When I pulled back, I locked gazes with him and gave him my best bedroom eyes, knowing that Justin was still standing there, watching every moment.

      “Rooms are upstairs,” Justin grumbled.

      “Yeah, thanks. We have one reserved for later,” Fletcher said without taking his eyes off me.

      Justin grumbled something and stomped off in another direction.

      “Thank you for that,” I said, breathing a sigh of relief. “I don’t know why he thought he could just walk up to me and talk to me like everything was okay between us when we both know what he did.”

      “He’s an asshole. That’s why. They don’t take any accountability for their actions and think the world will just forgive their misdoings without an apology.”

      “That sounds about right.” I took a deep breath and tried to let go of the tension building between my shoulders. “That was just the appetizer. We still have Corky to choke down.”

      “Then I better get something to drink now.”
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      Corky made her grand entrance thirty minutes into the party, making sure to enter with music and lights so that all eyes were on her.

      “So, that’s the wicked bitch of your life,” Fletcher said once he laid eyes on her.

      “Yes, in the human-like flesh suit herself,” I replied.

      Fletcher flinched.

      “Please remove flesh suit from your vocabulary.”

      “I will take your suggestion into consideration and ultimately reject it because I want to.”

      “Fair. But can I request that you never use it around me again?”

      “Request accepted.”

      As expected, Corky started making the rounds. She was going to make sure everyone saw her, group by group.

      “I hate to do this to you and leave you alone for any bit of time, but I need to run to the bathroom real quick,” Fletcher informed me a few minutes later.

      “If you come back and I’m missing, don’t look for me. I’ve gone to a better place.”

      “I’ll be as quick as I can.”

      As if she sensed that I was alone, I was the next victim on the Corky parade. She walked right up to me and gave me a pitying look.

      “No date, huh?” she asked.

      “He’s just in the restroom. He’ll be back shortly,” I told her.

      “Well, I’ll just hang out with you for a few minutes because I am looking forward to meeting your mystery man.”

      “I’m sure you are.” I gave her a big smile, hoping that my eyes were shooting the daggers I was trying to convey.

      Corky ignore my comment and launched into a story about how good her life was and what she had been up to since we last saw each other. Her words quickly became white noise for me. I didn’t give two shits about her life anymore.

      I crossed my arms over my chest, pretending to be paying attention to whatever Corky was bragging about.

      “Are you even listening to me, Marin?” she asked before snapping her fingers in front of my face. “You were making the dumbest faces.”

      “Whoa, I am not a dog, so do not snap at me like that again,” I replied. “Unless you want to lose a finger or two.”

      “It's my wedding weekend, and I will do whatever I want to. When it's your wedding, you can tell me what to do—but I suspect that will be quite a long time from now. Your boyfriend doesn't even seem that interested in you if he’s even real, but you're used to that, right?”

      Before I could open my mouth to tell her where she could stick her wedding, a warm hand slipped into mine. Then, Fletcher pulled me backward and turned me around until we were facing each other.

      He leaned in close, his lips nearly touching my ear.

      “I'm going to kiss you now. I wanted to give you a few seconds of warning before I planted one on you to piss your cousin off,” he whispered.

      I gave him a tiny nod and stepped closer, putting my free hand on his shoulder.

      He dropped my hand to cup my face.

      I held my breath as he lowered his face towards mine. Everything moved in slow motion as his lips got closer and closer.

      The moment our lips met, I melted into him. It was wonderful and unexpected, stoking a fire inside me that I never knew existed. How had we never done this before? If I had known kissing him was that good, I would have done it sooner.

      He wrapped his arms around me to keep me from falling as he deepened the kiss.

      The world slipped away until Corky’s aggressive throat clearing brought us back to reality.

      Breaking the kiss, Fletcher ignored her and rested his forehead against mine.

      “I missed you,” he said loud enough for Corky to hear.

      “You were just gone for a couple of minutes,” I said with a chuckle. I reached up and touched his cheek for a second.

      “I know, but I hate being away from you for any amount of time. I’ll just have to take you with me next time.”

      “Are you going to introduce us?” Corky asked, annoyance filling her voice. I couldn’t see her face, but I could imagine the look she was giving us.

      Fletcher pulled back and took a position beside me, taking my hand in his.

      “Corky, this is my wonderful boyfriend Fletcher,” I said. “Fletcher, this is my cousin Corky, the beautiful bride.”

      “Congratulations on your upcoming wedding. I bet you’re excited to marry your soulmate,” Fletcher said.

      Fighting back a laugh, I gave his hand a squeeze.

      “Yes, very excited.” Corky brushed back a loose curl, her eyes locked on Fletcher. “It’s very nice to meet you. We are all a little surprised to see that you actually exist and you’re so handsome at that.”

      “Surprised, why?” he asked.

      “Oh, you know, dear, sweet Marin has a very hard time holding onto the men in her life. In fact, it’s been so long since she’s introduced a boyfriend to the family that we thought the plus one on her RSVP card was a mistake. I almost canceled your spot, but I was so curious to see what Marin was going to do that I left it alone.”

      In other words, she was hoping that I showed up alone and had an empty spot beside me at the wedding and reception, so that everyone could see how pathetic I was.

      “Well, I’m very real. And Marin has no problem holding onto me. She’s the most wonderful woman I have ever met in my life.” He turned his head to kiss me on the temple.

      “That’s . . . lovely.” Corky cleared her throat, clearly looking uncomfortable with my happiness. “Well, I need to go mingle. The bride’s job is never done. I’ll see you later.”

      As she walked past Fletcher, she gave him a quick squeeze on his free arm. Then, she was off to annoy someone else with her presence.

      “She’s hooked!” I exclaimed quietly as I looked up at Fletcher.

      “Are you sure? She didn’t seem super interested. She was more concerned with making subtle digs at you,” he said.

      “That’s how it starts. She’s trying to undermine me and make me look pitiful and pathetic to you, to warp the way you look at me.”

      “That's impossible.”

      “I appreciate that.” I gave his hand another squeeze. “Let's go find our table and get seated before the food comes. I'm starving, and I don't like dealing with my family on an empty stomach.”
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      I was relieved when the dinner started. Our table was far enough from Corky’s that I couldn’t see or hear her—and I already needed a break.

      At one point during the meal, my dad was gone to the bathroom, and Fletcher had gotten up to get another drink.

      “Fletcher is a nice boy,” my mom said, trying to keep a conversation going between the two of us. “Why don’t you bring him around? I hate that we had to meet him like this, just having him sprung on us without even a word from you in advance.”

      “Do you want the real reason?” I asked her, raising my eyebrows at her.

      “Of course I do, honey.”

      “The last guy I brought home to meet the family is sitting over there at the bride and groom’s table with a woman that is definitely not me.”

      “Not this again, sweetie.”

      “I’m just going to get Fletcher and go. I see now that this was a mistake, coming here and thinking everything would be fine.”

      My mom reached out and grabbed my arm.

      “Please, don’t go. I’m sorry.”

      “I am so damn tired of everyone caving and catering to Corky and her feelings while I’m left to deal with the aftermath of her storm of bullshit. I’ve spent my whole life having to guard and protect things I care about to keep her from stealing or ruining them. She has made my life a living hell since we were small children, and no one has ever stood up for me and stopped her.”

      “That’s not fair, Marin.”

      “I’d say it’s more than fair, Mom.”

      “I don't know if I ever mentioned it to you, but your aunt was the same way when we were kids and teenagers and a little bit into our adult lives. If I had it, she wanted it. But she thankfully grew out of it when she realized that she was never going to be happy chasing the things that I was going after.”

      “No, you never told me that before.” The apple apparently didn’t fall far from the tree at all. It must have dropped straight down.

      “Yeah. She was a big pain in my butt for a long time, but now we're fine. We get along well, and I love her very much. I never expected Corky to turn out the same way.”

      “Then why does everyone take her side over mine? We're literally here to celebrate her betraying me and making my boyfriend her fiancé. It's sick, Mom.”

      “I'm not taking her side, honey.” Mom put her arm around my shoulders, pulled me close, and kissed the top of my head.

      “It feels like it. Everyone just let her get off scot-free for ruining my life. She took my boyfriend on purpose, and now she's marrying him just to prove that she won or something. It’s almost enough to make me want to object to their union out of spite.”

      “Let her marry him,” Mom said with a shrug.

      “What?” My mouth dropped open in shock

      “If she is only marrying him to get back at you, let her. If the relationship works out, that's great, but I don't know many marriages that started out that way and actually lasted. She's just going to end up making herself miserable, accepting a life she doesn't really want. She has to learn the lesson eventually. Maybe then, she will finally grow up and leave the messiness behind.”

      “And what if she doesn’t?”

      “Then, you can cut her out and never deal with her again. And your father and I will stand behind you in that decision.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. We love you, honey, and we will support you.” Mom patted the back of my hand. “I’m sorry if we haven’t always done a good job supporting you through this, but that stops now. I promise.”

      Tears welled up in my eyes, but I managed to hold them back to keep them from falling down my face. I didn’t want to cry at Corky’s rehearsal dinner, even though I was very moved by my mother’s words. Instead, I put my hand over hers and gave it a little squeeze.

      The rest of the evening went better than I had thought it could. Corky stayed away from me, much to my surprise, and I was able to enjoy a peaceful meal with my parents and my fake boyfriend.

      Before Fletcher and I settled in for the night, we went to work finalizing our plan for the next day. Coming Wedding Day, Corky was finally getting exposed for the jerk she truly was,
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      “You have photography experience, right Marin?” my aunt asked me as she approached me in the chapel of the church the next morning. The wedding was due to start in less than thirty minutes at that time.

      “Yeah, why?” I asked.

      “We’re having a little problem. Our videographer didn’t show up. The equipment is here because they set it up last night to make sure everything would work, but they were in an accident on their way here and are unable to make it. Do you think you can run the camera for the ceremony? It should be pretty straightforward.”

      “Of course I can, Aunt Carol.”

      “Good, good.” With that, she flittered off to do something else to help get the wedding underway.

      The plan was going to go off smoothly. I just knew it.

      As I took up my position, I knew Fletcher was elsewhere in the church putting his part of our plan into motion. All he had to do was be alone, and she would find him. Corky was like a man-seeking missile.

      “Have you seen your cousin? She disappeared ten minutes ago, and no one has been able to find her,” Dad said as he walked up to me a couple of minutes later.

      “I can look for her, yeah.” With the camera still in my hand, I turned to leave the chapel. I had a good idea of where my cousin was. It was wherever Fletcher was, and we had already picked that place out ahead of time.

      “Why are you taking the camera?” he asked. “Shouldn't you leave that here?”

      “I was put in charge of the recording, Dad. If I leave it here and something happens to the camera while it's out of my sight, I will never hear the end of it. And I might be responsible for replacing it. I don't want to accidentally ruin Corky's day. Besides, it's off right now.”

      “That makes sense.”

      I really hated lying to my dad. He was the only one who was at least partially in my corner all of the time even though he usually held his tongue in the moment, but I couldn’t let anyone catch onto the plan. If it was ruined, all of the scheming and lying would be for nothing—and I would still have to deal with Corky and her bad attitude and one-upmanship for the rest of my life.

      It was almost over. It was almost done.

      Fletcher shot me a quick text to let me know where he was and to inform me that Corky had taken the bait. I needed to get there quickly if I was going to catch it.

      As soon as I reached the room, I clicked the camera on and cracked the door just enough to see into the room.

      Corky and Fletcher were inside, standing just a few feet apart.

      “What are you doing, Corky? Shouldn't you be finishing getting ready for your wedding?” Fletcher asked.

      “I've got some time,” Corky said. “Besides, I wanted to see how you were doing today.”

      “Why? We hardly know each other. And you have more important things to be worrying about today. I should be the least of your concerns.”

      Stepping forward, Corky put both of her hands on his chest and leaned in.

      “It doesn't have to stay that way. We can get to know each other real quick right now if you want to.”

      Fletcher removed her hands from his chest and took a step back.

      “I'm here with your cousin, Corky. We're together.”

      “So? That's never stopped me from going after something I want.”

      “I love Marin.”

      “That's what they all say until I'm going down on them. Then, the only name they're saying is mine.”

      Corky went to her knees in front of him, leaned forward, and reached for his zipper.

      “I don't want this. I'm in love with Marin, and there's nothing you can say or do to change that.” Fletcher covered his zipper with his hands to prevent her from opening his pants and touching him.

      “Just give me one chance to show you the things that I can give you that she can't. You'll never want to go back to her after you've had a taste of me.”

      “Corky, seriously, you have to stop this. You're about to get married. What about your fiancé? Don’t you love him? What would he think of what you’re offering to do right now? In your wedding dress, no less.”

      “Things were more fun with him when I knew it was crushing Marin to see us together. I'll probably still marry him, but that won't stop me from going after whatever she has and showing them better. No one deserves to have to settle for someone like her.”

      I wasn't concerned about Fletcher's resolve because I knew he wasn't going to give in to her, but I decided it was time to intervene before she managed to get his pants open and embarrass him in front of everyone.

      Jerking the door open as loudly as possible, I stood there feigning shock and anger.

      “Corky! What in the hell are you doing?” I asked.

      She quickly got to her feet and faced me.

      “He asked me to. He came onto me,” she lied. “I wasn’t really going to do it.”

      “We all know that's not the truth.” I wiggled the camera in my hand. “I saw everything from the beginning. You’re not fooling me.”

      “If you show that videotape to anyone, I mean anyone, I will lie and make you look like the bad guy again.” Corky paused and contorted her face until she bore a visage of innocence. “It was all Marin's idea. She was worried that her boyfriend liked me better like most of her exes, and she wanted me to test his loyalty to her. I didn't do anything wrong. I wasn't going to do anything with him. It was all fake.”

      “That doesn’t work anymore. We’re not kids, Corky. You’re a grown-ass woman still making shitty decisions because you always want what I have for some reason.”

      “Yeah, right. How many times has your mother believed me over you? How many times has she or my mother begged you to forgive me because of a misunderstanding? I got away with it then, and I’ll get away with it now. I’m about to marry someone I stole from you on purpose. Face it, sweetie. I will always win.”

      Corky looked at the camera the entire time.

      I had to fight back a response. I knew and Fletcher knew that the whole church had just seen everything, including Corky's threat. There is no way she was going to be able to get out of it this time.

      I had hard evidence and testimony right from the horse's mouth.

      Corky brushed by me, making sure to hit me hard with her shoulder.

      As she walked past me, I turned the camera off.

      “Do you want to go out there and see the shit hit the fan?” Fletcher asked as he walked out of the room.

      “I actually don’t. If that’s not enough to convince people to see my side of things, nothing else will. They will call me when and if they’re ready to apologize. But I’m officially done with this whole thing.”

      “So, we can go?” he asked.

      “After I do one thing,” I said.

      “What?” Fletcher looked at me puzzled.

      Walking forward, I wrapped my arms around the back of his neck and pressed my lips to his, kissing him deeply and passionately for several moments.

      “Who was that for?” he asked when I finally pulled back.

      “Me. You. Us. Fletch . . . I . . . Well, I guess I realized that I . . .”

      Over the past few days, I had come to realize that I was in love with him. Watching him deal with Corky had my heart racing. Not because I thought he would give into her, but because I had never had someone stand up to her for me.

      “I'm in love with you too, Marin. I suppose I have been for a while now, but I didn't allow myself to see it because we were such good friends and roommates. But pretending to be your boyfriend, getting to hold you and kiss you last night. I recognized that I was already in deep” Fletcher wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close. “I love you, Marin.”

      “I love you too.”

      Fletcher leaned his head down and gave me a sweet, gentle kiss.

      “Does this mean that you want to be my girlfriend?”

      Tossing my head back, I laughed.

      “Yes, now let’s get out of here before Corky comes back and tries to rip my head off for ruining her wedding.”
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      Joss Herndon clattered into the apartment she shared with her best friend Mike Morris and threw her laptop bag on the sofa.

      “What the hell! You nearly knocked my head off,” grumbled Mike, rising like a phoenix from the ashes of his favorite blanket.

      “I didn't see you there,” said Joss. “I didn't expect you to be home.”

      “And I didn't expect you to be home so soon,” replied Mike, stressing the last word. “Apparently, this was not the most successful date in the history of dates.”

      “No, it was not,” sighed Joss as she settled into the well-worn armchair that had followed her from apartment to apartment since her student days. “Do you want all the gory details, or will you settle for the tl;dr?”

      Mike reached for the bowl of popcorn on the coffee table. “I think I'll need this,” he said. “I was going to binge watch that new series, but this sounds much more interesting.”

      “Believe me, it isn’t,” said Joss. “Although he managed to get my name wrong seven times. I counted.”

      “Oh, really?” Mike’s posture straightened up and he leaned forward. “How’d that happen??”

      “He has a ninety-two-year-old aunt named Joyce. So that’s what he called me. Joyce. Not Joss. Not even Jocelyn. Obviously, I reminded him of a ninety-two-year-old.”

      “I always said you were an old soul,” said Mike, as he passed the popcorn to Joss.

      “You put that fake powdered cheese on it, didn’t you?” Joss wrinkled her nose.

      “I didn’t realize I’d be sharing,” said Mike defensively. “I can make more,” he added in a burst of chivalry.

      “No, I'm fine,” said Joss, in the tone she used when she was not in the least bit fine. “We had wings.”

      Mike reached for his phone. “Wings? That’s not what I consider a proper dinner. In thirty minutes, we could be dining on the finest pizza that money can buy, and I even have a coupon. In thirty-one minutes, it could be free pizza. Is that an offer you can refuse?”

      “I’m not really in a pizza mood,” said Joss, pretending to mull over Mike’s offer. “I'm more in a take-a-long-bubble-bath, have-a-large-glass-of-wine, and retreat-to-my-bedroom-where-I-can-wallow-in-self-pity kind of mood.”

      “All we have is a few tablespoons of wine left over from the Boeuf Bourguignon experiment, and in case you've forgotten, we don't actually use the bathtub for bathing because it never looks clean no matter how long we scrub it. All you have is me.” Mike waggled his eyebrows. It never failed to make Joss laugh.

      Joss rolled her eyes, but she was grateful that Mike cared enough to try to cheer her up. Maybe The Other Apartment had a soaker tub.

      “If it doesn’t work out with The Other Apartment, are we gonna have to live in a refrigerator box?” asked Joss.

      “Maybe, but it’s one of those side-by-side fridge-freezer models,” said Mike with a wink. “They’re the double-wide version of fridge boxes. Very swanky.”

      “No thanks. I'll settle for my room. In fact, I might retreat there just now.”

      “Not so fast,” said. Mike. “Was there anything else after the name screwup? You can tell me, Joyce.”

      “Of course, there’s more,” sighed Joss. “He insisted on ordering for me. I wanted the Blazing Inferno wings, with extra blue cheese. Instead, he got me honey-mustard wings, with ranch. I hate ranch.”

      “Yeah, I know,” said Mike. “You rank it just below powdered cheese on popcorn. When did you become a food snob?”

      “Blame it on my mom,” said Joss. “She insisted on making our baby food from scratch. Everything was organic. She has a lot to say on the subject.”

      “I heard all about it at your sister’s baby shower,” said Mike. “Another time, though.”

      “Yeah, we all know that day will never come.” Joss grinned. “Mom loves you. She wouldn't insist you cone for Thanksgiving every year if she didn't. It's a very exclusive invite.”

      “And it has nothing to do with the fact that I bring my nana's legendary pumpkin pie every year, does it?”

      “Nothing whatsoever. I can’t help it if my family loves you.”

      It was true - Joss’s family had practically adopted Mike.  Ever since his parents had retired to Costa Rica, he was expected to show up at the Herndons’ for Thanksgiving, Christmas, Easter, 4th of July, and family birthdays. He even had a Christmas stocking, which would be hung on the mantle alongside Joss’s in case he didn’t go to his parents over the holidays.

      “In the meantime, I think you're holding out on me. I need more details about this terrible date. Did it qualify for Am I The Idiot?”

      “You’re really enjoying this, aren’t you?” Despite her aversion to powdered cheese, Joss reached over and grabbed a handful of popcorn. “This isn't as nasty as I remembered,” she said as she crunched. “As for the date, I’ll give you the highlight reel. Strike One: He got my name wrong. Strike Two: The ranch dressing. But the straw that broke the camel’s back was when he asked me if I had to use the washroom before we left.”

      “So basically, he couldn't make up his mind whether you were a 92-year-old or a three-year old.” Mike was surprisingly gleeful for someone commiserating with his best friend.

      “Yeah. And before you even ask, there will be no second date.” She turned her attention to the TV, the one they’d bought on Black Friday while still full from Thanksgiving dinner.

      “What are we watching?”

      “That zombie lawyer show,” said Mike. “I didn’t make it past the first 15 minutes. I don't get the hype.”

      “Me neither,” said Joss with a semi-fake yawn. “I’m gonna pack it in. See you tomorrow.”

      Instead of going to sleep, or even going on her favorite subreddit, Am I The Idiot, Joss opted for cardio-level tossing and turning. Ever since their landlord had given them 90 days to get out of their apartment, she'd been obsessed with housing. It was renoviction, pure and simple, an “opportunity” for the landlord to install engineered hardwood and subway tiles and hike the price of the apartment up by almost 100%.

      Mike and Joss had been model tenants, paying the rent on time, refraining from hosting wild parties, and even making minor repairs on their own. To avoid looking like a mustache-twirling villain, the landlord offered them another apartment amongst the many that he owned in their college town. The only problem was that it was a one-bedroom unit. If Joss and Mike were going to continue living together, they would need two bedrooms unless something drastically changed.

      And there it was. The elephant in the room. Ever since college, Joss had had a crush on Mike. She'd nurtured it the same way her mother tended her orchid plants. But she knew that, despite his keen interest in her dating life, Mike had assumed she had permanent resident status in the Friendzone. There were lines that they couldn't cross.

      Which is why they’d come up with The Pact. One night, after way too many IPAs, Mike and Joss decided that if they couldn’t find a suitable apartment, they’d take the one-bedroom unit and find a way to make it work. This meant that one of them might have to sleep in the living room on a futon, an arrangement that was guaranteed to put a permanent damper on either of them having an intimate life.

      Or they could pay their friend Geoff to come up with a solution. Geoff had lived in Manhattan, where space was a valuable commodity, and he’d once built a temporary wall using bookshelves from IKEA. But this meant that each of them would have a bedroom roughly the size of a sleeping compartment on a train. Joss wouldn't have minded the lack of space except for the fact that she would have nowhere to put her clothing. Not that she was a fashionista, but she wasn't exactly a minimalist, either.

      Mike was doing his fair share of tossing and turning. Why did their apartment need renovation, anyway? Certainly, there were places that still had knob-and-tube wiring. Turquoise toilets and sinks were funky in a retro kind of way, and maybe the whole “building code” thing was a scam from Big Construction.

      Mike realized how ridiculous he sounded, even to himself. He didn’t care. He’d take the renovated apartment and be happy with it, even if it killed him. He hoped they could work it out under their current arrangement, because once they crossed that line, there would be no turning back, and if things didn’t work out, he’d be in danger of losing his best friend.

      If things didn’t work out. That was a Big If, big enough to qualify for Am I The Idiot. He could only imagine what the gang of regulars would say. The comments would be savage, and there’d probably be a pop-in from some “celebrity” wanting gift cards so they could finance an upcoming project. Once, the scammer pretended to be Michael Jackson and ended the request with “Hee Hee”. That had Mike and Joss laughing for days.

      There was one more possible outcome, though.

      What if things didn’t not work out? It wasn’t impossible, after all…

      Mike allowed himself the luxury of contemplating this the next morning as he made his coffee.  As he reached for the 10% cream, he noticed for the nine-hundredth time that the fridge was filled with different flavored creamers, all Joss’ choices. Mike didn’t see the need for Peppermint Candy Cane coffee, but it made Joss happy.

      Mike relied on Joss for a lot of things. Without her, how would he know when it was Pumpkin Spice season and when it was time to switch over to Peppermint Candy Cane? Without Joss’ expert guidance, would he buy parsley, or would he mistakenly come home with soapy-tasting cilantro? And who would he share half-price candy with on February 15, when the closest they’d come to a Valentine’s Day treat was the generic candy that well-meaning co-workers passed around?

      “This is crazy,” he thought as he stirred plain half-and-half into his Star Wars coffee mug. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

      Joss came into the kitchen, selected a coffee pod and grabbed a bottle of creamer from the fridge.

      “You never empty the coffee maker,” she groused as she extricated Mike’s used pod from the coffee maker and tossed it into the recycling canister. Then, she started to brew that all-important first cup of the day.

      “Be grateful that I’m only semi-feral,” said Mike, trying to ignore the fact that Joss had just come out of the shower. He could smell her vanilla-citrus body lotion, and he could imagine her auburn locks tumbling down past her shoulders in perfect waves from under the towel. He knew that her hair was still damp, and he’d have to listen to her blow dryer whining like a locomotive’s whistle for a good ten minutes. He didn’t care. It was part of what made Joss who she was.

      While Joss was busy with her morning beautification ritual, Mike made their lunches. As he layered ham and provolone on ciabatta buns, he allowed himself to contemplate a future in which he had to make four lunches every day – two adult lunches and two kiddie-sized meals, packed into lunch boxes featuring the most popular cartoon characters.

      The blow dryer’s wail stopped abruptly. Joss ran into the kitchen, frantically waving her phone.

      “What's wrong?” asked Mike. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost!”

      “It’s worse than that. We’ve been summoned to the big box hardware store to select finishings for the apartment. What the hell, Mike? Did we even commit to taking the apartment? We’re in it up to our eyeballs. What are we going to do?”

      “We’re gonna go for the subway tile,” said Mike blandly. “It's timeless. It’s classic. And it's not mermaid tile. Not a fan of the mermaid tile.”

      “You’re missing the point,” said Joss as she pulled her hair into a ponytail. “It's not about the mermaid tile, or the subway tile, or even the Moroccan tile. Not gonna lie, I love me some Moroccan tile. But once we commit to tile choices, we've kind of committed to the apartment. I mean, it would be a great place if we were a couple. But we're not, are we?”

      “We’re a couple of somethings,” said Mike, making the time-honored L gesture in front of his forehead. “Look at us, Joss. We’re adults, at least that’s what our IDs say, but we’re stuck in a rut. No home ownership, no kids, no dog, not even a goldfish. So what exactly does that make us?”

      Joss grabbed her lunch bag from the counter. “I’m not exactly sure. But we have to be downstairs in five minutes. Maybe it's better to avoid having an existential crisis in front of the carpool gang.”

      She paused, waiting for Mike to acknowledge that timing was important. As soon as he nodded, she continued, “Here’s what we should do. We’re gonna pretend we’re normal people, and after work, we're going to go to the hardware store and pick out tiles. Because that's what adults do. And we are adults, at least in theory.”

      The day sped by, to Joss's delight. Even the photocopier, the bane of her existence, didn’t give her any grief. The weather was nice enough that she was able to eat lunch outside on the quadrangle, which gave her a chance to do some people-watching and some thinking. As she observed the students and faculty chatting on the benches or playing Frisbee on the lawn, she thought for the thousandth time about how fortunate she was to work in this environment.

      Joss had great friends, a supportive family, and most importantly, she had Mike. She had to admit that he was easy on the eyes, with his shaggy brown hair, neatly-trimmed beard and, not to be too shallow, his muscled back and shoulders. Mike was in charge of setting up the conference rooms at the university, which meant that he spent his days moving dollies full of folding chairs from one place to another. He was in line for the supervisor’s gig when the current guy retired, and Joss knew he’d excel in the new position.

      Most importantly, he was her rock, her tower of strength, someone she could lean on in times of crisis. Not that she had any current crisis, other than the apartment, which was probably more of a situation than a crisis. Nor had she had any crises in the past, for that matter. But she was sure that Mike would be very helpful if any popped up.

      The plan was to meet after work at the pizza place, and then head over to the hardware store, which was a few blocks away. Over pepperoni pizza, Joss and Mike rehashed the events of the day. Joss got to hear all about the orientation meeting for the new room-booking software, and Mike weighed in on the etiquette of people who wanted help from the Admissions office but couldn't get off their phone long enough to make eye contact. They split the bill and got bottles of water to go at the cash. Choosing tile was thirsty work.

      Their landlord, Matthew Lambert, was already there. He'd arrived a few minutes early because he wanted to have another look around. Mr. Lambert admitted to watching more than his share of HGTV makeover shows, and ignoring genetics, fancied himself as the third Property Brother. This was almost as good as being the fifth Beatle. Almost.

      Joss and Mike, being not only polite, but also in the one-down position, had no choice but to let Mr. Lambert ramble on and on and on. By the time he'd expounded on the differences between engineered hardwood and luxury vinyl plank, Joss had had enough.

      Pasting a bright smile on her face, she said chirpily, “Let's get down to business. I can't wait to put this look together. It's just like being on a TV show, isn't it, Mike?”

      Mike's fake smile was accompanied with what Joss called his “crazy eyes”. The look had been inspired by Ozzy Osbourne back in the day.

      “I’m ready for my close-up, Joss,” he said. Mr. Lambert may not have noticed his over-enthusiastic tone, but Joss certainly did.

      It only took fifteen minutes to choose the flooring, the faucets, the bathroom tiles, the budget-friendly laminate countertop, the backsplash, and a new vanity. Then, they were treated to the sight of Mr. Lambert taking out his credit card and paying for everything, even though a few of the choices were not the least expensive option.

      “This is going to work out well,” said Mike, uncharacteristically devoid of snark. “We’ll have a wonderful new apartment, with everything done to our taste. I really appreciate everything you’re doing for us, Mr. Lambert.”

      “Anything for a young couple like you,” said the landlord beatifically. “I remember when the missus and I were in your position. We didn’t have a lot of choices. Except each other,” he added hastily. “That was the best decision we could have made. Forty years later, we're still going strong. Which is why we’re so happy to pay it forward to the two of you.”

      Joss and Mike exchanged glances. Was this a good time to tell him that they weren't really a couple? Probably not. It was beginning to look like a bad sitcom from the 70s, but the only thing they could do was to play along.

      “Now, we were thinking of putting a Murphy bed in the living room because we know your folks live in Costa Rica.” Mr. Lambert smiled directly at Mike. “They will probably be coming to visit, and you'll need a decent place to put them up. It’s a good time to take a tour of the apartment. Do you kids have a few minutes?”

      “We can make time,” said Mike. “Might as well get it over with,” he whispered to Joss.

      “Sounds great,” said Joss. “Maybe we can take the samples with us and get an idea of how it will look once it's finished.”

      “Capital idea,” said Mr. Lambert, who’d apparently also watched his share of cozy British detective shows. “It's so nice to have a couple who are both on the same page.”

      The apartment was stripped down to the bare bones, so the finished product couldn’t viewed, but it had huge windows facing a park and the kitchen was going to have an island. Mike and Joss couldn't help but agree that moving here was a good idea.

      “It's like a condo,” said Joss, awed by the possibility of a significant life upgrade. She kept repeating this, even after they were home. “I've never had this much input into a house in my life. And to think, we're just going to be renting!”

      “Not so fast there, Joss” said Mike. “One of us has to be okay with sleeping on a Murphy bed. You know that I have a bad back. And what about overnight guests? How would that work with a Murphy bed in the living room?”

      “It's very logical,” said Joss. “Obviously, we have to become a couple.”

      Before she could giggle, indicating that this was a joke, Mike jumped in.

      “Are you serious, Joss? Becoming a couple because of subway tile? Sorry, but that isn’t enough to keep me.”

      “What about the vanity? You liked the basin.”

      Joss imagined herself as a latter-day Shirley Temple, adorably tap-dancing around the facts. If all she could come up with was the fact that the bathroom vanity had a nice basin, maybe they had no foundation as a couple. She wondered if she should cut her losses and move on. Or in this case, move out. She would have a month and a half to find a new apartment. The writing was on the wall, and no amount of shiplap would cover it up.

      “Obviously, I was kidding about the couple thing.” Joss fake-laughed, but Mike wasn't buying it.

      “Why don’t I believe you?”

      Mike was beginning to sound like the smarter of the two detectives in their favorite police procedural.

      “Why would I B.S. you? What's in it for me?”

      “You get the basin of your dreams. And by the way, I wanna know when you started dreaming about basins. It doesn't really matter what they look like if you're going to spit toothpaste into them.”

      “Good point,” mused Joss. “I hadn't thought of it that way.”

      “And that's why you need me,” said Mike triumphantly, glossing over the fact that he had just contradicted his entire argument.

      “We've established that fancy sinks aren’t a necessity, but your unique brand of homespun wisdom is. So where do we go from here?”

      “We could try to watch that zombie show,” said Mike. “Maybe I’ll hate it less if I watch it with you.”

      “I doubt it,” said Joss. “It’s like that Kenny Rogers song. You gotta know when to pack it in, know when you’re done. I'm paraphrasing, of course.”

      “I know,” said Mike. “I've done the song at karaoke so many times that I know all the words without even needing to look at the screen. Another reason to keep me around, by the way.”

      “We're developing quite the list, aren't we?” Joss could feel the muscles of her face relaxing. She plunked herself on the couch in her usual spot, grabbed the remote, and scrolled over to her favorite streaming service.

      “We could watch a food truck contest,” she said. “Pretty sure it's zombie-free.”

      “And now you're making me think of what a zombie food truck contest would be like,” said Mike as he took off his shoes. “Yikes! It's a bacon mac and cheese challenge! How is Viva Los Vegans going to handle this?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The next morning, to the untrained eye, nothing had changed. Mike made lunches while Joss showered, they engaged in small talk about what the day had in store for them and confirmed their arrangements to meet at their favorite pub because it was Burger Week and it was their civic duty to taste as many of the entries as possible.

      Again, the workday flew by. Mike and Joss arrived at the pub slightly after 5:00 PM. It was well into Happy Hour, and they celebrated with the House IPA. This was the same beer that had gotten them into trouble originally. If not for the influence of the delightfully hoppy beverage, they would never have come up with The Pact. Then, instead of each of them ruminating about what it would be like to live in the shiny new apartment with the other one as a couple, they'd be involved in the much more sensible activity of packing their possessions and hiring movers. Instead, they were spinning their wheels.

      Because of their inertia, they found themselves locked into a lease that they had no intention of signing in the first place, for an apartment that would be one bedroom smaller, yet a hundred dollars more expensive than the one they currently occupied. Worst of all, there was the dreaded Murphy bed. Which one of them would get the dubious pleasure of claiming it? And how would this be decided? Arm wrestling? Rock, paper, scissors? Or would they resort to the ultimate decision-maker, Heads or Tails?

      At this point, it didn't matter. The damage had been done. And they couldn't have an open and honest discussion in the presence of their friends. Not with music blaring in the background and a large platter of nachos staring them in the face. The nachos weren’t the worst idea, mind you. They would mitigate the effect of the alcohol and keep everyone out of trouble. At least, that was the theory. But Tanner, who worked in the Print Shop, had just gotten a promotion, and insisted on buying rounds. No matter how hard they tried, Mike and Joss couldn't say no. So they took occasional sips of beer, played a few games of pool to keep themselves from overindulging, and focused their attention on the Champy Burger, named after the legendary monster that lived in Lake Champlain.

      “You're going to regret having that fourth beer, Tanner,” said Mike as the burgers arrived. They lived up to their reputation of being monstrous, boasting two patties, three kinds of cheese, caramelised onions, homemade barbecue sauce, candied bacon, onion rings and fried pickles on a brioche bun, held together with a steak knife.

      “Definitely not for delicate appetites,” said Joss as she lifted the burger and attempted to find an angle in which she could bite into it without slobbering. It didn’t take long before she’d abandoned all hope of ever being able to eat her burger without a knife and fork. Tanner demonstrated the hunching posture used on taste-and-travel shows, to great applause. Everyone toasted Tanner, not only for his promotion, but for being able to eat the burger without having it deconstruct itself in mid-air. It was a thing of beauty.

      After the video was posted on social media, making sure to tag the restaurant, it was time to get down to the serious business of eating. The group was relatively silent as they plowed through their burgers, except for the sound of chewing and the occasional comment.

      By the time they got home, neither Joss nor Mike had the energy to do anything. They plopped on the couch in unison, not even reaching for the remote.

      “Well, I guess we won't be having an evening snack,” said Joss.

      “Yikes! I don’t want food,” said Mike. “Joss, I think we should talk.”

      “About what?” said Joss in an alarmed tone. “What do we need to talk about? We just spent two-and-a-half hours talking, mostly with our mouths full.”

      “That burger was a winner, wasn’t it? But we’ve already talked about the burger. At length. I think we should talk about us. Here’s the deal, Joss. I did the math and If I had a dollar for every comment that Tanner made about us being a couple, I could have bought three more rounds. Which, by the way, we certainly didn't need. I think I only took a sip from the last couple rounds.”

      “Don't worry. They probably poured it into their pitchers. Never order the pitcher.” Joss shuddered and continued. “Seriously. This whole couple thing is weirding me out. I’m afraid my choices are moving back with my parents or being folded up in a Murphy bed. Neither of those are viable options, by the way.”

      “So what is a viable option, Joss? There are people who are lower than me on the dating food chain. And I think you've gone out with every single one of 'em. How could that be worse than you and me road-testing a relationship?”

      “Well, that's a ringing endorsement if I ever heard one.” Joss rolled her eyes. “Hook up with me! I'm probably not the worst person you've ever dated!”

      “Not funny,” grumbled Mike. “Seriously, not funny.”

      “Well, if it's not funny, by definition it's serious,” said Joss. “And I'm still not buying what you're selling. Maybe because I remember the cavalcade of women you've brought home. For example, Katie.”

      “Oh, God, not Katie again!”

      “That's exactly what I said the second time I met her. I was too polite to say anything until she started to recruit you for that multilevel marketing cult. Then I had no choice but to step in for your own good.”

      “And I will be eternally grateful to you,” said Mike. “I thought she wanted to take me to a twelve-step meeting, and I would have supported her all the way. I have so much respect for people in recovery. But it wasn’t that kind of meeting. I couldn’t bring myself to guilt-trip all my friends and family into buying overpriced products. And while we’re on the subject of overpriced, we have an expensive apartment that we have to make a decision on. Once we committed to the subway tiles, we all but signed the lease. All we need to do is to become a couple and it’s a done deal.”

      Joss sat bolt upright.

      “Because going from zero to sixty in two minutes is really my style. You know how I feel about you, Mike, but you're pushing me into making the most important decision of my life. And the problem is that I would normally run my big decisions past you, because you're my best friend. But I can't even do that because you’re involved in this. I've never felt so alone in my life.”

      “I hate that you feel this way, Joss.” Mike reached over and took her hand in his.

      Joss jerked her hand away as if she’d stuck it into a campfire. Then, her rational side took over, bringing a tsunami of doubt.

      “This could be the biggest fail since Fyre Festival. Speaking of which, there’s this documentary…” Joss reached out, ready to grab the remote. But Mike swooped over and snatched it from its position on the coffee table.

      “Not so fast, Joss. I’m not letting you off the hook so easy. We can watch the documentary any time. But not now. I need to know where we stand.”

      “Why are you putting the pressure on, Mike? You know damn well that this isn’t the way to behave. If this was on Am I The Idiot, you’d be The Idiot for sure.”

      Joss bolted off the couch and headed to the kitchen.

      “I’m gonna get a glass of water if that’s okay with you. And when I come back, I expect that you’ll have adjusted your attitude, young man.”

      She waggled her finger at him, old-lady style as she exited the room.

      Her tone was joking, but she was dead serious. Mike knew her well enough to recognize the signs. He had been The Idiot. Joss deserved better than that. And come to think of it, so did he. Mike had never seen himself as the kind of guy who’d grab a woman by her hair and drag her to his cave, or in his case, a recently-renovated apartment. An apology was clearly in order. No. that wouldn’t cut it. Maybe grovelling was the best tactic. It was too soon for a grand gesture, but that might be the right thing. Women loved grand gestures.

      It took Joss a surprisingly long time to get her glass of water. Mike heard the tap running, and then there was silence. Joss’s footsteps started, then paused, then started again.

      “You’re really pissed off at me, aren’t you?” asked Mike, his voice lowered.

      “Yeah,” said Joss. “What the hell were you thinking? I can't see how the whole instant couple thing would work. We've spent years establishing ground rules and boundaries. And now you wanna throw it all away for the sake of housing? Exactly how desperate are you? And what are you desperate for?”

      “Two good questions,” said Mike. “I obviously don't want to go back to living with my folks. Commuting everyday from Costa Rica would be a bit of a stretch. And I don't want to find myself living in a studio the size of a bathroom stall or rooming with a bunch of guys. I did the frat house thing already. I think I should be advancing in my life instead of going backwards. Am I crazy?”

      “I thought we’d already settled that part,” joked Joss. “To be blunt, your execution lacks finesse. You've known me long enough to know that barking orders at me is the way to get me to not do something. We've always communicated. Sometimes it's been to the point that other people didn't want to be around us because we wouldn't shut up, but that's another story. I'm just very surprised to see how you're looking at the whole apartment thing.”

      Oh, God, could it get any worse? Joss was on the verge of telling Mike how disappointed she was in him, or so he thought. She'd be right, of course. He was disappointed in himself. But still, the unspoken words stung coming from his best friend, who was also the woman he loved.

      “So, where do we go from here, Joss?”

      “Speaking personally, I'm going to bed,” said Joss. “Alone, in case it wasn’t obvious enough. Maybe when we've both gotten a good night sleep, we’ll be able to see things in a clearer light. It could be the fried pickles talking. I'm gonna need some kale and quinoa to cleanse me from this.”

      It took more than kale and quinoa to clear the atmosphere. After five days of chilly cohabitation, Joss and Mike were at the breaking point. Neither of them knew what to do.

      Joss thought that make-up sex would be a good way to break the tension, except that they hadn’t technically broken up, and therefore there was nothing to make up from. Plus, they’d never actually been intimate, so this would add another layer of awkwardness to the situation. If anything was going to develop, it had to develop organically. So she said nothing.

      “Hey, Joss, just to let you know, I'll be home a little late from work,” said Mike blandly. “I've got a couple errands to run.”

      This would be Joss's golden opportunity to ask Mike to pick up a couple of pints of Cherry Garcia, but given their current state of détente, she just nodded.

      Throughout the past few days, things had been almost but not quite normal. Mike continued to make lunches every day, and if the sandwiches were a little fancier than usual, Joss simply thanked him. It wasn't that big of a stretch to go from ham to prosciutto, was it? And maybe he'd found a sale on her favorite Pink Lady apples, the ones he usually had to traipse all over town to find.

      But it was the other thought that Joss couldn't get out of her head. Mike was trying to please her, and if that included making upgraded lunches for her, who was she to complain? He made naked popcorn, the way she liked it, allowed her to choose the shows they watched together and missed a critical hockey game so she could watch the food truck competition on the big screen. Joss suggested that he go into his room and stream the game on his computer. But no. Mike sat there during the entire two hours, watching back-to-back episodes of something that didn't interest him in the least bit, checking the score on his phone during the commercial breaks. This was a major concession, and she knew it.

      They were both looking for answers, and it came from the most unlikely source possible. Scrolling through social media, Joss found a thread from her absolute favorite site, Am I The Idiot? Usually, AITI dealt with dilemmas such as wedding etiquette, with the focus on bridezillas. Her favorite had been the one where the bride had expected all her bridesmaids to cut their hair into a pixie cut and dye it green, to go along with her comic book-inspired theme.

      One of today's offerings was more prosaic, but also thought-provoking. It was written by a poster calling himself YikesItsMike. The first paragraph read:

      I (M, 27) have been living with my best friend (F, 26) for the past three years. We’ve technically been roommates, but the opportunity presented itself to move into a situation which we could only navigate as a couple. I may have blown it all by acting like a Troglodyte and even though we don't have the air conditioning on, there's a definite chill in the air. I've tried to fix it by making her favorite sandwiches for lunch and being really accommodating, but my hints may be too subtle. Did I mention she's the most beautiful woman I've ever seen? Did I mention that she's been dating every guy she finds online and because of the terms of our friendship, never even considered me as a potential partner?? Have I screwed this up beyond repair? In summation, Your Honor, Am I The Idiot?

      Joss read the paragraph a couple of times. Then, she scrolled to the comments section, which everyone knew was the best part of AITI.

      ScreaminMeemaw: You never told her how you feel. She never gave you any indication that she was interested. Verdict: AYS (All Y’alls Suck).

      YikesOnABike: So many yikes! How did you manage to live together for three whole-ass years without either of you letting on to your true feelings? Are you robots? *Pro Tip for Robot Detection: How many photos with street signs did you see when you logged in?*

      MayorofMargaritaville: You didn’t mention that she was a prophet, but if she was, she’d be better off buying a Powerball ticket than wasting time on a loser like you. YTI.

      “That’s a bit harsh, don’t you think?” said Joss under her breath. “Oh, great. Now I’m talking to myself. Self, get used to it. Who knows how long it’ll be until you’re discovered trapped inside the freaking Murphy bed.”

      She scrolled down. Her fave poster had struck again.

      KeanuReeves9472156: You have a beautiful smile. I can see that you are a beutful person. I need $600.00 to complete my next movie. Can you send me a friend request so you can send me iTunes cards.I am really Keanu Reevs.  Signed, your friend Keanu Reevis.

      It took Joss a second to add a laugh emoji next to Keanu’s pearls of wisdom. She was ready to watch the new TV series, the one with the vampires working in the blood bank, but since she was logged in, she dashed off a brief comment. “May as well put my two cents in,” she mumbled as her fingers flew across the keyboard.

      Mike entered the living room. He was still in his work clothes, a step up from his usual business-very-casual attire. He must have had an important meeting at work, thought Joss.

      “I could hear you laughing all the way from my room. What’s so funny?”

      “I’m on AITI. It’s an absolute hoot. Check it out.”

      Mike sat on the couch and Joss angled her laptop so he could see the screen. Joss’s nose crinkled as she smelled his cologne, the one she’d bought for him at Christmas. She wasn’t sure if he considered it too fancy for every day, or if he just didn’t like it. “Keanu” probably bathed in the stuff, assuming you could buy it with iTunes gift cards.

      “Check it out. Keanu’s at it again. Looks like he’s still having a hard time getting hold of those cards. Also, this guy, YikesItsMike made a fool of himself in front of the girl he was interested in. I’m not sure what the situation is, but the comments are epic.”

      “Huh,” muttered Mike as he started to scroll through the comments. “Here’s one from someone calling themselves JossTheBoss. She has some… pithy things to say.”

      “How do you know it’s a female?” Joss started squirming. “If I had a dollar for every time someone said that Joss isn’t a girl’s name, I’d be buying a condo. Maybe it’s Joss Whedon.”

      “Not bloody likely,” said Mike. “And wouldn’t Joss Whedon have a blue checkmark next to his name?”

      “I’m not even sure this site has blue checkmarks,” said Joss. “Anyway, what’s this comment that has your knickers in a knot?”

      “JossTheBoss says, and I quote, ‘Srsly, dude. Tell her how you feel. Make nice with her. She needs more than upgraded deli meats to make her happy.’ Pretty blunt, wouldn’t you say?” Mike took a deep breath. Joss could see his cheeks starting to redden.

      “The prosciutto was top-of-the-line,” he protested. “And I bought fancy European butter. That sandwich was a freaking masterpiece. JossTheBoss just has her nose out of joint.”

      “Well, maybe she’s waiting for YikesItsMike to admit how he feels. Maybe she’s scared to get out of the Friendzone because she’s afraid of messing things up. And maybe she’d like a little positive reinforcement every so often. It’s not too much to ask, you know.”

      “I certainly can’t speak for a rando on the internet,” said Mike. “But I can tell you that I, personally, think that you, personally, are an amazing woman. You’re so smart and you keep me on my toes. I can’t imagine my life without you in it. And there’s nobody else that I would want to share my life with. Unless they had $600 in iTunes cards.”

      “Ah, I see that the dowry system is alive and well,” said Joss, hiding her grin. “So, in the immortal words of the Spice Girls, I’ll tell you what I really want.” She cleared her throat. “Here’s the deal, Mr. Yikes, if in fact that is your real name. I want things to go back to the way they were, only better. I like the idea of us being a couple, but we need to find a way to get past all this awkwardness. What if we did some classic icebreaker games?” She laughed, knowing what Mike would say about her outrageous suggestion.

      “Not gonna happen,” said Mike. “You know how much I hated them in college. How about we get slightly drunk and see where that takes us?”

      “We’re out of beer, so it’d take us to the supermarket,” said Joss. “Not as much fun, although probably better than icebreakers. Plus, the red pepper hummus you like is on sale. But that’s not the most important thing at this point. So, what if we stay in, watch something romantic, and see what happens?”

      “We could do that,” said Mike with a smile. “I’ve been told that I have moves like Jagger.”

      “By whom? Talking to yourself again?” Joss laughed as Mike moved in for a kiss.

      Six weeks later

      Mike stood behind Joss, who was busy arranging framed pictures on the floor of their new apartment.

      “Can’t we just hang up pictures like normal people? Why do we need to spread ‘em out like this?”

      Joss laughed. “Don’t even bother arguing with me, Mike. There’s a reason why I’m JossTheBoss.”

      “I thought it was because you love Bruce Springsteen so much. You know, The Boss…”

      Joss scratched her head as if she was seriously contemplating her options.  “How could anyone choose between Bruce Springsteen and anyone else. Unless you throw Bon Jovi into the mix. Remember that time you did You Give Love a Bad Name at karaoke? This is where the third option is so useful. I’d pick… drumroll please… you!”

      “Even though I got 97% on Reddit that I Am An Idiot? That hurt.”

      “It was supposed to hurt, Mike. On the plus side, you had the cojones to put it out there. Women love grand gestures. Here’s a thought - next time you mess up and need to make things right, maybe try straightforward communication?”

      Mike grinned. “Nah. I’m gonna buy a boombox and kick it old-school.”

      As he listened to Joss shoot down his excellent idea, Mike started to reconcile himself to the fact that they would indeed have a gallery wall, and he was expected to give enthusiastic consent to the project. There were worse things, after all.
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      “You’re going to have to step in for the bride,” the media director for the commercial we’re shooting tells me, pulling me from the coffee station where I’m prepping a cup.

      I laugh, assuming she’s joking.

      “I’m not joking,” she says with a straight face, steering me in the direction of the wardrobe area.

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “The model playing the part of the bride isn’t here yet.”

      “What does that have to do with me?”

      She sighs, sounding impatient. “We need to get rolling. Mr. Banks will be here any moment, and we are on a tight deadline as it is to get this campaign finished.”

      “Okay. . .” Because I’m still not getting it. I’m not a model. Not anything even remotely close to one. Technically, I’m not even supposed to be here. I’m the event manager for the Banks Hotel in Manhattan. I came for the free coffee and pastries and to watch the man I’ve been in love with since childhood, Declan Banks, pretend to marry his beautiful model girlfriend, Janelle, in an ad campaign to promote events at our three New York City hotels.

      “To finish the campaign, we need a bride,” the media director says as though that explains it logically. “And you’re it.”

      “Well, where’s Janelle?”

      “We don’t know.”

      Panic sets in while the media director firmly nudges me into the wardrobe area. Because the role of the bride is to fake marry Declan, the groom, the idea of which incites sheer terror in me. Even though I’ve loved him since the moment he stepped in to save my Furbie doll from impending doom twenty-two years ago when my big brother threatened to drown it; I’m pretty sure he’s only ever seen me as his best friend’s little sister. Which automatically makes me off limits.

      For me, he’s been my knight in shining armor ever since. Because the rescuing didn’t stop there. Whether it was from bullies on the playground to stepping in as a last-minute prom date when I was stood up, to giving me a job right out of college when no one else was hiring.

      Declan Banks is a god as far as I’m concerned. One I will happily worship silently at the altar of life.

      “Has someone tried calling her?” I ask, my voice rising.

      “Multiple times,” she says drily.

      “And there’s no one else who can do this?” I ask.

      She waves her arm in the direction of the hotel ballroom, where the commercial is being shot. It appears she and I are pretty much the only women in a room of male videographers, photographers, and assistants this morning.

      The idea behind the campaign is to make it look as though you are viewing a living photo album from a wedding held at one of the Banks Hotels. It follows the same couple through celebrations at various stages of their lives: their wedding, daughter’s college graduation party, their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary celebration, and so forth. Because Declan was recently voted the sexiest millionaire under thirty by a Manhattan tabloid, the media company we use thought it would be a good idea to have him star in the ad. Once Janelle heard that, she insisted upon being the bride. Now, here we are.

      While the idea of marrying Declan is my greatest fantasy come true, having to pretend to do it is like my cruelest nightmare.

      “This is the worst idea anyone has ever had,” I grumble to the media director. I don’t even know her name, that’s how much I’m not a part of this. She pushes me toward the man waiting in the screened off wardrobe area.

      “What have we here?” he asks.

      “Make her the bride, and do it quickly.”

      I watch his mouth turn to a frown as he looks me up and down.

      I know I’m attractive. That’s not the issue.

      My curves are the problem. I have hips, boobs, and a round face. Janelle is tall, lean, and small chested with cheek bones that could cut glass. The clothes on set will have been selected for her, not me.

      “We’ll make it work,” the man says turning to look through the rack of clothing beside him.

      I giggle at the Project Runway reference. “My name is Palmer.”

      He spins with flourish to face me. “Man-u-el.” He separates his name into three syllables. “I should probably tell you that before I ask you to strip. Now strip.”

      I look around, the area is surrounded by a privacy curtain, but I’m still slightly uncomfortable at the idea of just taking my clothes off in front of a stranger.

      “Chop! Chop!” He claps his hands and I begin to disrobe. I’m dressed somewhat casually today in jeans and a gold-beaded, silk camisole, that is more lingerie than not. Paired with a vintage blazer and killer metallic gold heels. If there’s two things I love in my wardrobe, it’s decadent lingerie and beautiful high heels.

      He holds a dress up in front of me.

      It’s . . . small.

      “That’s not going to fit me.”

      “You let me worry about that,” Manuel says. He does a double take once I have the blazer off. “Me likey.” He fingers the camisole with built-in bra. It’s a beautiful piece but skimpy. I’d never have the nerve to wear it without anything else on.

      “This will work,” he continues.

      “Work for what?” I ask dumbly. Because he can’t mean that I’m only to wear this. Right? It barely covers more than a bra.

      He ignores my question and takes another dress from the rack—it’s slim with a long slit up the front—and hands it to me. “Step into this.”

      No way is that going to fit.

      I do it, anyway and can’t pull it up past my thighs. My cheeks flush with embarrassment even though I have zero reason to be embarrassed. My weight always bothered my mother growing up, which meant it bothered me. It took me a long time of living outside of her home before I was comfortable in my own skin. And even more positive self-talk to be proud of the way I look. Still, sometimes it only takes something small, like this, to send me spiraling back to the land where my insecurities reside.

      “This is—”

      “Try it over your head.” Manuel circles me, tapping his finger to his lips.

      This is a bad idea all the way around. I take a deep breath and let it out slowly to calm my nerves. We already knew these clothes weren’t selected for me. There’s no reason to be upset that they don’t fit. I step out of the dress, then bring it up and over my head. Putting both arms in the air to let it slide down my body on its own. The waistline stops at my shoulders. I manage some Houdini worthy maneuvering and get one arm all the way through lodging the dress in place. The wrong place. With one side pinning my left arm aloft against my ear and the other side cutting relentlessly into the pit of my right arm.

      I visualize my body shrinking as best I can.

      It doesn’t work. Sweat breaks out on my brow.

      “I think I’m stuck, Manuel.” I blow out a breath, trying to get my now sweat-dampened bangs to unstick themselves from my clammy forehead. The bodice obscuring my vision.

      “I have a plan.”

      “Great.”

      “Don’t hate me.”

      “Why would I?”

      I feel the cold metal of something long against my arm before I hear the fabric being cut. Relief fills me at once as the dress begins to drape down my body, freeing me from its confines.

      Wait.

      “Did you just cut Janelle’s dress?”

      “Only a little bit,” he says as he proceeds to cut more. Essentially removing the entire bodice and fitted waistline of the dress, leaving only the skirt, which now pools awkwardly around my hips.

      Dread replaces relief. I close my eyes, not able to watch any longer as he flitters around me with the scissors making little snips here and there.

      “Technically, it’s not her dress,” he says. “She got it on loan from Balenciaga. But someone will be buying it now.”

      I close my eyes and take deep breaths as Manuel works around me. Poking and prodding. Pinning and clipping. All while humming a tune I don’t recognize as he goes.

      He clips something in my hair, wraps what feels like a belt around my waist, and pushes a bangle up my arm. Then he starts in on my makeup—applying, brushing, lining, dusting—before finally announcing, “Finished!”

      I don’t want to look.

      And I do at the same time.

      Anticipation is like the best kind of foreplay.

      I open my eyes and turn to look in the mirror.

      “It’s a mother-freakin’ miracle,” I breathe as I take my image in. I look like a Grecian goddess. Whatever he did to the dress was magic; it looks like the entire outfit was made for me. The skirt sits low on my waist with a gold belt to hold it up and hide the (now) uneven waistline. My cami-bra ends just before that, so a small line of skin shows between the two. The slit reveals most of my leg, and the gold leaf clip in my hair brings the entire look together. My shoes already match my outfit, and I look . . . like a bride.

      “Stand there and don’t move,” Manuel says disappearing through the privacy curtain, leaving me alone amongst the racks of clothes and trays of makeup.

      I want to share this moment. Tell someone. Take a selfie to prove it happened.

      My mind immediately goes to my best friend, Alyssa. Who is also Declan’s younger sister. She moved to Seattle to work for some start-up tech company, so we don’t see each other as often as I’d like. She’s a computer genius. I like to call her a hacker, which makes her cackle like a movie villain, making me wonder if it isn’t truer than not. She’s the one I always want with me when something special happens. Something fun.

      But she never is.
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      My phone rings. I look down at the screen and see its Alyssa as though I’ve summoned her somehow.

      “Ohmigod. I was literally just thinking about you.”

      “I know. My spidey senses were tingling.”

      “I’m about to fake marry your brother.”

      “I’ve always wanted you as a fake sister.”

      “I’m kinda freaking out.”

      “Makes sense. It’s like your wildest fantasy, marrying my brother, combined with your ugliest nightmare. It’s not real.”

      “I know,” I whine.

      “Why is this happening?”

      “Photo shoot.”

      “No offense, my friend, but couldn’t they find someone more qualified than you to do this?”

      “Wow. Thanks. Any other compliments you want to throw my way?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      I sigh. I do know what she means. I’ve been wondering the same thing myself all morning. “Janelle was supposed to be here to do it, but she’s MIA.”

      “Ugh. Don’t say the J word.”

      Alyssa doesn’t like Janelle, not as a person or as a match for her brother. She and her brother are close, even if the rest of the family isn’t. And she’s not afraid to tell him how she feels about his girlfriend. Which sometimes he agrees with, and other times he doesn’t appreciate. It’s the times that he agrees with her that I always wonder why he and Janelle are together. Not that I think she’s that bad, just that I’m super jealous of her like twenty-seven hours out of the day.

      Janelle knows that Al doesn’t like her. So, she doesn’t like her back. There’s no love lost between the two.

      “Sorry about that,” I start, beginning again. “We can’t reach the model who was supposed to do the shoot.”

      “Better, thank you.”

      “And for some reason,” I continue, “the media director thinks that I’m the solution to the missing model problem. They threw me at the mercy of the makeup and wardrobe guy. Now I’m sitting here in a Balenciaga wedding dress that we had to cut in half when I got stuck trying to get it on. About to get fake married in lingerie that barely covers my tits and this eleven-thousand-dollar skirt, that Declan will have to pay for, and I’ll never be able to wear again.”

      Alyssa bursts out laughing.

      “It’s not funny.”

      “It’s kinda funny.”

      I laugh with her because I can’t not. Plus, I guess it is kind of funny.

      “Why is all this happening again?”

      “It’s an ad for the hotel. To entice people to have events here.”

      “Aw, Banks Hotel bullshit.” Alyssa is not a fan of her family’s business.

      “It’s not bullshit,” I argue.

      “Speak for yourself.”

      “I am. We’re doing this through the years kind of campaign and one part is the wedding of the ad couple. They’re using Declan because of the Fab Magazine article about the thirty sexiest Manhattan bachelors under thirty.”

      “How he lets himself get roped into this shit, I’ll never know.” Both Alyssa and Declan were used in ads for the hotel when they were teens. Until Alyssa was kidnapped by a stalker no one knew she had—at fifteen years old. He held her captive her for almost three months before she escaped. She’s never talked to me about what happened, but she had an abortion after she got home, so I know sexual assault was involved. It took her years to get back to a point where she was okay being in public again. But she’ll never allow her face to be in the media or online. It’s also why she emancipated from her parents at seventeen and left New York. She hardly speaks to them any longer. But she and Declan are still close. To be fair, Declan hardly speaks to their parents either, but that’s a whole other story as well.

      It’s another reason why the media director liked the idea of bringing the ad campaign full circle to feature Declan now as an adult.

      “We’re ready for you,” the media director pokes her head in the wardrobe area.

      “I gotta go,” I tell Al.

      “Call me later and let me know how it went.”

      “I will. Love you.”

      “Love you more.”

      “Impossible,” I declare.

      She laughs and disconnects the call.

      “Let’s go, people.” The media director yells from the main room.

      “Go, go!” Manuel appears and begins pushing me from behind toward the center of the ballroom where the fake altar has been set up.

      Declan arrives, looking down at his phone, a frown on his face.

      I can’t help but gawk. He looks amazing in what is obviously a custom-tailored suit showcasing his broad shoulders and trim waist, muscular arms and thick thighs. The thought of which makes me salivate.

      “Oh good,” he says. “I thought I was late.”

      “You are,” I say, smiling, trying to sound as nonchalant as possible. Fearing I’m failing miserably. Every nerve in my body is on edge. All the parts that could possibly be shaking in fear are doing just that.

      He looks up from his phone for the first time and does a double take. “Whoa. Palmer, what are you doing here? Where’s Janelle?”

      “We don’t know,” I say shakily. I can’t let my nerves get the best of me.

      “Did anyone call her?” he asks.

      “We all did,” the media director says.

      He hits a button on his phone, presumably to call her. She’s a one-touch dial on his phone. What I wouldn’t give to be a one-touch dial on Declan’s phone. The thought brings a smile to my face.

      The call obviously goes straight to voicemail, same as ours. He leaves a message asking where she is and saying he hopes she’s okay.

      He’s such a nice guy.

      I’ve known Declan Banks my whole life. There shouldn’t be any reason for me to be nervous. Except, maybe, for the exact reason that Al pointed out—marrying him is something I’ve wanted to do forever. And getting to experience it, but have it been fake, is my worst nightmare. Like a cruel twist of fate.

      Universe: Here, Palmer, get a taste of what this might be like.

      Me: Ohmigod! This is the best day of my life.

      Universe: Psych! Not gonna happen, girl.

      Declan disconnects the call. “Okay, let’s do this, then. I’ve got about twenty minutes before I’ve got to be in the air. Sorry I’ve made us rush this.”

      Part of me knows he probably rushed it on purpose because he doesn’t want to be doing this. But he knows the benefit of capitalizing on the Fab Magazine article and so he goes along with it anyway.

      “Places, please,” the media director calls out even though we’re basically already there.

      Declan smiles at me. “You look amazing as a bride, P.”

      Kill me now!

      Why can’t this be real?

      My chest tightens and I feel like I want to cry. Which is ridiculous when you think about it. But I’ve always been an easy crier.

      The fake officiant begins his spiel.

      Ready or not, here we go.
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      I do my best not to lose myself in Declan’s gaze, but it’s hard. Even the clicking and the lights of the camera flashes circling us doesn’t distract me. I’m a lost cause. The look on his face is so sincere, his smile warm and adoring. Like all of this is real. It takes my breath away. I squint my eyes and pretend for just a moment that this is real. I’m floating on cloud nine. Maybe even cloud ten.

      I’ve got to hand it to this fake officiant guy. He’s making everything about this ceremony feel real. I mean, I guess he must for the sake of the video shots, but still. I’m sure they could edit out anything that doesn’t sound legit. They’ll have the entire fake ceremony to choose from for the footage.

      We arrive at the part where it’s time to agree to the whole shebang.

      I’m up first.

      This is it.

      The only time in my life I’ll get to utter the words I do when standing opposite Declan Banks, and I’m going to memorize every freakin’ second of it.

      “Do you, Janelle Elise—”

      “Oh, that’s not me,” I interrupt the man.

      He looks at me, quizzically. “My notes say the bride is Janelle Elise Davenport.”

      “Yeah, she didn’t show up, so I’m standing in for her.”

      He looks confused.

      “Does the name really matter?” Declan asks.

      “Yes, it does,” the fake officiant and I both say at the same time. I look at him, surprised. I know why I want to hear him say my name, my fantasies posterity’s sake. But why would the fake officiant care? We can edit the video.

      The officiant clears his throat. “And you are?”

      “Palmer.” I smile.

      “Do you Palmer . . .”

      I wait anxiously.

      I’m ready for my I do.

      He looks at me, expectantly.

      I glance back, unsure. He didn’t say the words, am I just supposed to say it on my own?

      “I do?” I ask.

      “I need your full name, dear.”

      “Oh!” My hands fly up to cover my mouth, my face flushing. Of course.

      “Palmer Marie James,” Declan provides.

      I shoot Declan a quick smile in thanks. Surprised that he remembers my middle name. I mean, I may have studied at the school of Declan Banks, memorizing everything there is to know about him, but I know for certain he hasn’t done the same.

      I make it through my I dos without any additional issues and slide the prop ring on Declan’s finger. Eager to get to the part where Declan says the same and makes my fantasy life complete.

      I wonder if I can get a copy of the unedited video from today. Is there a reason for me to request it? Other than I want to watch it a million times in a row?

      It doesn’t matter it’s not real. I’m more of a words speak louder than actions kind of girl. At least in this situation I am. Since the words are all I’m going to get.

      Finally, he gets to Declan’s part. I memorize his every facial expression as he listens to the officiant. Because, let’s face it, with how I feel about Declan, I’ll never be able to marry someone else. I won’t be happy. I like to think my life resembles some sort of classic unrequited love story. I’m the brave heroine who lives a life of spinster servitude, pining away for the man who owns her heart.

      I sigh. Taking in every nuance of Declan’s expression. Every crease of his laugh lines. Every piece of hair that’s fallen over his forehead. Committing all to memory. I stare at him, unabashedly taking full advantage of this opportunity I will most certainly never get again. My heart swells uncontrollably when he smiles at me. I don’t even care that I’m sure it’s an isn’t my little sister’s best friend nice for helping us out with this kind of smile.

      My breath catches when he repeats his vows.

      “I do.” His deep voice confident and assured.

      God, I love his voice. He slides a prop ring on my finger. I shiver as his skin skims across mine.

      “You may kiss the bride,” the fake officiant says.

      “Make it good,” the media director whispers. The fake officiant chuckles.

      His face descends toward mine. My lips automatically pucker in anticipation. Because this right here is the moment I’ve been waiting my entire life for.

      Declan Banks is going to kiss me!

      His hands circle my waist to pull me closer. I feel as though everything is happening in slow motion. I hope it stays that way to allow me to savor every millisecond. My hands clutch at his chest, unsure if I can work up the nerve to wrap them around his neck. I don’t want to seem too eager.

      But. I. am. So. Very. Eager.

      His lips brush against mine in the softest, sexiest way. My breath catches. Fireworks sound off in the distance. Or else it’s my heart pounding. Or maybe my imagination. Regardless, I feel like Cinderella on the steps of the castle as the prince steals a kiss before the clock strikes midnight, and she’s slated to return to life as a normal girl.

      His lips are still on mine.

      I want to swoon.

      A surge of energy bolts through me like a shockwave, knocking me back on my feet. I grab at his jacket lapels to steady myself as my lips leave his. I moan at the loss.

      Only . . . so does he.

      I open my eyes to look at him. The blatant desire in his gaze is dizzying.

      For me?

      He captures my mouth again with his. His arms tighten around me, strengthening the bond between our bodies. A groan sounds from deep in his chest. His tongue seeks entrance. I let him in. The feeling is decadent.

      My hands snake up his chest and meet around the back of his neck as I hang on for the ride of my life. He hardens against my stomach. My head spins, my panties soak, it’s all I can do to stop myself from wrapping my legs around his waist and demand he take me to bed or lose me forever.

      Declan’s mouth travels down my jawline to my neck. One hand crests up my side to cup my breast while the other moves down to palm my ass, pulling me up against what’s obviously a large hammer in his pocket. If he wanted to push my skirt up and have his way with me right here, right now, I’d let him.

      I pull his face back to mine and attach my lips to his, losing myself all over again in the feel of his mouth on mine.

      I didn’t know kissing could feel like this.

      “Okay, I think we got it. That’s a wrap, people. Nice job bride and groom!”

      Somewhere in the back of my mind I hear the media director speaking.

      It takes my mind a hot minute to remember where I am and what I’m doing. I slow the kiss and pull away slowly, breathing heavily.

      Declan looks dazed, his chest heaving, and gaze heated.

      I lower my arms from around his neck, hesitantly. Unwilling to break from the embrace. He appears to feel the same.

      Until he takes a step back and runs a hand over his face.

      It’s like a curtain drops over his expression as he shuts down. “Jesus, Palmer, I’m so sor—”

      “That! Was! Hot!” The media director interrupts what I’m sure was going to be an apology from Declan. “Beautiful. Absolutely perfect. The chemistry was off the charts,” she continues, fanning her face exaggeratedly.

      I look up to meet Declan’s eyes only to find them filled with regret. My heart plummets.

      I knew this was too good to be true. Why would I think a kiss would change anything. Declan will only ever see me as his best friend’s little sister. His little sister’s best friend. His event manager at the hotel.

      Never as a woman he desires.
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        DECLAN

      

      

      I can hear people talking around us, but I don’t care what they have to say. All I can do is look at Palmer.

      Because what in the actual fuck just happened?

      That kiss shook me to the core and beyond. Never in my life have I been so affected by something so small. My body still shakes with desire and need. I feel like I’ve been drugged.

      I take a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to slow my heart rate. Get my thoughts away from the pornographic and onto the day ahead of me.

      Palmer won’t look at me.

      I fucked up kissing her like that.

      I’m not going to lie; I’ve wondered what it would be like to be with her before. She’s sexy as hell. But she’s practically family. Not only is she my little sister’s best friend, but she’s also one of my best friends’ little sisters. I can’t go there. Period.

      Which apparently didn’t stop me from trying to just now. Taking advantage of the situation like a total asshole. Ready to rip her clothes off and fuck her right in the middle of a photo shoot. Unable to control myself any more than a teenage boy.

      But, my god, seeing her dressed like that did something to me. Something feral and out of control. Dressed like a sexy goddess bride. Her top no better than a bra, showcasing her beautiful tits and taut nipples. But more than that was the sliver of stomach showing between the bottom of her top and the top of her skirt. That pretty much did me in.

      Her outfits drive me insane most days, always showcasing her curves with these incredible heels. I’ve jacked off more than once to the thought of those heels digging into my back while I fuck her on my desk. I’m only human. But I always feel guilty afterward.

      I reach out to grab her elbow. She shakes me off.

      I don’t blame her. Still, part of me wants to know—no needs to know—if she’s as affected as I am. If she’s feeling what I’m feeling. Because this tilted my world on its axis. I’m not sure I’ll be able to get it straight again.

      She seemed into it, but that could have been acting for the camera. I’d like to think I know when a woman is faking or not. And I don’t think she was faking. Not with the way her hands grabbed at me and didn’t let go. Not with the way her body responded to mine.

      I can’t get the feel of her luscious curves out of my mind. The way she melted against me. The moans that escaped her. I run my palm over my face, trying to get a grip. And to stop my hands from pulling her back in my arms and continuing what we just started.

      Her older brother, Jackson, is one of my closest friends for fuck’s sake. He’d kill me if he knew what I was thinking about his little sister right now. Hell, he’d kill me if he knew what I’ve thought about his little sister before too.

      Fuck. I need to apologize.

      “Jesus, Palmer, I’m so sor—”

      “That! Was! Hot!” The media director interrupts my attempt at an apology. “Beautiful. Absolutely perfect. The chemistry was off the charts,” she continues, fanning her face exaggeratedly.

      “Declan, we’ve got to leave five minutes ago.” My assistant taps me on the shoulder. I was already on a tight schedule before this and could barely fit this shoot in. But the media director for the hotel chain thought it would be smart to capitalize on this stupid article that named me a sexy guy under thirty. So we had to rush everything.

      It’s bad enough I’m doing this. That I got a hard on for Palmer—someone who is off limits on so many levels—is so much worse.

      What the fuck is wrong with me?

      Because I want to do it again.

      And again.

      “Palmer, can I call you from the air?” I ask her, knowing the helicopter is probably on the roof already, waiting on me.

      She still won’t look at me.

      “Declan.” My assistant pulls at my jacket to get my attention. I turn to snap at her, only to realize she’s probably right. This meeting I’m about to be late for is important. And I want to, what? Call Palmer and apologize for . . . doing exactly what I was asked to do?

      It was just business.

      A marketing tool.

      I turn to leave the room, chastising myself for thinking it might have been something more than it obviously was. Of course, I got a hard on while kissing a beautiful woman. It’s a natural reaction. Would have happened to anyone.

      We enter the elevator that will take us to the roof. I turn to face the room one more time. Hoping to catch Palmer’s eye. She’s looking everywhere but at me.

      And my actual girlfriend still hasn’t shown up. “Remind me to call Janelle after the meeting. It’s weird she didn’t show up,” I tell my assistant as the elevator doors close.

      I ignore the fact I don’t ask for a reminder to call Palmer. That kiss is not something soon to leave the forefront of my mind.
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        PALMER

      

      

      “Okay,” a voice says from behind me. “I’ve got the paperwork here for you both to sign and you’ll be all set.”

      I turn; it’s the fake officiant.

      “Did your husband leave?” he asks, looking around the room where we seem to be the only two people left.

      “I wish.” I scoff.

      “You wish he left?” he asks, looking confused.

      “No.” I giggle. “I wish he was my husband.”

      “He’s your husband now.” He pats my upper arm, like he’s reassuring me.

      “He’s my boss. I may love him from afar and wish every day we were married. But that couldn’t be further from the truth.” I sigh, indulging in a brief daydream of receiving kisses like the one earlier on a regular basis from Declan Banks.

      “Except,” the fake officiant continues, “we just performed the ceremony.”

      He looks confused.

      “Right.” I nod slowly. “That was for the campaign. We aren’t really married. It was all fake.”

      “I do this every day. I can assure you it was not fake.” He sounds serious.

      I giggle, because clearly, I’m the only rational person involved in this conversation.

      When I catch his eye again, it’s obvious he’s not joking. “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “I mean, you’re married.”

      “But that was . . . I don’t understand. How?”

      “It’s pretty simple really. I asked if you do, you both said that you did.”

      “Yeah, but you’re fake.”

      “I am very real.” He claps his hand against his chest as he says it.

      “I mean, you’re a fake officiant.”

      “I’m a real officiant. Ordained by the state of New York.”

      “But we didn’t arrange for a real officiant.”

      “Janelle Davenport did.”

      My head starts to spin. I search for and then sink into the nearest chair. “Janelle hired you?”

      He nods, looking at me like I’m the slow one.

      “And this was real?” I confirm.

      He nods again.

      “What do I do now?”

      “If it were me, I’d enjoy marital bliss.” He smirks. “And maybe let the groom know you’re married.”

      Well, crap.
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      I take some time to digest what I’ve just learned. As much as I want to jump for joy, I’m sure this won’t be lasting long. I still need to call Declan to let him know what’s happened, and I suspect a quicky divorce or annulment is in my immediate future. But since I’ve never actually married someone, I’d only intended to fake marry him, so I’m not sure how to proceed.

      How do you tell someone you work for, who you secretly love and know on a personal, yet platonic, basis the two of you were accidentally tricked into getting married when really only one of you was supposed to be?

      Yeah, I don’t know either.
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      It shouldn’t surprise me that my call to Palmer goes straight to voicemail, but it does. I don’t leave a message.

      I know I should call Janelle next, but I want to clear this up with Palmer first. Though, if it weren’t for my feelings about the kiss—about Palmer—there wouldn’t be anything to clear up. This could be explained away as a simple acting job for the sake of the company.

      But it’s not.

      Knowing now what it feels like to kiss Palmer, I’m not sure I can go back to Janelle. The feelings involved are just way too different. Janelle and I aren’t some great love story by any means. But I know she cares deeply for me. And I care for her. We’ve been dating exclusively for almost a year, so I also know I can’t keep leading her on without either stopping it or moving forward. She’s hinted at marriage before, but I don’t want to marry her, and I’ve told her that. I mean, not in those exact words, but close enough.

      I take a deep breath and let it out noisily, the sound echoing in my Helio headset.

      “Five minutes to landing,” the pilot tells me. I’m sure he thinks I’m sighing because of the time it’s taking to reach our destination. I don’t bother to correct him.

      I start an email to Palmer instead. Only to delete it after typing her name.

      Maybe a text is better.

      ME: Can we talk later today?

      ME: Can you call me when you get a second?

      ME: Are you free later?

      I need to talk to her in person. And that will have to wait. We’re landing and I have a meeting to get to.
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      Janelle calls while I’m in the meeting and my assistant talks to her. She was stuck in traffic which is why she missed the shoot. Probably closer to the truth is that she was running late and would not have made it in time anyway. I mean to call her back, but instead start thinking about Palmer and our kiss. It dawns on me that I wouldn’t even have realized I have these feelings for Palmer if Janelle had shown up.

      I know it was just a kiss, and I probably sound like an emotional wuss for saying this, but I think that kiss changed my life. I’ve felt passion before, lust even; this was deeper. It was like her soul was speaking to mine, taking the way our bodies touched to a whole other level. I meant it when I said I’ve never had anything so small impact me so much.

      And I don’t fucking know what to do about it.

      I need another opinion.

      Jackson.

      From someone objective.

      Jackson.

      Who won’t kill me if they find out it’s their sister I’m talking about.

      Not Jackson.

      Fuck it.

      I’m calling Jackson.

      “Your ears burning? I was going to call you,” he answers. “We’re taking a break in the city over Halloween, wanted to see what your plans are.”

      Jackson is the lead singer of Wicked Blues, a world-wide chart-topping rock band. They’re on tour in North American tour currently, I just don’t know where exactly. He goes by Jackson Wicked, but his real name is Jackson James. Palmer’s brother and my best friend.

      “Halloween is like five months away. How the fuck do I know what my plans are?” I ask.

      “Why are you yelling?”

      “Sorry, I’m in the helicopter heading back to the hotel.”

      “So fancy,” he chuckles.

      “Says the guy who’s probably answering his phone from the presidential suite in a hotel even nicer than mine.”

      “Touché, brother. But, hey, Halloween, you in?”

      “I’ll have my assistant add it in my calendar,” I say drily.

      “Good man. What’s up?”

      “I need your advice.”

      “You finally going to sell the hotels and come on the road with us?”

      I laugh. “No.” I’m not musically inclined and he’s not serious with the question.

      “Janelle?”

      “Sort of.”

      “I advise something expensive and sparkly. Says I’m sorry better than words can every time.”

      “I kissed someone else,” I blurt.

      “Hmm. Better make it something really expensive and sparkly then.”

      “That’s not it.” I pause. “I mean it is, but it isn’t. Remember when you used to tell me about how different things felt with Skylar versus with other girls?” I ask of his ex-girlfriend. The one he left behind when his band made it big, but who he still hasn’t forgotten or gotten over.

      “Yeah.” He sounds hesitant. I don’t blame him; Skylar is a sore subject for him.

      “I think that’s what I felt when I kissed this woman.”

      “Rocked your world? Scrambled your brain? Left you wanting more no matter the cost? And you can’t stop thinking about it?”

      I nod. “Pretty much.”

      “Was she hot?”

      “Very.”

      “Just bang her, get it out of your system.”

      “It was more than that.”

      “Who is it? Do you even know her outside of the kiss?”

      “Yeah. It was”—I hesitate, not sure what to tell him—“the model in a photo shoot. But I know her from, uh, other photo shoots. I like her.”

      “You like her like you want to break up with Janelle to be with her?”

      “I think so. Is that crazy?”

      “Fucking nuts, man. Janelle’s a supermodel.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “Me too.”

      “What if it was Skylar?”

      “You saying the girl you kissed is your Skylar?”

      “Maybe?” Fuck this is a mess.

      “Then the decision is easy, brother, you do whatever it takes to get her, and you never let go. Don’t make the same mistake I did.”

      I pick up the phone to call Palmer.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        PALMER

      

      

      I know Declan tried to call me after he left, and again a moment ago. But he didn’t leave a message either time. I don’t want to talk to him right now. This morning was like the pinnacle of all perfection. The kiss was pure bliss. Being in his arms felt . . . right. Like I belonged there.

      Until I saw the regret on his face.

      But before that I know he was into it. He was clearly attracted to me. I could feel it and see it. It was intoxicating. I never wanted it to end.

      But it did.

      And now I want to call Alyssa to dissect it with her piece by piece. Even though I already know what she’s going to say:

      “My brother is an idiot for not seeing what’s right in front of his face.”

      Or:

      “If he chooses to spend his time dating people like Janelle then he deserves what he gets, mediocrity.”

      I appreciate her support, but it never makes me feel better when she says those things. Sometimes it makes me feel worse.

      I try to focus on the contracts I’m working on, they need to get out today, but all I can do is think about how I’m going to tell Declan that we’re married. And when I’m not thinking about that, I’m thinking about the kiss. I touch my lips remembering what his felt like. The surge of energy that flowed through me when we touched.

      My phone pings with an incoming text.

      DECLAN: I’ll be back at the hotel soon. Are you free? It’s important.

      ME: About the hotels?

      DECLAN: Personal.

      Ohmigod, he must know. How did he find out so fast?

      I’m not ready to talk to him about this. To have it all be over. I want to indulge in more fantasies about the two of us kissing. Continue to admire the prop wedding ring on my finger and pretend it’s real.

      I ignore his text. It kills me to do so. Usually, I’m all about pleasing, and thereby responding, to Declan.

      But I can’t this time. At least not yet. Which is why when he calls again, I send it to voicemail.

      Then turn off my phone just to be safe.
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      I dial Janelle’s number next, even though it’s still Palmer I really want to talk to.

      I can’t just blow Janelle off. Just because I feel like I’ve moved on in a monumental way in my mind, doesn’t mean it’s happened. I owe it to her to have a conversation about what’s going on in my head.

      “Declan, finally!!”

      “I’ve been in meetings all day since the shoot.”

      “Since the shoot!” Her voice is shrill. “You still did it? Without me?”

      “Everything was all set up, everyone else was there. We had a limited window of time.” She knows this all already. But I know from dating Janelle over the last year that she has a hard time when things happen without her.

      “You can’t have a wedding without a bride. I wasn’t there.”

      “We had a bride, Palmer stepped in. Actually, I want to talk to you about that—”

      “What do you mean she stepped in?” she interrupts. “You can’t just have someone step in to replace me.”

      “You weren’t there, this needed to get done.”

      “Declan, no! Tell me you didn’t. Ohmigod, I don’t think you understand how serious this is. Was the officiant that I hired there?”

      “How would I know who you hired?” I pinch the bridge of my nose, tired of this conversation all the sudden. “Wait, why would you hire an officiant?”

      She sighs. “You know how we’ve volleyed the idea of getting married back and forth?”

      “No.” I’d say it’s more like she’s brought it up and I’ve shut it down.

      “Okay, well you know how we’ve talked about it by not talking about it?”

      “That doesn’t even make sense, Janelle. What’s going on?”

      “What’s going on is I hired an officiant to marry us this morning.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “The officiant from this morning was real.”

      I’m still not getting it. “Okay.”

      “It means you and Palmer are married.”

      Wait.

      What?

      “What do you mean married?” I’m confused. “How is that possible?”

      “I don’t know.” She sighs again, louder this time. “It’s this guy I found online. He specializes in gun-shy weddings.”

      “What the hell is a gun-shy wedding?”

      “It’s what he does.”

      I don’t respond, waiting for her to continue.

      “If one person is ready to get married and the other is undecided, you can hire him, and he makes it so that you’re married without having to go through all the other stuff.”

      What in the actual fuck?

      “The other stuff? Meaning, two people in agreement after a proposal—that other stuff!” I yell. I’m working my way from confused to pissed the fuck off.

      “Kind of.”

      “When have I ever said I wanted to marry you?” I’m trying not to yell. I really am. How dare she try to do this to me? What the hell is wrong with her?

      “You don’t need to sound so upset about it,” she says. “Besides, it didn’t even work; we aren’t the ones who are married.”

      That stops me for a moment. I was so caught up in the deceit and manipulation of it all, I forgot there was still an actual wedding. With another person. “And what about Palmer?” I ask.

      “She wasn’t supposed to be there. It was supposed to be me.”

      What?

      Janelle is delusional. That can be the only explanation. “Janelle, there are so many things wrong with this. So fucking many.”

      I can’t believe I’m in this situation.

      How is Palmer going to feel when she finds out?

      What a fucking mess.

      “I don’t think I can talk to you right now,” I say. “Or any time soon. If ever.”

      “What does that mean?” She sounds fearful.

      “It means we’re done.”

      She gasps. “But. . .”

      “I can’t, Janelle. You just admitted to trying to trick me into marrying you when I’ve never expressed interest in doing so. And in the process, you’ve hurt an innocent woman who doesn’t deserve this.”

      “That part is not my fault.”

      “Where do you get off thinking it’s not your fault? This is all your fault!” I’m sure everyone in the hotel offices can hear me at this point. I don’t care. “Don’t call me again, Janelle. I want nothing to do with you. We’re done.”

      I hang up the phone, seething.

      She immediately calls me right back. I send it to voicemail. Then, on second thought, I block her number.

      Holy shit.

      “Cancel the rest of my afternoon,” I tell my assistant as I leave my office.

      I need to find Palmer.
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      Palmer

      I can’t focus on work. I want to go home. Or at least somewhere that’s not here. I don’t want to live the reality I’m currently in.

      I pack up my things. I don’t care that it’s only two o’clock in the afternoon. I have a DVR and a pint of ice cream calling my name. It’s not every day a girl gets fake, but really for real, married to the man of her dreams. And while I could spend my time reveling in the momentary marital bliss, it’s not quite the same when I’m in it all by myself and I’m the only one who wants it.

      I take off the prop ring from this morning’s ceremony, surprised that no one thought to ask for it back, and slip it in my desk drawer. I don’t need any more reminders of what’s transpired.

      I turn my phone back on to text Alyssa as I walk toward the elevator, then hit the call button and wait for the elevator car.

      ME: I need a girl gab session stat. You will not believe what happened today. Are you free in an hour or so?

      The car dings its arrival, and I head in without looking up.

      Strong hands grip my shoulders.

      “Palmer.” A deep voice grabs my attention.

      I look up. “Declan.”

      “Can we talk?” The expression on his face is unreadable.

      “Uh,” I start.

      He takes my hand and pulls me back to my office, closing and locking the door after us.

      “We need to talk.”

      “Sure.” I try to be nonchalant. “What’s up?”

      Which I realize is a stupid thing to ask. Obviously, he knows what’s happened.

      “Are you okay?” he asks, running his palms up and down my arms. His touch is soothing.

      “Yeah, why?”

      He takes a step back from me and runs a hand over his face. “I need to tell you something. Important. But first I need to know something. Because I thought . . . aw hell I’m just going to ask, what did you think of this morning?”

      Or maybe he doesn’t know.

      “I thought it went well. I mean, I’m sure it would have been better with an actual model—”

      “That’s not what I’m talking about,” he says.

      “Okay. What are you talking about?” I feel dumb asking him this. But I’m not going to start talking about the kiss or the fact that we’re married if that’s not what he’s asking me about.

      “I’m talking about the kiss.”

      Oh.

      “What about it?”

      “How did you feel about it?”

      “Um, fine?” I say it more like a question than an answer, which I hate. But I don’t bother correcting myself. I look down at my hands, fidgeting with the hem of my jacket.

      “Fine, like it wasn’t a big deal? Or fine, like could have been better? Or something else?”

      I don’t get what he’s asking me, and my nerves are fried from the day we’ve had. Still, part of me is tired of always dancing around my feelings for him. He liked that kiss this morning. More than liked if his reaction was any indication. I did too. There was chemistry there. Even the media director said so. What if that means we could start something together?

      Maybe he would be into it and all he needs is to know how I feel about him?

      If I tell him how I feel, what’s the worst that can happen? He doesn’t like what I have to say? Okay. Then my heart breaks in two, I find a new job somewhere else, and things are awkward between us for the next fifty or sixty years. Who cares, right?

      Suck it up, buttercup. Go big or go home. Find some big girl panties and put them on.

      “What are you asking me, Declan?” I hedge. “Are you wondering if I was affected by the kiss? If I liked it?”

      He nods. “Both.”

      At least now, I can look back on this and say he asked for it. “Yes. I absolutely was. Truth be told, I’ve been waiting to be kissed like that by you for years. And it was amazing. Everything I’ve ever wanted in a kiss, if all I ever wanted was just a kiss, but I’ve always wanted more. I still do.”

      I take a deep breath to fortify myself. “But I know that’s not in the cards for us. And I’m trying to be okay with that. I’m sure you found out what happened, and I just want you to know I’ll do whatever you need to get us out of this. I know it’s not a real marriage since we were tricked. And, I know you regret the kiss, even if it was the most amazing thing I’ve ever experienced. What we have, you and I, is an unrequited love and I’m working on being okay with it. Just promise me you won’t make this awkward between us. I love my job, and your sister is my best friend, and I don’t want anything to be weird between me and her. Or me and my brother. Or you and my brother for that matter. I’ll silently love you from afar and eventually I’ll get over it and everything will be fine. Okay?”

      I’ll silently love you from afar? My god, could I have made it any weirder?

      I take a deep breath, my chest heaving. That took a lot out of me. But I feel kind of relieved after getting it off my chest. I’ve been carrying these feelings around for a while and it feels good to unload them to someone other than Alyssa.

      Still, I can’t meet his eyes. I don’t want to see the pity that is likely there. I can’t bear it. I keep mine pinned to the floor. I’ve said what I need to say. He can take that and go back to his girlfriend.

      Except, he’s still standing there.

      I gesture awkwardly toward the door. “If that’s all, you can go now.”

      He doesn’t move.

      I look up to meet his gaze.

      It’s not pity I see there.

      He’s across the room in the blink of an eye. “I don’t want to go.” He takes my face in his hands, capturing my lips with his. Deepening the kiss immediately into something more demanding and possessive; desperate and passionate. A kiss that steals not just my breath, but my very soul. I let go of every doubt and insecurity to kiss him back with my entire being.

      We kiss until I’m convinced I’ve died and gone to love heaven.

      “Fuck, Palmer. It’s just like this morning. Only better.” His lips travel down my jawline to suckle at my neck. “It’s never been this good. I don’t want to stop.”

      “Please don’t stop.”

      We kiss. And kiss. And kiss.

      I finally get my wits about me long enough to ask, “Declan?”

      He pulls away slightly, leaning his forehead against mine, breathing heavily. “I’m sorry. Trying not to get carried away.” His eyes meet mine, his gaze heated, the desire blatant in his expression.

      I want to kiss him again just for that look. Instead, I ask him what I really want to know. “What are you saying? What is this?”

      “I’m saying I want this. To see what it can be. I’m hoping we’re going to kiss a lot more. I’d like to take you on a date, or ten. Keep you in my bed for an entire weekend without leaving. And maybe work up the nerve to tell Jackson we’re married. If you’re okay with that.” He smiles and melts my heart.

      I bury my face in his chest, overcome with emotion. Until reality seeps in. “Shouldn’t we have had to do something to be married? I don’t know like get a certificate or something? How is this even real?”

      “Janelle said the guy she hired had a way to ‘make it happen.’”

      “Who was that guy, anyway?” I ask.

      “Gun shy something.”

      I step away from Declan, even though it borders on physical pain to leave his arms. “I’m going to look him up online.”

      Declan comes to stand behind me as I do an internet search on my work laptop. “It looks like it’s called Gun-Shy Guy Gets You Hitched.” I peruse the results. “Janelle paid almost five thousand dollars to have this guy come trick you into marrying her. Er, me.”

      “This doesn’t seem right,” he says. “How is it even legal to trick someone into marrying you?”

      “Maybe it’s not.” I do a second search for marriage requirements in New York City.

      He reaches over my shoulder and closes my laptop.

      My head jerks up. “What are you doing?”

      He spins my chair to face him, bracing himself on the arms to cage me in. “When we kissed this morning, that was life changing for me.”

      I scoff.

      “I’m serious, Palmer. I’ve never felt so much from just a kiss. Never. And I want to see what that means. What if we just pretend for now that it was real and see how that goes.” He kisses me again, a soft brush across my lips sending tingles through my entire body, and groans. “Feel that?”

      I nod.

      “Fucking magic, Palmer.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Oh, yeah,” he confirms. “It doesn’t happen like this every day.”

      “Okay.” I sigh happily. “Let’s do it. Let’s see where this goes.” My lips find their way back to his and I lose myself in his touch.

      Because fucking magic is right.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Five months later…
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      "I NEED TO TELL YOU SOMETHING," Palmer says as I come up behind her, meeting her gaze in the reflection of the bathroom mirror of our hotel room.’ She looks nervous. “And I need you to be okay with it,” she continues.

      “What’s up, beautiful?” I wrap my arms around her waist and nuzzle her neck. She smells amazing, like citrus and vanilla. Pretty much forcing me to nibble on her ear lobe.

      She moans. “Don’t distract me.”

      “Don’t you distract me.” I gesture to her Princess Jasmine costume. The strip of midriff between the bottom of her blouse and the top of her harem pants is driving me crazy, sending my thoughts straight back to our wedding day. The first one, that is.

      We’re throwing a Halloween party in one of the hotel’s ballrooms tonight. Her brother, my best friend Jackson, and his band Wicked Blues are in town; we’re celebrating.

      She turns to face me, slipping her hands beneath my Aladdin vest to run them up my chest. My dick jumps in response. We’re in a couple’s costume. Something I would have thought I’d hate, but somehow am enjoying with her.

      “Kiss me first?” she asks.

      I do. Until we’re both breathless and I’m ready to cancel the party and take her straight to bed.

      “What was I saying?” she asks, dazed.

      I smirk. “You wanted to tell me something.”

      “Right.” She shakes her head to clear it. “I invited Skylar to the party.”

      I still. “You what?”

      “I don’t know if she’ll show up,” she starts. “But I ran into her a couple weeks ago, and I don’t think she’s seeing anyone.”

      “You don’t think?”

      She shrugs. “I thought maybe if she and Jackson just saw each other again . . .” She trails off.

      “They would admit they still love each other and live happily ever after?”

      She nods. “I just want to see him happy again. And she made him happy, Declan. She’s the only one who ever has.”

      I take a step back and blow out a big breath, not sure this will go over well.

      “I know he misses her, Declan,” she continues.

      “I don’t think you’re wrong, babe,” I tell her. “But it’s a bold move. They are at totally different places in their lives. He’s on tour most of the time and we don’t even know what she’s doing. Even if they could patch things up, how would that work?”

      “I don’t know,” she says. “But you know what, I don’t care. If we can figure out how to go from friends to fake married to married, they can figure out how to make their own shit work.”

      I laugh. “Can’t argue with that.”

      “Besides, I think Jackson is mellowing. He didn’t kill you when we told him we were married.”

      She looks to me for confirmation. I nod.

      “I just need you to back me up if he freaks out,” she says, adjusting the princess crown on her head.

      “I’ll do anything for you, babe,” I remind her. “All you have to do is ask.”

      “How did I get so lucky with you?” Her face glows with happiness. “Let me grab my shoes, and I’ll be ready to go downstairs.”

      I watch her ass sway as she heads into the other room, knowing that I’m the lucky one. Not only because my wife is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. But also, because if anyone had told me five months ago that this is where I’d be in that same amount of time: married to Palmer, happier and more at peace with my life than I’ve ever been, I would have laughed at them. When the fact is, it couldn’t be truer. I knew two weeks after our fake wedding I wanted to marry Palmer for real. But it took me another three to convince her. I don’t regret a thing.

      And, hell, maybe Palmer is right. Maybe Jackson and Skylar will see one another again and everything will fall into place for them as well. I guess we’ll find out tonight.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      An ‘It’s A Girl!’ banner stretched from one side of the break room to the other, and it looked like a unicorn farted and decorated everything in shades of glittered pink. But no matter the colour, I was excited to co-host my work buddy’s baby shower.

      Stephanie and her husband Tim had been trying for years to get pregnant, and after some fertility treatments, their baby girl was six months healthy and ready to meet the world in another ninety days.

      This shower was a little something that all the women at work had decided to organise. Well, they gave the ideas, and it was up to Angelique and me to actually pull it off.

      Luckily, Angelique was a party planner on the weekends and had all the extra fluff we needed to make the celebration a success.

      In one corner of the room, we had a gift table with an oversized white chair and a pink balloon arch, where the mom-to-be would sit and open her presents and have loads of photos taken with everyone there.

      “I think we pulled it off, don’t you?” Angelique said, surveying her handy work.

      The table was overflowing with snacks, little pink cupcakes, and soft white and pink flowers tucked into squat glass vases. The amount of pink in here would make Barbie barf, but it looked good, and Stephanie deserved a pretty baby shower.

      “It’s perfect, Angelique. You’re a master at this. I wouldn’t have been able to pull this off without you,” I said.

      “I love doing it,” she replied. “Ready to get the party started?”

      “Yes. Let’s go get the baby mamma.”
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      Beep—Beep—Beep. I quickly snatched up my phone and turned off the buzzer. I needed to head out and meet Phillip for our date. Luckily, the party was winding down. The presents had been opened, the cake eaten, and it felt like I had a million photos on my phone to commemorate the day. Only a few stragglers remained to help with clean-up and to help Stephanie load her car with all the presents.

      I turned to tap Angelique on her shoulder and get her attention. “Honey, would you mind taking over here? I need to head home and get ready,” I asked. “Phillip is taking me on a date night. It’s our three-year anniversary.” I hated asking, but I knew that Angelique would have helped anyway and that she was usually the one to stay late and clean up after a party.

      “Sure, girl,” she replied before snagging the last cupcake from the table.

      “Wow, Cassie, I can’t believe it’s been three years. It feels like only yesterday we had your kitchen tea before the wedding,” Martha, one of our office supervisors, said, clearly listening in on our conversation.

      “Yeah, time flies,” I replied, rolling my eyes at Stephanie across the table. Both of us barely tolerated Martha. She was very old school. She still believed that the man was the head of the household and had the final say in everything. How her husband ‘allowed’ her to have a job outside the home was beyond us, but then Martha was born and raised in a different era.

      “One of these days, we’ll be having your baby shower,” Martha said, winking at me, and her pudgy cheeks rose in a fake smile.

      “Don’t hold your breath,” I said, laughing, trying to disguise the sting in my voice. “I love being able to do whatever I like, whenever I like. And, anyway, Phillip and I are thinking of going overseas next year, so we don’t have plans for a baby.” I hated the fact that I felt the need to explain why Phillip and I didn’t have children yet.

      “A baby is a blessing. You shouldn’t wait too long,” another colleague said from my right, and I just smiled at her comment, not knowing how to reply, so I got up, ready to leave before I said something I might regret tomorrow, and moved toward the beaming mamma-to-be.

      “Thanks for organizing this, Cassie,” Stephanie said as I closed in to hug her.

      “You deserve it, Steph. I’m off, but we’ll chat tomorrow, okay?” I said. I would have loved to stay a little longer and chat with her, but the room was becoming stifling, and I made a bee-line for the exit and my car. I knew that Stephanie would understand why I made a quick exit. I had found her crying a few times at work, overwhelmed by the remarks other co-workers had made while she and Tim were trying to have a baby. People didn’t know what couples were going through, and struggling to have a baby wasn’t something she wanted to discuss with other people; it was personal.

      Why couldn’t people just let women be? As if life wasn’t hard enough, I had to keep up with society’s opinions as well. What did it matter to other people when or if I wanted to get pregnant? I understood my mom’s insistence—I got the impression she wanted to be a grandmother more than she wanted to breathe.

      But why was having children a topic for everyone to discuss? I’d been taught that discussing politics and religion was rude, but what should be unacceptable was to discuss a woman’s reproductive choices as if it were everybody’s business.

      I turned up the volume in my car as Pink’s “Hurts 2B Human” played, and I sang along. I loved that song; it encapsulated how I felt after the party—it hurt to be human—but luckily, I had Phillip to make our world better. I couldn’t wait for our date tonight. Not many women could say that the love of their life was their best friend and a stud in bed, too. I was the luckiest girl to have a partner like him.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Phillip had been waiting for me at our apartment with an iced coffee and a promise to have an afternoon of relaxation. He was dressed casually in tan chinos and a navy t-shirt, so I quickly headed to our bedroom to change out of my work clothes and into my favourite blue jeans and a teal chiffon top. Then, I made a quick stop in the bathroom to reapply my makeup and pull my long dark brown hair up into a messy bun before heading out for our date.

      I was expecting a day at a spa, but he had surprised me with a stroll through the Kirstenbosch Gardens. One of my favourite spaces to be. It felt like a different world, a hidden gem on the southern slopes of Table Mountain. It was tranquil and beautiful, a lush paradise of colours. I wasn’t much of a gardener, but I enjoyed spending time outside surrounded by nature.

      We had crossed the ‘boomslang’ walkway and had some gelato at the Fynkos cafe while walking through the protea and fynbos gardens. I was so happy we were spending some time alone together. Living in Cape Town, it seemed we were always rushing to and from work, and it can seem like life was passing us by, and we didn’t get to connect as much as we once did. Now, focussing on each other, I loved every minute, every stolen glance, and gentle touch as we walked hand in hand through the national park.

      When the sun set and dusk settled over the mountain, we headed towards the restaurant and had a delicious traditional meal of oxtail stew with samp, followed by malva pudding and coffee.

      When we exited the restaurant, I turned left to head to the car park, thinking our date was over, when Phillip asked, “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “Home?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. What else could we do in the gardens?

      “I’ve got one more surprise for you,” he said, linking our fingers together and pulling me forwards down the brick steps towards the concert grounds.

      “What surprise?” I asked, pulling in my stomach and wishing I could loosen the button of my jeans. I was stuffed. The malva pudding may have been overkill… but it was so good.

      Maybe another walk would do me good, I thought.

      “Be patient, baby. We’re almost there.” Then, unhooking his hand from mine, he swung his left arm over my shoulders and pulled me in close before kissing my head, and I swooned, leaning into his strong, tall frame. Even after six years together, my man still made me swoon. Whenever I was with him, I felt happy, safe, and cherished. Like I was the centre of his universe, just like he was mine.

      We had just passed the bathrooms when we entered the open grassy knoll and I saw the big blow-up screen. Couples were already sitting down and getting ready for a movie night under the stars.

      “I didn’t know they were still doing these,” I said, looking up at Phillip as we meandered to an already set-up picnic spot. A checkered blue and grey blanket was laid out with two fold-out loungers and a small wicker basket filled with a bottle of chardonnay, two blue plastic wine glasses, and a crisp white envelope.

      “Baby, this is over the top romantic.” I was stunned. Not that Phillip wasn’t romantic or thoughtful, but he had never planned a whole day of fun and relaxation before.

      “Don’t let me hear you say book boyfriends are better than real men,” he said with a smirk, his dimple making a brief appearance.

      “You’re way better than a book boyfriend,” I teased. “You’re real.” Lifting on tiptoes, I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and kissed his jaw.

      His arms circled my waist and pulled me flush with his body. Changing the angle of his face, he captured my lips for a brief kiss before he leaned his forehead against mine and said, “Come on, sit down and open your present, beautiful.”

      “You mean, today wasn’t my present?” I asked as I sunk down and sat on my knees, looking up at my handsome husband. The sun was below the horizon now, and only a faint burnt-orange glow was beyond the crest of Table Mountain, bathing Phillip in a hazy halo. His dark hair was tousled from his hands and the breeze, but what I loved the most was his smile and dark brown eyes, which were now filled with lust. Knowing this was the position I usually took when I was about to worship his cock, I smiled at him coyly.

      “No, today was part of your present,” he said, his voice gone deep and gravelly with desire. “Now behave, and open your present.”

      “Yes, sir,” I replied demurely, looking at him from beneath my eyelashes, knowing what calling him sir would do, and just as I hoped, I saw his dick thicken in his jeans.

      “Baby, please. You can give me my present later.” He winked as he dropped to his knees, took off his backpack, and leaned back against the lounger. His arms were crossed over his chest, making his t-shirt stretch tight over his pecs and biceps.

      “Stop undressing me with your eyes, and open your present.” His smile was infectious as he nodded his head towards the basket in front of us.

      I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t excited. Phillip always gave the best presents. I leaned forwards and heard him groan. I knew what he liked, and my ass encased in my blue jeans was one of his favourite views. Snatching the envelope, I sat down next to him and leaned against my chair to his left.

      I slowly inserted my finger into the little gap and opened the flap—inside was a glossy brochure and two airplane tickets to Mauritius.

      “Baby!” I exclaimed as I threw myself into his arms and placed butterfly kisses all over his face.

      “My girl happy?” he asked once I released him from my hold and sat back to examine the brochure for Long Beach Sun Resort.

      When we got married, we paid for most of the wedding ourselves and didn’t have the budget for a big, extravagant honeymoon. However, Phillip knew I had always wanted to have a sexy, luxurious beach vacation, and now he was making that dream come true.

      “Your girl is so happy. Thank you, baby,” I cooed as I leaned over and kissed him again.

      “Good,” he replied simply, but I knew he was chuffed with himself and the present by his beaming smile, his dimple clearly on display, making him appear almost mischievous.

      “Will you get the extra blanket from the backpack while I get us the wine, babe?” Phillip handed me the backpack to his right before grabbing the basket and filling our glasses.

      “For you, I’d do anything tonight,” I said, hoping he could hear the underlying promise in my words.

      “Remember that when we get home, yeah?” he replied as he handed me my glass of wine.

      A shiver raced through me, and it wasn’t from the cooling night air. I almost wanted to skip the movie and go home right now, but Phillip had put so much thought and planning into tonight, and I didn’t want to cut the evening short.

      We were just settling in under the blanket when an usher instructed us to switch our phones to silent as the movie was about to begin.
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      I took a sip of chardonnay from the plastic wine glass, the fresh, crisp taste matching our surroundings. The stars were twinkling, and a chilly breeze blew the floral scents of the Kirstenbosch Gardens our way. The movie on screen was The Philadelphia Story, and Cary Grant and Katharine Hepburn threw snippy one-liners at each other. I was snuggled up between Phillip’s muscular legs, my back to his front, his arms holding me tight, and yet, I wiggled my ass closer, smiling as I felt his hardening erection against my back. He leaned his head against my shoulder and nuzzled his nose against my neck before placing soft kisses there, making me shiver.

      “You’re playing with fire, baby,” he whispered.

      I didn’t mind the burn and wiggled again.

      “Remember, you asked for this,” he warned before I felt his right hand move down my body until it rested against the juncture of my legs.

      The blanket gave us plenty of cover, and sitting towards the back of the crowd; I was certain no one could see Phillip getting frisky with me—more than that, I trusted him. Trusted him to look after me in every situation, and I knew he wouldn’t do something that would get us—me—in trouble. So, I opened my legs, giving him free access to my body.

      He groaned into my neck, softly biting the juncture between my shoulder and neck, and I felt my arousal dampen my panties.

      “Do you think you can get your pants off for me, baby?” he asked as his fingers trailed leisurely up and down the seam of my jeans over my pussy.

      “Uhmmm,” I murmured in reply, quickly loosening the top button and trying to lift my bum without anyone noticing to give my man easier access. A quick wriggle, and I felt the roughness of his jeans against my naked bottom as I settled against him again.

      “That’s my girl. Now lay back and enjoy the movie, while I enjoy you,” he whispered. His long fingers dipped into my wet heat before he set about torturing me for the next hour.

      Softly. Slowly. Sensually, he played with my pussy. Strumming my bead until I thought I would explode from pleasure. Whenever my breathing became too erratic and loud, he would move his fingers from my clit and slowly penetrate my wet heat, until my heartbeat had slowed down, and then he would move back to my pearl and start all over again.

      My whole body was quivering by the time Katharine had called off the wedding on the screen, but this time Phillip didn’t stop. His fingers applied pressure instead, and as his left hand wrapped across my mouth to stifle my moans, I detonated.

      I tried being as quiet as I could be, but at that moment, I didn’t care if I had more eyes on me than Cary and Katharine combined. I rocked my body against his hand, riding the orgasm until I was too sensitive and pulled away from his touch, rubbing my backside against his erection. He groaned when I pressed closer, and he pulled his hand from under the blanket, and I turned to look at him as he licked my essence from his fingers.

      Leaning to my right, I kissed him with all the love, want, and promise I held in my heart.

      “Better pull your pants up, baby. The movie’s almost over, and then it’s your turn to give me my present,” he purred into my ear, and I couldn’t wait to get back home so I could be full of him… again.
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      I was kicking off my shoes and loosening Phillip’s belt when my cell phone rang in my bag. Groaning at the interruption, I pulled away, surprised. No one called me this late, not if it wasn’t an emergency. I dug into my purse and found my vibrating cell phone. Doctor Clarke’s name flashed on the screen, and I froze. I had almost forgotten about the bloodwork I had done earlier in the week for new dermatological medicine.

      “Are you going to get that?” Phillip asked, holding my shoes in his left hand and his belt buckle in his right. Swiping the bar on the screen, I answered, “Hello, Doctor Clarke.” Letting Phillip know who was on the other end.

      “Hello, Cassie. Sorry for calling this late, but I have some news. Are you sitting down?” she said as soon as I answered the phone.

      “No, should I be?” I replied, heading down the hallway towards our bedroom and sitting at the end of the bed.

      “Not really, no,” she said, and I could hear the smile in her voice.

      “I’m sitting down now if that helps.” I don’t know why, but I was nervous about this call. I’ve been concerned about my skin for a few months now, as I’d suddenly become a teenager with severe breakouts again. The doctor said that she’d need to be certain I wasn’t pregnant or diabetic before she could prescribe a certain kind of medicine to help me.

      “Congratulations, Cassie. I got your test results, and you’re five weeks pregnant. So, we won’t be able to go ahead with that course of medication, but we’ll discuss your options when you come in next week for a check-up. I’ll have my nurse call you tomorrow to make the appointment,” Doctor Clarke explained over the phone, as if she hadn’t just punched me in the stomach.

      Pregnant?

      Me?

      I couldn’t be.

      “You’re sure?” I stammered over the line, interrupting her monologue.

      “Got your bloodwork in front of me. Don’t worry about a thing, Cassie. We’ll decide on a different course of action for your acne problem. These pills I wanted to prescribe will be harmful to the baby. That’s why we did these tests.” She was talking about my life as if I had no control. As if having the baby was set in stone.

      “... Cassie? Did you hear me?” the doctor asked, concern lacing her words.

      “Sorry, I spaced out for a bit,” I replied, staring at the mist-grey wall opposite the bed, not seeing our wedding pictures hanging on it.

      “That’s understandable. Take it easy for the next few days. I’ll see you next week.”

      The line was dead by the time I replied with, “Okay, sure.”

      How could this have happened? We were always so careful… Not careful enough, my mind supplied.

      A baby?

      I’m not ready.

      “Cassie, you okay?” I hadn’t seen Phillip come to the room and lean on the doorframe.

      “Are you crying?” he asked, stepping into the room and kneeling in front of me. “I thought you were just getting tests done for your acne problem. Did something else show up?” he asked, wiping unknown tears from my cheeks.

      I nodded my head. I didn’t think I could form words. My mind was whirling. I wasn’t happy about the news.

      I’d always imagined that when I found out we were pregnant, I would be overjoyed, ecstatic. But I wasn’t. What I was… was disappointed.

      Does that make me a horrible person?

      “Baby, please tell me what’s going on.” I heard the pleading note in Phillip’s voice. What was I going to say?

      “Cassie. Are you sick?” His tone took on a hard note, and I could see the fear in his eyes as he looked at me.

      “I’m pregnant,” I whispered, lifting my eyes to meet his.

      “Oh, thank god.” Phillip stood up from his crouch and exhaled long and loud. “I thought it was something serious.”

      “Excuse me? This is serious.”

      “Babe…” he said, grabbing my shoulders to pull me up and into a hug, his arms squeezing me tight, his scent and strength calming my nerves.

      “I know this isn’t the way we planned.” He pulled back and let go of my side so his hand could tip up my chin and make me meet his gaze. “But it’s not the end of the world. I was afraid you were sick, that I could lose you.”

      I immediately felt sorry. Phillip’s mom had died suddenly from leukaemia when he was in high school. It was sudden and difficult to process when he was still so young.

      “I’m sorry, babe. I didn’t mean to make you worry,” I said.

      His words should have made me feel better, but they didn’t. It didn’t stop the pit from forming in my stomach. It didn’t change the fact that I wasn’t ready for this… to be a mother. Being a good parent was the most important responsibility there was.

      “Hey now, you don’t need to cry, baby. We’ll get through this. I promise.”

      Phillip was my rock, my everything… and I didn’t want to disappoint him. What if he was ready to be a father?

      “Come on,” he said, his voice soothing as he led me to lie down on the bed. He positioned us so we were facing each other, our legs entwined, holding hands.

      “Talk to me, beautiful.” His thumb rubbed soothing circles on my hand over my knuckles, and I took a deep breath.

      “Do you want to have the baby?” I rushed out, scared of the answer.

      “Of course, I do. Who wouldn’t want a little girl with your beautiful green eyes?”

      I grimaced.

      “I know you might prefer a strapping young lad with my amazing sense of humour,” he said, trying to lighten the mood.

      I felt silent tears rolling over my cheeks to form a wet spot on my pillowcase. I did want that—both of those little pieces of us.

      “Baby, you know we don’t have to have babies yet. How many weeks did Doctor Clarke say you were along?” he asked.

      “Five weeks.”

      “Then we don’t have a baby yet. We have cells that could become a baby.” He tipped my chin up again, making me meet his gaze.

      “I’m happy with loving only you, Cassie. Always. You know that, right?” Phillip’s eyes were dark in their intensity to make me see how much he loved me. As if I didn’t already know.

      “I do. And I feel the same way, but this is a huge, massive, gigantic decision, and I need you to make it with me—”

      “No, baby,” he interrupted me, his voice tender as if I was fragile, weak, and maybe in this moment, I was. “This is your decision.”

      I opened my mouth to argue when he placed his forefinger against my lips, silencing me.

      “Let me finish, okay? I want to have babies with you. I want a family with you. Is now the right time? I don’t know. All I know is that I will love you and support you no matter what you decide. It’s your body and your life, not just mine, beautiful. If you’re not ready, then we’re not ready.”

      I didn’t deserve Phillip. Men like him didn’t exist in real life, yet here he was, making me feel less like a monster for considering an abortion. No less a woman for not wanting babies right now. I was only twenty-four. I still wanted to do so much before I settled down to watching the Disney Channel and going to teacher-parent meetings.

      “I’m not sure what I want right now.” I needed to make him understand, needed to explain myself better. “I want a family with you too. I want to see a little boy with your dark hair and quick smile, a baby girl whose got you wrapped around her little finger… but I’m not ready yet.” I choked out the last few words, hurt and fear lacing my voice, and I dropped my gaze to look at our linked hands on the lavender comforter. He pulled me closer, wrapping me in his strong embrace, making me feel safe and loved.

      “Baby, I love you. I love you more than I have words to express. And this, this is just a chapter in our story. It’s not the end.” His words were muffled against my hair as he placed a kiss on my forehead. “You don’t need to make a final decision tonight. We have time, and I’ll be here for you, Cassie. Always. I promise.” He brought up my hand and kissed my wedding ring, reminding me of another promise he made three years ago.

      His wedding vows. “I promise to love and cherish you. I promise to support and keep you safe. I promise to be there through all the chapters in our life’s story, the happy and the sad ones, until death us do part, and God writes The End in our book. I’ll be yours.”

      I exhaled my anxiety and breathed in his love and strength. Together, we’d get through this. Together, we’d write all the chapters of our story.
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        CAMILLE

      

      

      It wasn’t unusual for me to be spending a Tuesday night at the Garcias’. Since Emily died, I’ve been spending more time here than I have at my own home. I honestly think we’re all better off that way. I’ve always been closer with the Garcias than I ever was with my own family. Especially once Em started getting really sick, I found myself here more frequently.

      Em was my only best friend during the last few months of her life. Em knew she was dying—we all did, but none of us really wanted to believe it. I know I didn’t, and Em’s other best friend, Ryan Riley, definitely didn’t want to face it. I don’t think I’ve seen her in the past few months. Not since she started dating Oliver Foster. Not since I came out to her.

      I gently pushed open the front door. It hasn’t been locked in the past 5 years, but no one needs to know that. Em’s parents stopped locking the door when she got sick. It just made it easier for people to come over if it was unlocked. I slid off my shoes as I always did before padding over to the kitchen in my socks. And there she was helping Mrs. Garcia set the table: Ryan. Of course, she would be here. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it sooner. Em’s parents haven’t invited me over for dinner so formally in years. And with Ryan here, clearly there’s something going on. Something more than just a casual dinner with their surrogate daughter. This is something big, and it has to do with Em.

      I remember the day Em told us she was dying. That was back when the three of us, Ryan, Em, and I, would actually hang out together. Well, she didn’t say she was dying. All she said was that she was really sick, and unfortunately the doctors didn’t have a cure for whatever she had contracted. She looked so small and scared. I don’t think her hands stopped moving that entire day. She was always finding something else to fiddle around with. She told us this disease would eventually kill her, but she didn’t know when. She said she could be with us for anywhere between the next week and the next ten years. She was still planning for college and the life she would have beyond that. She was confident her doctors would find a cure soon. She was confident she would live forever. But even still, she made us promise nothing would change. That we wouldn’t treat her any different.

      It’s crazy to think that was nearly five years ago now. Back then we could do whatever we wanted. The world was ours and we ruled it. Back then it was Em, Ryan, and I against the world. Nothing could tear the three of us apart, not even death. At least that’s what I thought.

      Ryan shot me a kind smile as I helped her finish setting the table, though most of it was done already. Every time I would look at her every fiber of my being was screaming, begging me to leave this house and leave her here with Em’s parents. But I wouldn’t do that. Not to Em.

      Instead, I snuck off and climbed the stairs to Em’s room. Every time I go in there it feels bigger. Something else has been moved around or taken from the room. Her parents thought this would be good for their healing. I think they might be planning on moving soon; moving to a smaller house where they won’t have everything reminding them of Em.

      Her bed is still made and the room smells like a mix of medicines and hospital smells, and Em’s favorite perfume. The room always smelled like her favorite perfume. Lavender and vanilla. Warm, cozy, and relaxing. But the piles of books that didn’t fit on her shelf had finally been moved. Only her favorite books remained on the shelf. That’s how she always had it. The small bookshelf she owned was reserved for her favorite books only. All the other books would be scattered around her room. The pile of books she was planning on reading still sit on her nightstand. I know those will have to be moved eventually, but it breaks my heart to see the book at the top. It’s a small notebook. A notebook where I wrote my own book. It started as a project for class and then spiraled into something I couldn’t get away from. I had given it to Em to read when she had time. It’s the one thing in her room I’ve refused to touch. I wonder if she read it and marked it up in her favorite pink pen letting me know how she felt about every passage I wrote. Maybe she only got halfway through it and her bookmark is somewhere stuck between pages waiting for her to come back and pick up and finish the book, though we both know she’s never going to finish it. Maybe she never read it. Who knows. I’m not sure I want to.

      There’s a soft knock on her doorframe that startles me. When I turn to see who it is, I see Emily’s dad standing in the doorway. He has dark bags under his eyes, I don’t think they’ve gone away since Em really started to decline a few months ago, and he shoots me a weak smile letting me know that dinner is ready and that I can come join them at the table whenever I’m ready giving me permission to spend just a few more moments in Emily’s room. I smile back at him and nod, I don’t have to say anything to communicate with him, and I take a deep breath and begin to make my way down to the dining room.

      Em’s mom has always been an amazing chef. Coming over for dinner has always felt like such a treat compared to whatever I put together at home. I’m lucky if I find anything slightly healthy at home. Here, everything is made with the healthiest and most organic ingredients. Everything is absolutely delicious. Everything is just as I wish it would be at home.

      Mrs. Garcia serves everyone first, before serving herself and then sits at the table next to her husband. We all start eating in silence. I can see Em’s parents wanting to ask all the questions they’ll never be able to ask their own daughter, but I know how much it pains them to talk about our futures when they know their daughter is going to get the future she deserved. It’s only fair to keep my mouth shut and focus on the food in front of me.

      Ryan tries to start a conversation at one point about halfway through the meal. She asks Emily’s dad about work, and he tries to ask her about school and graduation, which was just last week, but he clenches his jaw fighting against tears as Ryan talks at length about graduation and the moment of silence that was held in Emily’s honor.

      As Ryan seems to be going on and on about how beautiful it was and how much Emily would have loved it Mrs. Garcia gets up and heads into the kitchen. She nearly ran out of the room. She looked as if she was going to cry, but I couldn’t be too sure. Her facial expressions have always been pretty hard for me to read.

      Ryan finally came to her senses and realized this topic of conversation might not be the best with this group and shut up. She pushed what was left of her dinner back and forth on her empty plate, occasionally taking a sip from her glass when she felt someone looking at her.

      After what felt like forever, but was probably only ten minutes, Em’s mom came back into the dining room with a crisp, white envelope in her hands. I could make out both my name and Ryan’s in Em’s loopy cursive just barely poking out under her mom’s fingers.

      “I know Emily was too young to have written her own will or feel she had anything that was worth much, but when she felt things start to get really bad, she wanted to leave both of you something. She talked to me briefly about ideas, and started to give me detailed instructions of what she wanted me to do for the both of you when she passed. She was always planning five steps ahead of the rest of us. So, I don’t know what this envelope holds for both of you, but whatever it is Emily wanted to leave you with it and even though I’ve wanted to open it a million times in the past week, I’ve grown to give her so much respect that I couldn’t disrespect her like that. The only thing I do know is this envelope isn’t the only one.” She walked over and handed me the envelope. “Do with this what you will. It’s her final gift to both of you. Just promise me to make the best out of it.”

      Each and every one of us was crying as I held the envelope in my hands. I could feel just how heavily she was writing our names into the envelope by how deep the grooves were left behind by her pen. Ryan pulled over a chair next to me, and her parents looked at us expectantly as I slowly and carefully opened the envelope. In it sat a letter. One of the last things she would have written to us.

      

      Camille and Ryan,

      If you are reading this that means I am dead. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I’ve strung you along for years of a friendship I knew would only end in pain for all of us, but no matter how many times I tried to run and shield you from the pain you always found your way back to me. For that I am so grateful. I couldn’t have asked for two better friends in the short life I lived. Both of you stuck by me no matter what. You never left my side. You were there when I needed you most, and I know I was rarely able to do the same, but you loved me anyway. You loved me even though I was flawed and even though I was dying.

      I thought I’d be scared to die. I thought when this time would finally arrive, I’d be scared, but I’m calmer than I expected. We’ve known this was coming for years and I’m ready for it. I had been in so much pain for such a long time. Please know that, and please know that I am finally free of my suffering. I’m sorry for the pain I have caused you and the pain I will cause you without knowing it.

      I can’t imagine what it might feel like to try and do all the things we used to do together without me here, but please go do them for me. Please make new happy memories in all the places that were important to our friendship. At every place you will go, you will find another piece of me waiting for you in the form of a letter just like this one. Make new happy memories please. Don’t let my death define you. You both have always been so much more than our friendship. I’ll start you on something easy. Start with the diner on Thursday after school (if you are still in school by the time you are reading this) just like we used to before things got bad. Order a big plate of fries and a milkshake for me while you’re there. When the milkshake starts to melt it will be like I’m there with you.

      I love you both dearly.

      Love,

      Emily Marie Garcia

      

      I had tears streaming down my cheeks and I put the letter down. This was Em’s way of giving us permission to move on and to have our own lives without her, even if they were extremely painful. She wants us to be able to let go of the past. I don’t think I can. Not if I have to spend the time learning to do just that with the one person who can’t get past one of the smallest things about my personality and about me as a person. She was my other best friend until I came out. I can’t help but draw a correlation between the two.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        RYAN

      

      

      I was beyond eager for Thursday to come around. I had been spending so much time at home since graduation I just needed to get out of the house. I needed a break from all the reminders of how I messed up everything I had. I needed Camille.

      It feels so childish to “need” Camille like she’s my comfort stuffed animal that I’ve been sleeping with since I was a child. She’s a person, and an amazing one at that. She is everything I could have dreamed of in a friend and I had to mess it all up. I just wish we could get back to where we were before everything went down.

      I pulled up in front of Camille’s house and it just felt so normal to be back here. The drive to her house is one I could do with my eyes closed. If I didn’t have to worry about other cars on the road, I might have done just that. But I don’t want to get into an accident. That’s not the best way to make new friends.

      It wasn’t long until Camille was hurriedly running down her front steps. She looked beautiful in her favorite yellow dress. She would wear it every day in the summer if she could. At least she used to want to wear it that often. I probably shouldn’t be talking about her style or really anything about her. It’s been months since we last spoke. So much has probably changed. I know it’s mostly my fault. No, it’s all my fault. But I forgot how beautiful she looks when she puts her curly blonde hair up into that large messy bun on the top of her head. A few curls were falling out of the bun framing her high cheekbones and piercing green eyes. I felt wildly under dressed compared to her, even though there was no reason for me to feel such a way. We were just going to the diner for some fries and a milkshake. It’s not like we were going on a date. She probably still thought I was with Oliver anyway. I think most people still think that as well.

      She climbed into the car and sat in the passenger seat. She barely even looked at me as if to say she was only here for whatever Emily wanted from her and then she was never talking to me again. I wouldn’t blame her. If anything, I deserve this kind of treatment from her. Maybe I deserve worse. I just feel like she’s being far too nice to me. She probably is. That was always one of my favorite things about her. No matter what kind of awful person you could be she’d still treat you with some kind of respect.

      We rode to the diner in silence. There were so many things I wanted to say, but I just didn’t know how to say them or where to begin. She used to be my best friend. Now I feel like I barely know her.

      All of this makes me wonder if we were only ever friends because of Emily. I can’t think of a single thing we have in common other than our tastes in movies and even that is barely close. What did we ever talk about other than school? Were we only ever friends because we were in a few of the same classes and Emily seemed to love both of us? I mean, clearly Emily loved both of us, but that doesn’t seem like reason enough to be friends. What do we actually have holding the two of us together without Emily?

      We walked into the diner and Melinda who owned the diner nearly screamed to see the two of us together in her diner on a Thursday again. She practically pulled the two of us to our normal booth and said she’d be back with our usual order. Within fifteen minutes she was back with a large plate of fries, some ranch (Camille’s favorite), and three vanilla milkshakes. It was only when she went to put the third one down that she realized there were only two of us and that Emily was not with us. Her eyes grew dark and watery as she put the last milkshake down where Emily would normally sit.

      “It will be like she’s still here.” Melinda whispered before rushing away. Camille and I sat opposite each other picking at the fries. I didn’t want to be eating them. It didn’t feel right to eat them without Emily, but the second they came out I realized that I was starving and what could be better than a large plate of greasy French fries? Camille had a few of the fries and gingerly sipped at her milkshake. I could sense that she wanted to be anywhere but here, I couldn’t blame her, but this was leading us to something bigger. Something for Emily.

      When Melinda came back with the bill when we were done, I rushed to grab it. Camille really didn’t want to be here and it showed, and I know paying for the small meal wouldn’t even scratch the surface of what would be an apology, but I had to do something to try to start mending this relationship before we’re living across the country from each other and just stop talking for good.

      Yet there was no bill when I opened [the thing] just another white envelope from Emily. I turned and made eye contact with Melinda who just smiled and winked at me.

      This letter was shorter than the last one, but just as sweet.

      

      Ryan and Camille,

      I hope you enjoyed your food. I know I miss diner fries like crazy. I hope they have them in the afterlife. Did you dip one in your milkshake for me? I hope the two of you at least had some fun together.

      I’m writing this while both of you are at school. I miss school. I know I won’t be graduating at this point. Even if I thought I’d live to finish out the year. I hope you enjoy graduation.

      But there are just a few things I miss more than school. One of them is walking. I guess I always knew this was part of this illness, but it’s been the hardest one to grapple with. I miss hiking, so do me a favor and take a hike for me. You know where my favorite trail is. Or at least you should. If you don’t were you ever really my friends? I’m just kidding.

      Love you dearly,

      Emily Marie Garcia

      P.S. it’s the trail behind the strawberry fields 😉

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CAMILLE

      

      

      It broke my heart to read about how Em was suffering. I think while I knew she was suffering; I didn’t want to believe it. I didn’t want to believe that she was in that much pain. That her mere existence was almost too much for her to handle.

      I got back in Ryan’s car and we headed to the trail though I most certainly wasn’t dressed appropriately in my sandals and sundress. And I don’t think I could confidently say I’ve ever really enjoyed this hike.

      “Hey, Cami, do you want to stop at your place to change before we head to the trail?” Ryan asked, looking at my dress and shoes with concern written all over her face.

      “My name is Camille.” I snapped back at her. “You lost the right to call me Cami when you told the whole school I’m a lesbian. Thanks for that by the way. But to answer your question, I’m good. I think I will manage the hike in what I’m wearing.”

      Though I wished I had bit my tongue and decided against snapping at my ex best friend, it was warranted. At least I feel like it was. I came out to her and to Em and somehow the entire school was talking about it the next day. Em was already too sick to go to school at that point. She was barely on her phone. She could barely do anything. She never would have told anyone anyway. I always knew I could trust her when it came to secrets like that.

      Ryan nodded and looked ahead at the road in front of her as the car turned in to the parking lot. If I closed my eyes, I was here with Em again. We were just barely fifteen and the three mile walk from Em’s house to the hiking trail didn’t seem so far away. I was ready to call her mom and get picked up the second we made it to the parking lot before the trail, but Em begged me to take the hike with her. So, I did. But she wanted me to walk the trail barefoot. I thought she was crazy. But she promised me that nothing would feel better than the cool earth under my bare feet. So, I did just as she told me. And when we got to the clearing at the top, we sat there for hours watching the sunset off in the distance.

      Now years later I stand at the base of the trail pulling off my shoes while Ryan watches. Ryan looks just as confused as I was my first time here with Em. Maybe Em never took her here. Maybe this part of whatever scavenger hunt she planned for us was planned just for me.

      The trail felt colder underneath my bare feet than I had remembered, but the sensation of my feet sinking into the wet earth below me hadn’t changed a bit. The first time I thought it was gross to be walking down a muddy trail barefoot, but now, it pains me to think of how Em will never be able to do this again. She’ll never get to walk here again. She’ll never get to walk down the muddy path barefoot trying to convince everyone around her that it’s the best feeling in the world. And I’ll never see the way her face lights up as she tries to convince everyone that it’s a transformative experience again. I’ll never get to see the way her smile quirked up ever so slightly to the left and her eyes closed in pure bliss as she described the feeling to anyone who dared question her again. I’ll never see any of that again. I’ll never see her again.

      Before I knew it, Ryan and I had made it to the clearing of the trail. I hadn’t even realized we were that far into the trail until Ryan came to a sudden stop in front of me. This would be the first time I would get to see what someone’s face looks like when they see the view for the first time. Ryan actually looked quite beautiful. She had pulled her long black hair up into a ponytail. It looked almost purple in the light under all the trees. She just stood in what I could only imagine to be a state of shock with her full lips parted ever so slightly.

      I try to brush past Ryan, but the trail is too narrow and I trip as I tried to maneuver around her. She catches me and pulls me over to two rocks to take a seat. Or at least that’s what I think she was trying to do. I pulled away before she really got the chance.

      “Woah, what’s going on with you?” She said, mostly out of shock, I think, but I could see the slightest bit of hurt in her eyes. I had put that there. Even after everything she had done to me, I didn’t want to hurt her. I didn’t want her to have to feel the pain that had to define my senior year. I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy. No one deserves to have to end high school knowing one of your closest friends betrayed you while the other can no longer come into school because she’s dying. And it’s not like I could spend much time at home, even if I wanted to.

      Yet when I looked back at Ryan the first tear fell and all of that rage just bubbled over. “Funny you should ask. I’m honestly surprised you even care. I know you think that because I’m the shy, quiet, introvert I don’t need to have people near me all the time, but you know it would have been nice for you to show up at least once. You kind of just disappeared after I came out to you. And then somehow the whole school found out. You and Em were the only people I told and Em could barely even form a coherent sentence. So, you know while one of my best friends was literally dying, the other became some sort of back stabbing bitch and decided we weren’t friends anymore.” Tears were streaming down my face now.

      “It’s funny that now you seem to care.” I continued, fueled by rage. “And honestly, it’s fine. At this point I’m over it. But it would have been really fucking nice to have had some friends to take pictures with at graduation. My entire family thought I was some lonely loser. I mean I was surprised when they showed up, but that doesn’t matter. What matters is you were my best friend one day and then wouldn’t look at me the next and now you want me to act like everything’s cool between us? Well, guess what, it’s not.”

      “I didn’t tell the whole school. The only person I told was Oliver.” Ryan took a step back, tears and the little bit of mascara she was wearing streaming down her face. “And I only told him because when you came out to me, I got so fucking confused because the way you explained it had me questioning whether or not I like girls too. I thought maybe I could be bi or something so I decided to talk to him about it, which clearly was a huge mistake, I should have gone to you but I was scared. He wasn’t all that great about it, though.” Her warm eyes met mine and I just began to sob. She needed me and I wasn’t there. “Seriously, I wish I never had to hear what he said to me, but here we are, and fuck his reaction was really fucking scary. Especially when I told him I thought I’ve maybe had a crush on you since middle school and hadn’t realized until then.”

      I stumbled backwards, looking for a place to sit, but there were no good places to sit. Every surface was slick from the rainfall of the previous night. Ryan had a crush on me. Ryan’s had a crush on me since middle school. Ryan was scared to have a crush on me. Did I do something to hurt her? No, but I sure as hell ruined her relationship. She had seemed so happy with Oliver. I fucked that up. But that means she never hated me. She never hated me. Never. I didn’t do anything wrong. None of this was my fault. I didn’t ruin our friendship when I came out. I just misinterpreted her actions and with everything else going on did I push her away?

      Eventually I hit the slick rock on the other side of the small clearing from Ryan and my hand brushed a damp piece of paper stuck in between two rocks and before I even looked at it, I knew I had found the next letter.

      

      Cami and Ryan,

      It’s been a few days since I wrote you the other letters you’ve received. This one in particular has seemed to stump me. Cami, you just left for the evening. You were here all day. I didn’t think you’d actually leave. We both know you didn’t want to go home. I was secretly hoping you’d stay the night and I wouldn’t have to write this now, but I should get through the next couple of these anyway.

      We talked about the beach a lot today; I think that’s where I want to send you next. Maybe you’ll go swimming for me. You always loved the beach, Cami. I’ll miss our beach days. I already do. Do you? I’m sure you do. That feels like a stupid question to be asking you.

      I still of that day when the three of us walked all the way to the beach. We were crazy for doing that. And then we got there so late that we were the only people on the beach. Well, the only people in our little corner of the beach. I’m sure there were other people there, but we got to watch the sunset there together. Maybe you and Ryan can go do that for me Cami. The first star you see will be me smiling down on you.

      Love you both,

      Emily Marie Garcia

      P.S. Sorry Ryan this was so directed at Cami, but to be fair I’ve never taken you hiking so I’m not even sure you’re with Cami.

      

      Though the handwriting was clearly still Em’s it looked harsher, rougher, almost as if it was a struggle for her to write the letter. Her lines are shaky instead of smooth and where she normally would dot her I’s with a small heart, especially in her signature, the hearts are missing.

      I couldn’t register the sob that escaped my lips as I saw on the cold earth, but within a few seconds Ryan was by my side. And despite everything I wanted her there. When she wrapped her arms around me, I didn’t move away. I didn’t want to. For the first time I wasn’t alone. For the first time someone cared.

      We must’ve sat on the mossy ground for hours before I finally was able to calm down. I didn’t even realize that Ryan had slipped Em’s letter out of my hands and had read it. When I looked up at her dark eyes, tears shone bright in them.

      I’m not sure which one of us got up first, but the air was heavy as we walked back to the car.
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        RYAN

      

      

      Camille didn’t feel like herself as I got her in the car. She felt heavier, her movements were slower. There was a darkness to her eyes that wasn’t there before. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything. I probably shouldn’t have said anything. Who do I think I am to be telling her that I have a crush on her. Especially now of all times. Maybe I’m just a shitty friend. I mean, who does that? Did I just get so excited that she was finally speaking to me that I decided there was nothing better to do than dumping that on her?

      “I broke up with Oliver.” I said finally breaking the silence in the car. “Right after he told everyone. I know that doesn’t fix anything, and you have every right to still be mad at me. I wouldn’t be hurt if you were. I majorly fucked up. But if you can find it somewhere in your heart, maybe we can be friends again? I’ve really missed you.”

      We were parked at the beach when Camille finally looked at me. Her eyes were red-rimmed and for the first time in years I couldn’t read her emotions on her face. “What about girlfriends?” She said so quietly that I thought my head was playing tricks on me. She looked so small in the passenger seat of my car, and I just wanted to scoop her up in my arms and walk into the sunset with her. Of course, the sun had been set for at least twenty minutes by the time we had arrived at the beach. “I’m sorry. That was – I shouldn’t have. I can do friends. I would love to do friends again.”

      She looked panicked and scared and all I could see was the little girl she was when I first met her, when we first became friends. Then, before I knew what I was doing, I leaned over and kissed her. “Maybe I should take you out on a real date sometime.” I said with a laugh as I bumped her shoulder.

      We got out of the car and started walking towards Emily’s favorite spot on the beach. When we were little, this spot used to feel so secret. It used to feel like it was made just for us. We sat in the sand Camille finally took her hair down. She let it just flow in the wind and she looked absolutely beautiful. We just sat together for a while until she wanted to start looking for the next letter.

      It wasn’t hard to find. It was tucked between two rocks, and honestly, I was surprised it was still there. I wonder how it managed to last there so long. Maybe this area of the beach was really just secret. Maybe it was all ours.

      Camille pulled the envelope out from the rocks and before she even opened it she looked like she was about to start crying again. Instead of Emily’s handwriting on the envelope, it was her mothers.

      

      Ryan and Camille,

      I’m so sorry. I didn’t think I’d be writing this, but here we are. Emily had grand plans for these letters, but she never left them with much detail. She wrote the letters and had sticky notes on all the envelopes of the places she wanted me to hid them for both of you. But whatever she had planned, she never got to finish. She may have had quite the plan, but everything also came to her as she went. That’s how she always was. So here we are, this is another thing she will leave unfinished. But don’t let that stop your journey.

      I had bought her concert tickets a few months ago. Two of them, one for me and one for her. The concert is in roughly two weeks from the day you started this little scavenger hunt. Go to the concert for her. Enjoy her favorite music and use it to remember her by. I’m sure she would have rather gone with both of you than with her mother.

      Enjoy the show,

      Mrs. Garcia

      

      By the time I finished reading the letter aloud we were both in tears. I held Camille close. I never wanted to let go of her again. I finally had her back.

      She wiped the tears from her green eyes and looked up at me and with a weak laugh she said “I guess Em planned our first date for us.”
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            maybe when

          

        

      

    

    
      maybe when

      our uteruses

      start bleeding bullets,

      we’ll be free.

      

      - Byrony Rosehurst

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            On Postpartum Depression

          

        

      

    

    
      My body

      as well as my heart

      were ripped in half

      to call you mine

      

      Fighting to survive

      when I no longer felt like ‘me’

      but you desperately looked

      for the mother I was supposed to be

      

      A shell of a person

      for months on end

      a ghost

      walking through life

      in charge of someone else’s

      

      But I love you more than life

      & you were a choice I chose

      and would choose

      a thousand times over

      

      So I can’t imagine

      what it would do to me

      if I had chose differently

      

      ⁃	Shannon O’Connor

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SO TALL

          

        

      

    

    
      I had shrunk up,

      made myself small,

      fitting for someone so small.

      but now, here—

      I cannot store away my fight.

      history will not be kind to

      those with stitched lips

      and idle hands.

      I speak out,

      I fear not the fall,

      fitting for someone with

      a voice so tall.

      

      - J.R.Rogue

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            For a Choice

          

        

      

    

    
      You’ll never understand the reasons

      Someone has to choose for

      The life they must now lead

      

      You’ll never understand how it goes

      To choose a path of only pain

      When the only other option

      Might be nothing at all

      

      You’ll never understand the tears

      That flow so achingly like they’re ripping through

      Tearing someone’s heart in half

      Like blades of shattered glass

      

      You’ll never understand the agony

      Of feeling misunderstood

      Feeling cast aside and judged

      For a choice you’ve never had to make

      

      For a choice you never knew you’d have to make

      For a choice you never wanted to have to make

      For a choice that wasn’t even yours in the end.

      

      - M Leigh Morhaime

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            At thirteen I began my bleeding

          

        

      

    

    
      At thirteen I began my bleeding

      while walking down the hall to math class. I stuffed my underwear

      with wads of toilet paper;

      tied my jacket around my waist to hide the stain on my pants until I could get home.

      I never want my daughter to feel that shame.

      We are natural.

      Human.

      Woman.

      

      - K Leigh

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Boy will be boys

          

        

      

    

    
      the nightmare comes again and again / I see the shadow of other men in your face / you try them on like / masks / will you tell her to smile / will you carve that smile / in to her throat because she doesn’t / will you take her strappy sundress / baggy sweats / as an invitation / even as her lips say no / scream no / until she’s raw and bleeding / will you leave you mark / on her thighs / breasts / cheeks / how do I teach you / my sweet, giggling boy / that women are people / not holes / my boy with skinned knees / grass stains / chocolate ice cream grin / how do I raise this / away / how do I sit there as a jury clucks / boys will be boys

      

      -Jessica Minyard

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TO SURVIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      old hollywood is

      crying on our doorstep.

      I’ve seen the old men’s

      brother eye to eye,

      with power pulsing in their pupils

      and a joke that we pretend to laugh at.

      can’t risk our job, or our next meal.

      grin and bear the bite inside—

      you gotta choke on the harmless

      harassment to survive this life.

      old me is crying into her pillow.

      to survive this lie—

      is to die inside,

      and I burn

      to live it

      as they break to bury us.

      - J.R.Rogue

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TO BLEED HERSELF DRY

          

        

      

    

    
      I remember when I was a kid, I had a recurring nightmare where I was on a hospital bed / with white walls closing in on me. / And I was endlessly screaming / in the middle of labor / blanking in / and / out / as I breathed heavily / while at the same time not breathing in any air / smiles everywhere as the baby was delivered safe and whole / but I was laying in the pool of my own blood / endlessly pouring out of me / trying to shove the blood back into me / but to no avail.

      Bleeding out / dying out / breaths wheezing out of me / but never coming back in /

      “Oh, what will we do now,” all of the women / of my maternal family / asked one another / “Her only job / was to raise / her poor / daughter, yet she chose / to bleed herself dry / How selfish of her...”

      As if bleeding myself dry wasn't enough.

      - Stella Donato

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            db day

          

        

      

    

    
      and i can almost feel it

      rotting away inside me

      this death that grows slowly

      

      so slowly

      that when it comes

      i’m not just prepared

      but happy

      

      i can’t wait to greet it

      smiling

      as i scream in pain

      thinking of a name

      while the body decays

      

      what to call this festering fatality

      this end to life

      as i’ve  always known it

      and never will again

      

      i feel the sickness pulling me in

      with every push

      it becomes less and less clear

      whether life or death

      awaits my next breath

      

      i enter the darkness

      and leave my own body

      the screams from within

      now without

      without

      for nothing is left within

      nothing

      but a hollow, empty space where

      nothing

      now exists

      

      the cord is cut

      the bond broken

      and yet, i find myself

      more connected than ever

      tied forever

      to the death

      i gave life

      

      - noi lelek

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Does the World Know?

          

        

      

    

    
      Do you think the rose knows

      When it’s been plucked from its home

      And the thorns clipped off

      In an effort to make you more comfortable

      

      Do you think the daisy knows

      When you pick each leave off

      Alternating between yes and no

      Love or no love from someone

      

      Do you think the dandelion knows

      When you’ve blown all the spores

      Using it’s own being

      To wish for something

      

      Do you think the world knows

      When we’ve used its beauty

      And molded it into what we want

      Into the realities we wish to see

      

      And do you think the world knows

      That it’s dying every day

      From the selfish sadistic ways

      In which we don’t give a damn anymore

      

      - M Leigh Morhaime

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Baby Blues

          

        

      

    

    
      you think you’ve known exhaustion

      you’ve known nothing like this

      exhaustion that cracks your bones

      tiredness slithers down your throat until you puke –

      doubts, fears, frustrations, hopes, dreams – smeared on the floor

      offal sacrificed to the dark

      

      you think you’ve known love

      you’ve known nothing like this

      love, soul-deep and obsessing over

      a sweet gummy smile only for you at 3 am

      downy skin, squishy cheeks, ten fingers, ten toes

      a perfect smorgasbord

      

      you gobble him up

      to replace all that you’ve lost

      

      - Jessica Minyard

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            IF YOU DON’T WANT A BABY, THEN DON’T HAVE SEX.

          

        

      

    

    
      What is a girl to do / with this ultimatum?

      Can’t have pleasure. / Can’t fuck just to fuck.

      Can only fuck / to reproduce.

      Where is the fun in that?

      Girls just want to have fun.

      But everyone else has plans for what we do with our bodies.

      Better to have our pussies torn apart / by a baby / because that’s what’s expected of us.

      Better to have our pussies torn apart / by rabid men lurking to get a fuck out of us / with or without our consent.

      Better to have our pussies torn apart / by the government / who think they know our bodies better / but can’t find the clit.

      Better to have our pussies torn apart / and sewed back shut / tighter for men’s pleasure / and our discomfort.

      Because our cries are much more of a turn-on / than anything else. Makes men cum faster / if we do.

      They pass it off as some form of kink-play

      But they prefer to see us cry from the inside out.

      Don’t care if it’s blood or tears coming out of us / if it means a baby has the potential to emerge in the end.

      

      - Stella Donato

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            misogyny

          

        

      

    

    
      a circle of judgement 

      hangs around my life

      chaining me to a sentence 

      worse than death

      my worth

      determined 

      by the prejudice of men

      i’ve never met

      were i to instead aspire

      to their expectations 

      and desires  

      in my own eyes, at least,

      i’d be worth less

      no longer a person,

      but an object to possess 

      - noi lelek

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Witching Hour

          

        

      

    

    
      You put him in the crib where it’s safe,

      like all the doctors, nurses, and brochures told you to do

      

      Still, he howls

      Red, tomato face scrunched and wrinkled

      

      He cries because he doesn’t understand

      Doesn’t know this mother

      Doesn’t know how to get you back

      

      You tell no one this

      Not your lover, mother, sister, closest friend, therapist, your god

      

      But you’re sure He already knows

      Because you pray to see just one more dawn

      

      Just one more sunrise to drive out the darkness

      

      Rose gold rising to bring the good mother back.

      

      -Jessica Minyard

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WE PEAKED THEN

          

        

      

    

    
      I shy from mirrors,

      walk swiftly past

      wide windows,

      reflections of my youth

      fading into grainy photos

      with cropped drops and plaid skirts.

      we peaked then,

      and we know it.

      I am on the tip of the spear,

      staring middle age in the eye

      and blinking twice.

      what a gift, what a slow

      unraveling of life.

      what a gift, I vow to savor.

      they say I am not allowed

      to age—that is for the men.

      I say

      watch me.

      - J.R.Rogue

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Embers

          

        

      

    

    
      Embers stinging in my throat spit false assurances.

      I’m okay.

      I’m improving.

      This is getting better.

      My half-chewed fingernails & missing eyebrows tell a different story.

      A story of a woman with a little girl within. She’s standing on a dirt driveway as someone threatens

      to burn the house down with her inside.

      

      - K Leigh

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A life inside me

          

        

      

    

    
      As everyone fights around me

      About my choices

      About my purpose

      About what type of person does this

      It could be okay 

      If I was going about it the right way

      Not stifling a light

      I’m stuck and I’m thankful

      That I even have this option 

      to save my relationship 

      My career, my body, my life 

      I don’t need it or want it

      But I wish I could feel less bad about it

      Going to these places you need an escort 

      Then security when you get in 

      Because there are people with signs 

      And roses saying they know a better way

      They can help you with whatever you’re here for today 

      Can they make my body not reject something I’m ‘meant’ to make

      Can they help me become healthy enough to even make it through

      The moneys an issue for everyone 

      Kids are expensive even just one

      Even with good insurance 

      We aren’t able to stay home sick for 9 months 

      Not do that and get anything done

      The pill kills they say

      But what if I lose my life to something the world didn’t need anyway 

      Yeah technology is better today

      But so are my opportunities

      Why can’t I put myself first &amp; do what hurts 

      to form a better future for me 

      &amp; many after me

      When your mothers 15 and your cousins been raped

      Sometimes it’s the only way to change your fate.

      I will always fight for privacy,

      To keep things between you and your doctor

      And do what is best for your life

      You see,

      The government may try to change things

      but we will always unite for what’s right 

      Starting with basic human rights.

      

      -kaylynmarie

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            she cut him open.

          

        

      

    

    
      she cut him open.

      used his blood

      to paint her bedroom walls

      a lovely shade of red.

      she shattered his ribcage

      and chiseled the bones into furniture.

      she tore out his heart

      and sunk her teeth into the muscle

      while it still beat.

      through a mouthful of veins:

      it’s about time we treated them the way they treat us.

      

      - Byrony Rosehurst

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            i know that girl

          

        

      

    

    
      i know that girl

      her pain is my own

      but not mine alone

      it’s shared by all the women

      who have suffered

      and been struck down

      by the stones

      sinful men throw 

      - noi lelek

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            YOU HAVE NO SAY BECAUSE YOU WERE BORN TO GET FUCKED AND BRED UNTIL YOUR UTERUS GIVES OUT.

          

        

      

    

    
      Need to give birth to as many babies as your body is able to, preferably boys, is what they tell you. Because having girls is the greatest disappointment there is.

      The guessing game of fertility and infertility is played whenever people are feeling nosy and want to know when you’re having kids / "Times-ticking"; they say as if they have your biological clock mesmerized and reminding you that you should be overrun with baby-fever right about now because it will speed up the process.

      When you tell them you can’t have kids, and they say, “Now, no man will ever want you." Because apparently, your only job was to push out a ‘mini-me’ of them.

      I can’t have kids because my mental illness is gripping me by the throat, and some days I just want to die, but their solution is to tell me to have as many babies as I can because that’s what will bring me happiness.

      "You’re being too emotional / too sentimental / thinking too much / just do it / just have one / two / three / four" / and another / and another / and another.

      "Don’t worry; I’ll help you along the way,” is what they say, but they don’t. It’s empty promises to make you commit to birthing another child and keep you in a traumatic cycle of wanting and unwanting.

      But you were born to want children / you were born with maternal instincts / you’re wired that way / your uterus and ovaries, / is everything carved into you that makes you a woman / What’s wrong with you? / Just have one / two / three / four / and another / and another / and another. / Come on, please / What else would you even be good for if not to have children? / How else would you contribute to society?

      

      - Stella Donato

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            pull us open at the seams,

          

        

      

    

    
      pull us open at the seams,

      watch us thread ourselves back together.

      roam the shadows of the streets,

      spit the poison from your tongue,

      plunge it into us with your needle,

      watch our kneecaps weaken

      but never break.

      laugh when we speak about our favourite things,

      mutter for fuck’s sake

      under your breath

      because you never learned to love

      without hate.

      send us to war and watch us starve,

      control our bodies, our minds, but not our hearts.

      invade our houses and claim them yours,

      tell us to fix you a sandwich and expect a sir, yes, sir;

      just be careful

      when I pull out the butter knife.

      we are not yours. we never were.

      we’re someone,

      we’re everyone,

      and while your roots rot beneath the soil,

      we will fucking bloom.

      

      - Byrony Rosehurst

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Rituals

          

        

      

    

    
      When it’s time for bed, we take refuge in the big blue recliner, stretched out, belly to belly, little feet touching my knees. I was so afraid the mass of my body would prevent me from holding you close enough. You don’t seem to mind the gentle roll.

      Your little finger points, asking, What’s this, what’s this.

      Lamp, curtains, fan, chin, mouth, nose, forehead. Forehead is extremely funny, as is me nibbling that questing finger that wants to know so much.

      Your laugh, high-pitched and silver, clear as glass, heavy and somber like a church bell, washes me clean, salvation.

      I wrap you up, feel the wings of your shoulder blades, feel the soft exhalations of your breathing, feel my own breathing slow to match yours, tuning.

      I squeeze tighter to hold you here, in this space between baby and child, a blue-eyed blonde sun, radiant.

      Staring burns me up from the inside out, ashes to ashes, reborn.

      

      -Jessica Minyard

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            god is a Woman

          

        

      

    

    
      man as the creator?

      more like

      men as traitors

      stealing abilities

      in fictional spaces

      passing off as fact

      the desire they all have

      to be more than they are

      more than they can give

      a rib is not a womb

      nor can a man create

      the very life

      he sits to question

      the significance of

      ponder his insubordinate fate

      wonder why

      the universe's power

      rests not in his fragile hands

      but between the powerful thighs

      of an even more powerful

      Woman

      subjugation

      domination

      objectification

      misappropriation

      the tools

      they use

      to conquer bodies

      ravage minds

      belie the demons

      lurking inside

      and wait

      inexhaustibly

      yet fruitlessly

      like the barren rods

      they seek to glorify

      for the day

      they control

      the future

      of our kind

      

      - noi lelek

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THOUGHT OF GETTING A HYSTERECTOMY, AND IT IS AS IF I SAID I WANTED TO COMMIT MURDER.

          

        

      

    

    
      What happens if you regret it? / What about your future boyfriend? Husband? / How would they feel if you took that right away from them? / Don’t you want them to be happy? / How selfish of you!

      I have to think of the feelings of a non-existent partner/future spouse now? Think about a clump of cells that don’t even exist?

      I tried to imagine / an alternative reality, where I am pregnant, / and I felt disgusted. / Could feel the parasite / that I never wanted growing invading my body, and I would rather die than ever want to make that my reality.

      I voiced this thought aloud recently / and was met with, “That’s not normal, you’re meant to desire children / come on, it won’t be that bad / you’ll want more after having one / it gets addicting after a while / a high you can never get rid of even if you tried to / because what gives you any right to choose otherwise?

      

      - Stella Donato

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            People have been nitpicking

          

        

      

    

    
      People have been nitpicking

      me my whole life.

      Too loud.

      Speak up.

      Quit crying.

      You never talk about how you feel.

      Day in & day out.

      My appearance.

      My likes & dislikes.

      The fact that nothing I do for

      anyone is enough to satisfy them.

      While blisters line my feet

      from the effort of walking on their coals.

      

      - K Leigh

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FIERCENESS OF WOMEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Fierce,

      Not one

      To yield,

      Belly-up, not I

      Tenacious, and

      Independent,

      Rights revoked, you say

      Don’t you see?

      Determined to prove the

      Capability of

      WOMEN

      

      - Sarah Stein

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Someone’s Someone

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m not like the others

      When I say that’s not me

      So stop saying I’ll change my mind

      Because it won’t happen.

      And even if I did

      What business is it of yours

      

      And oh my, how fast you fall silent

      When I utter the words

      “I can’t anyway”

      How bad you feel

      For pushing the archaic ideals

      Of birthing just to raise

      And become someone’s someone

      Instead of who I’ve been all along.

      

      - M Leigh Morhaime

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LIVING AS A WOMAN IN 2022

          

        

      

    

    
      Makes me feel like I’m about to throw up / burst out crying / laugh hysterically until I choke on my own blood.

      Makes me want—-

      to erase every inch of my body so no man can fuck me, literally or metaphorically.

      Makes me have the urge—-

      to shred my reproductive system into pieces until there's nothing left inside of me.

      Makes me wish—-

      to never come back to live as a woman in 2022 or any other year in this or any alternative timeline.

      Resent sours my taste buds / pours my heart down the drain / has me wishing I had no gender, so I won’t be coerced to conceive a child I don’t want at any point in my life or in the next one.

      

      -Stella Donato

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            the enemy

          

        

      

    

    
      tiny soldiers on my legs

      grow fierce and strong

      what war were you sent to fight?

      whose damn side are you on?

      these aren't the thighs of a woman

      hairless and soft

      i'm ashamed because my body

      can't quite figure out

      to whom it belongs

      dark and thick and coarse

      i feel like a man

      so i take a razor to my skin

      and strip away all i can

      i carve myself up 

      like a thanksgiving turkey

      ready to be consumed

      until i can see muscle 

      and tissue

      blood oozing

      and bones breaking

      beneath the weight

      of all the hate

      i hold inside

      for me and only me

      

      - noi lelek

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Letter to Whom it May Concern

          

        

      

    

    
      We do not ask for much,

      when much should be

      a thousand times more than the bare minimum.

      

      But still we are given less.

      And less.

      And less.

      

      How many more years will we keep this fight?

      How many more do we have to?

      When all we ask is to be left alone.

      Why should you think of us?

      Mention us as if we are not our own?

      And then question us?

      And revoke our basic rights?

      

      The same rights fought for time and time again.

      See the thing is, we've always been fighting.

      Tug of warring with ignorance.

      I wonder when we'll see our own bliss.

      How many will have to pass

      before enough is enough?

      

      And they will pass.

      And when they do,

      the blood will be on your hands.

      This anger will be spilled on every single person who believes that my body is not my choice.

      

      - (a.b.m)

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACHING FOR CHANGE

          

        

      

    

    
      She cries

      not for her, but

      for you.

      Incapable of

      seeing the

      story behind

      her tears.

      She cries

      for lack of

      understanding, turning

      blind eye to

      the world.

      Saddened by

      your willfulness to

      undermine her, to

      turn back the time.

      She aches for

      change.

      Like the hands

      of the clock ticking by.

      Reminding her of what

      was lost.

      YOU will not

      silence her.

      A root breaking through

      hardened cement,

      making herself known.

      Crying still, she

      fights back.

      Determined.

      

      - Sarah Stein

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Listen

          

        

      

    

    
      It took years

      Years

      For me to get the answer

      I knew all along

      The permission

      To make my own choice

      To finally not get the

      Bullshit

      Answers peddled to me

      The fear I’d hold them responsible

      For my own

      Choice

      No matter how much I

      Begged

      For something I knew I needed

      Something that would give me a

      Chance

      To live my own life

      Without fear of the worst

      The path I was already on

      Due to no fault of my own

      Due to my body’s failures

      That I had to live with for

      Years

      Hoping that someday someone

      Would finally say yes

      Finally listen to my cries

      And let me make my own choice

      To let go of the damaged pieces

      The irreparable pieces

      The painstaking pieces

      The pieces I never needed.

      It took me

      Years

      To finally get someone to

      Listen

      To let me have my

      Choice

      The one I knew all along.

      

      - M Leigh Morhaime

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Our Humanity Isn’t Yours to Fuck With

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s gnawing at me

      The way my chest

      Crumbles and explodes

      All at once

      Crying out

      Screaming within

      Just begging to wake

      From this awful nightmare

      The one where we must

      Fight for something

      We should never have to

      To convince someone else

      That our truth isn’t negotiable

      Our reality doesn’t match

      Their contorted visions

      And our humanity

      Isn’t theirs to Fuck with.

      

      - M Leigh Morhaime

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            How to Exist in a Fat Body While Pregnant: A Guide for Beginners

          

        

      

    

    
      Don’t eat that / Smile when the doctor clicks his tongue and says your weight is not ideal because you are unflappable / Don’t eat that / Cheese might raise your cholesterol, but won’t raise your blood sugar / Eat the cheese / Don’t eat that / Ask your boyfriend if you look pregnant yet only to hear him say no / Don’t eat that / Stop breathing when it takes a little longer than normal for the doctor to find the baby’s heartbeat / Don’t eat that / Scroll through #bump and watch the bellies grow on all the slender girls / Cherries on stems / Don’t eat that / Wake up, don’t recognize the face in the mirror, of the mother being born / Swallow all your fears and guilt even if they choke you on the way down / Do / not / eat / that

      

      - Jessica Minyard

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            #LISTEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Why won’t you
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