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    My body hums as electrical currents vibrate under the skin. I exhale, but my chest doesn’t feel any lighter.


    I’m a good Catholic girl.


    I swallow hard, causing a small bead of sweat to roll between my breasts.


    I’m a good Catholic girl.


    I repeat the words, over and over, desperately wanting them to be true. His long, thick fingers twitch against the knee of his black slacks and I shiver, clenching my thighs together in response.


    Oh, fuck.This is not happening. Not in church on Sunday.


    I fan my face with the simple service program we were given when we entered the church and I close my eyes. My nerves are frazzled. I can barely contain them as flashes hot enough to burn Satan himself tear down my spine, making me ache all over.


    Swallowing again, I open my eyes. My stare zeros in on his large hands and the crimson rosary beads he drapes between his fingers. With every painful thrum of my heart, he strokes the beads with his thumb, fueling the flames that threaten to consume me. To have me so captivated by his fingers alone is testament to the rest of his physique. I flick my stare a little higher and—oh, my God. He has a beautiful face…


    Father Andrews speaks, but he’s background noise to my naughty, naughty thoughts. I’m surprised I can hear the deep tenor of his voice over the rapid pulse of my heart.


    I shake my head, forcing myself to focus on the service. Father Andrews talks about sin and forgiveness. He talks about not falling into the clutches of temptation and I fight the urge to roll my eyes. Beside me, my mother whispers a quiet “amen” and behind me, Mrs. Clay, my Puerto Rican neighbor, mutters her thanks to Jesus.


    I sink a little lower on my section of the hard, wooden bench, careful not to let my black and white pleated skirt rise too far. They’re good Catholic women. They’re what I should try to be, but I can’t. Not when all I can think about is the Father’s son, the one with the rosary beads, fucking me six ways from Sunday.


    On the altar.


    Bent over the pew.


    In the confession box.


    Against the gold statue of Our Lord and Savior who grips his own rosary beads.


    My lips part as I let out a shaky breath. What decent human being even has thoughts like this? I’m going straight to hell.


    I lift my gaze from his strong hands to his thick forearms. A light covering of blond hair spreads from his wrist to his elbows where it disappears underneath the cloth of his gray button up shirt. My stare traces the crinkles and folds of fabric as he leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees.God…he has left the top button of his shirt open…what I wouldn’t give to run my lips over the smooth flesh there.


    My throat runs dry as he swallows and his Adam’s apple bobs. I hold my breath, until my lungs begin to burn, before finally flicking my stare to his face. A shiver shoots down my spine as I helplessly drink him in. He’s mesmerizingly perfect in aboyish way with smooth skin, pink, kissable lips and dark, beautiful, clear green eyes. His hair, blond and unkempt, brushes over his forehead and my fingers twitch with the urge to flick it away.


    Caleb.


    That’s what Father Andrews called him. “This is my son, Caleb.” I heard nothing after that. Seeing Caleb offer a small smirk as his father introduced him to a gathering of church goers months ago was all it took to consume me. Lust washed over me, filling me with a heavy, pulsing desire to put his cock in my mouth.


    My breath hitches.


    Can you imagine it? How glorious it would be? I can see it now…


    Clean…


    Hard…


    Pulsating…


    I groan under my breath and shut my eyes for the second time.


    I’m a good Catholic girl.


    They say God can see our true intent. They say he can see through our words and directly into our hearts. If that’s true, God knows I’m full of shit. He knows I’m not a good Catholic girl. He knows I never have been.


    Opening my eyes, I look at Caleb. There’s something dark about him. It’s in the way he glances around the room. It’s in his aura. He’s a beautiful lion, sitting on his rock, waiting…watching. Something tells me him just being here under the Lord’s roof is a slap in God’s face.


    Perhaps, he’s not a good Catholic boy like I’m not a good Catholic girl...


    I jump a little as he pushes up from his chair and crosses the varnished floor to his father. With an almost bored expression, Caleb flicks through the pages of the book in front of him. It’s mentioned in the program that Caleb will recite the closing prayer. Has it been an hour already?


    When Caleb finds his spot, he grips each side of the tall, oak podium and opens his mouth. The rest of us lower our heads and stare at our laps. I barely last a second before I peer at him through my blonde, wavy locks.


    “Our Father…” He begins, his tongue twisting expertly around the sacred words, his voice sinfully dark.


    If the devil played any kind of instrument to incite desire in young women like me, it was in the form of Caleb’s voice. A voice so rough and perfect, a voice that causes delightful tremors to dance along my spine, shouldn’t come from a boy with a face so flawless.It’s not fair.


    “—against us.” He lifts his daring, green eyes from the prayer typed before him and my heart just about leaps out of my throat.


    I’m breathless.


    My lungs burn.


    Something sinister flashes in the deep depths of his eyes and I’m the only one who sees it. A wolf among sheep. That’s what he is.


    “And guide us not into temptation,” He states, the corner of his lips twitching.


    “But deliver us from evil.” My mother, and everyone else in the room, mutters.


    We lift our heads.


    “Amen.” He says.


    “Amen.” We follow.


    The Father’s son is so captivating, time and space falls away and before you know it, it’s all over. Until next week. The thought is enough to arouse disappointment deep in my stomach. Caleb steps aside as Father Andrews addresses the masses. Once again, his voice is background noise as I drink in Caleb’s tall, broad, and manly physique. He can’t be much older than my nineteen year old self. I’d peg him around twenty-three, maybe. He looks friendly enough. However, in the hour I’ve watched himI’ve only seen him smirk like he knows something no one else in the room does. He hasn’t produced a genuine smile. Not once.


    The bench beneath my ass vibrates as people stand and lively chatter fills the room. I move to my feet just as Mrs. Clay rounds the bench and engages my mother in conversation. I roll my eyes. It’s not like Mrs. Clay didn’t stop my father in the driveway before we left this morning. While Mom and Dad chat to Mrs. Clay about this morning’s service,I watch Caleb and the Father as a small family approaches them. With grace, they both extend their hands and welcome the family to the Church. Even upon greeting the family, Caleb doesn’t smile. He offers a swift nod of the head, but nothing more. It doesn’t take long for his glowing green eyes to slip deceivingly onto the family’s eldest daughter. From where I’m standing, I can see a portion of her face. She’s my age, easily, and her stare is fixated on him just like mine was. She remains still, dead still, as if she can’t breathe. I envy her. I want to be close enough to breathe him in.


    His intrigued gaze drops from her classically pretty face and chocolate colored hair to her exposed legs. Though jean shorts wouldn’t be my first Sunday Mass choice, they suit her tremendously, blending nicely with her yellow shirt. Enthralled by the words of Father Andrews, the parents are clueless to the looks his son gives their daughter. But she isn’t. Her once still chest now rises and falls rapidly. Her fists clench at her sides and her pink lips part, undoubtedly letting out a subtle, panting breath. Now I really envy her. Caleb doesn’t see anyone else. He has his eyes on the prize and there’s no mistaking his motives.


    He wants to fuck her.


    I should be appalled he’s chosen such a sacred place to hunt naïve girls, but I’m not and I hate that the swell of tingles between my thighs makes me feel hopeful. A good Catholic girl should want a good Catholic boy…but I’m not a good Catholic girl and he’s clearly not a good Catholic boy. Does that change the rules? Does that make it okay for me to want him as badly as I do?


    Caleb cuts in on his father as he gestures around the church. The girl’s parents give a happy nod of the head and Caleb politely extends his elbow to the girl, portraying the perfect gentlemen in her father’s eyes. She slips her slender fingers around his clothed elbow and, for the first time this morning, a smile manifests on his strikingly handsome face as he leads her away from her parents and down the aisle to the back of the church. With a glance over his shoulder, he opens the door and guides her through it, closing it softly behind him. I sigh a breath of relief when he’s gone. The air is cooler. My lungs work better. Given the extra space, a sneaky, dense feeling of jealousy clenches all my inner muscles and refuses to loosen.


    “Cassia?” My father calls as he peers around my mother, drawing my attention from the door Caleb and the girl fled through.


    I look at him and he arches a thick, dark eyebrow. “I’m sorry, what?”


    “Are you ready to go?”


    I inhale through my nose and blow it out of my cheeks, disappointed. “Yeah. I’m ready.”


    He pulls his crisp, black suit jacket around his protruding belly and turns away from me. In my gut, guilt manifests. My parents moved states and switched churches because of my “over sexual” behavior. I promised them I’d make an effort to be a good Catholic girl after the events that unfolded almost a year ago. I cringe thinking back to that God awful Sunday. I wouldn’t say what I did was wrong, but it was definitely…untraditional.The short version?There was a boy—a good Catholic boy—named Thomas. We’vebeen friends for as long as I canremember andwhen we were fifteenwe made a pact. The deal was; if we hadn’t lost our virginity by the age of eighteen, we’d take each other’s. Our only rule was to do it once and once only.


    Simple, right?


    After the first time we did it...we obliterated the rule. Though we weren’t emotionally connected, having sex was liberating. We kept doing it because it was fun and thrilling—harmless, really. For months, no one knew what we were doing. As good Catholic children,they trusted us and they had no reason not to until one embarrassing Sunday morning.


    Like usual, we snuck out the back door and upstairs to the youth group Prayer Room. One thing led to another and, somewhere along the line, he ended up with his face between my thighs. As luck would have it, my parents decided to leave Mass early because Mom wasn’t feeling well. I was blissfully unaware they werelooking for me. They found me pretty quickly, catching Thomas and Iin the act mid climax. If that doesn’t traumatize your parents into confiscating your phone, smashing your laptop and moving states, I don’t know what will.


    I’ve never seen my parents so disappointed. They’ve treated me like a child ever since, and I’ve been working like mad to get them to trust me again and to stop looking at me with such disgust. I feel like they’re slowly coming around and I can’t let my hormones for Caleb ruin that. If they find out how badly I want him to strip me naked and plough me like it’s our last hour on Earth, our next move will be to the North Pole...


    ...and I don’t do cold.
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    I quiver, letting my head fall back as I squeeze my eyes shut.


    Her mouth—her fucking smooth, wet mouth. It accommodates as much of my cock as it can and it feels fucking great. No. It feels better than great. It feels bad. I like feeling bad, especially after spending an hour of my life pretending to be good, pretending to be something I’m not just to keep my father happy. Fuck goodness. Fuck all of the rules. You give your life trying to be good and for what? It doesn’t matter. Karma is vindictive. She’s selective. She screws with whoever she wants, whenever she feels like it. Karma doesn’t care if a bully steals your lunch money.


    In my experience, she stands on the sidelines, smiling like the bitch she is while you watch some piece of shit enjoy the salad roll you wanted. Karma has never helped me, God has never comforted me, and being good has never benefited me. I smirk. Being good doesn’t get your dick sucked, that’s for sure.


    I flex my hips and her throat tightens, squeezing the head of my cock as she gags. I do it again. Unable to bite back a grin when her throat reacts the same way. The girl, Natalie, pulls back slightly. The second her warm saliva dries on the base of my cock, I want more. I want harder.


    Faster.


    Wetter.


    As soon as we entered my father’s office, Natalie knew exactly what I wanted. Naturally, she claimed she didn’t do this often. A lie, of course. The way her hands expertly worked their way into my slacks while she kept her eyes on mine, the way she smoothed her palms down my shaft and gripped the base as she lowered herself to her knees and teased the tip with her tongue…those weren’t newbie moves. Natalie has sucked a lot of cock. Whether she means she hasn’t sucked a lot of cocks that belong to a Father’s son, I don’t know, but she’s definitely done this before. The lack of teeth is a dead giveaway. Team that with the skillful flick of her tongue around my shaft and you have yourself a seasoned professional. Not that I’m complaining. I’d take a smooth, delightful blow job over a tooth filled nightmare any day.


    I run my fingers through her chocolate hair and grip the smooth strands between my fingers. I briefly squeeze my fist closed to let her know I’m going to finish this my way. I like to draw out the sensations of a blow job as much as the next guy, but time isn’t a luxury I have on a Sunday morning, and definitely not in my father’s office.


    I lean back, bracing myself against the large, oak desk. Behind me, a few things scatter, but I pay no attention to them. Gritting my teeth, I again rake my fingers through her hair and squeeze. I pull her off my cock with a ‘pop’ and smirk as she inhales deeply. Her glistening green irises catch mine for a brief moment and I savor the flare in her eyes.


    There’s a strange feeling that accompanies the moment before you do something bad. It’s not excitement or arousal—though those are present too. It’s a fleeting emotion—guilt, perhaps? Whatever it is, it doesn’t last long. It drowns in my dark veins, replaced by wickedness.


    I glance at the door. The thought of someone catching me in the act at any moment fills me with a high I can’t get anywhere else. I love the feeling. It’s the only time I truly feel anything and it reminds me I’m not completely dead inside.


    “Caleb?”


    I blink a few times, until Natalie’s face sharpens. I hadn’t realized I blurred it out.


    My hands grip her head, holding it firmly in place barely an inch or two from the head of my dick.


    “What?”


    “My hair.” She hisses. “It’s attached to my scalp.”


    I take in the whitening pressure around my knuckles and ease up. She exhales as I lessen it before quirking a brow at me. I fucking hate it. That look, the one people give you when they think you’re crazy, it doesn’t sit well with me. I’m not crazy and if she’s not careful, I’ll fuck the look right off her face.


    I tilt my hips forward, and she groans as the very tip of my dick brushes her lower lip. As pre-cum glistens in my wake, I slide my fingers deeper into her hair, pulling her head back until she opens her mouth. I contemplate slamming myself into her throat, but she’s wearing a fair amount of mascara. Hitting her throat will make her gag and her eyes water. I can’t have that. To regular Mass goers, I’m an angel. I don’t make girls cry by choking them on my cock.


    I bite back a grin that threatens to twist my lips. I like hiding my horns underneath a makeshift halo. I should feel bad, but I don’t. In this Catholic society, I’m not the only one with a dark side.


    I remove my hands from her hair and grip the edge of the desk, letting her take charge of my pleasure, for a little while.


    I peer at the clock. The hands suddenly seem intimidating with every tick. We’re running out of time.


    “Think you can make me come in six minutes?” I ask, nudging her with my tip again.


    Her eyes burn with a challenge as she flicks out her tongue and licks me, making me shiver. “I’m only going to need three.”


    I’ve never done this before, she said when I pulled her in here.


    What a fucking lie.


    My blood hums.


    “Do it in two and I just might return the favor.”


    A wicked, determined smile stretches across her moist lips. We’ll see how good she really is.


    Using both hands, she holds my cock and teasingly mouths the swollen head. A heavy breath falls through my parted lips and the desk creaks as I push my body harder against it. For five torturous seconds, she teases my over engorged tip until I can’t take it anymore. Grunting, I forcefully flick my hips. Instead of being greeted by soft, warm flesh, I receive a purposeful scrape of her teeth.


    “Fuck!” I hiss. “Watch your teeth.”


    She pulls back enough for her lips to brush the tip once more. “Don’t force your cock down my throat and my teeth won’t be a problem.”


    We stare at each other. If she wasn’t holding my cock so tightly in her hands, I’d slap her with it.


    “I like it deeper.”


    With a sigh, she flutters her smooth, silky tongue along the underside of my shaft before fisting the root with one hand and sucking me rhythmically into the back of her throat. I inhale sharply, my stomach muscles clenching painfully.


    Fucking hell.


    “That’s it,” I encourage her, rocking my hips into her mouth. “Suck it just like that.”


    Natalie moans, sending toe curling vibrations over every inch of sensitive flesh. One of my hands find her head again and I rake it through her hair, gripping tightly as she bobs up and down in perfect, cum-drawing strokes.


    She can lie all she wants, but the girl has phenomenal oral skills. Cock sucking little whore. Not that there’s anything wrong with that.


    I smile.


    The world needs people who love giving blow jobs and, holy fuck me, does she love it. She devours my cock with vigorous enthusiasm—as if I taste like Heaven. Surely it’s a close second. I mean, I put a lot of work into it. The entire area is manscaped to perfection, not a single dark hair curling out of place. I’m circumcised, washed, and all one color. There is no fifty shades of peen going on down there. The Garden of Eden doesn’t have shit on my cock and no naughty, tight bodied babe is going to be kicked out for sucking on the forbidden fruit, either.


    Natalie’s mouth slides over my cock. She grips and jerks my shaft in one hand while cupping my heavy balls with the other. She works me over proficiently, sucking me closer to the edge every time her wet, warm mouth draws me deep into the back of her throat. I thrust harder into her mouth when she traces her tongue along the protruding veins that line the underside of my cock.


    Unable to keep up with the way I fuck her mouth, she drops her hands to my thighs and I push it, pressing the very tip of me further into her tight throat. She doesn’t gag.


    “You never do this, huh?” I tease, groaning when she gives me access to her throat again.


    I push deeper and she still doesn’t gag.


    “I bet this is all you do.”


    Natalie moans deep in her throat, sending vibrations up my shaft and into my balls. I glance at the clock. I wish I could draw this out. I wish I could push myself to the edge over and over again, only to reign it back in at the last second, but I’m running out of time.


    A tight, pressure builds up in my cock and barrels towards the tip. I grit my teeth, willing it back down for a few more seconds—just a few more swirls of her tongue. I shiver as she sucks me to the back of her throat.


    Game over.


    I thrust my hips against her face with animalistic vigor. My fingers tighten in her hair, my toes curl in my shoes. I push hard, desperately willing my release to hit me so this beautiful fucking torture subsides and spills down her throat. She gags and my mouth parts as her slick throat tightens around my head. It’s all I need. Fire consumes me. It taunts me, promising me all of the orgasms I want when I’m dragged down to Hell.


    So I give in.


    I stamp my express ticket to the Underworld for the one hundredth time. Groaning, I shoot my load straight down her throat and without protest, without a gag, she swallows it all and licks my cock clean. I have my cock back in my pants before she has the chance to stand up and fix her hair.


    She glances at the clock.


    “Looks like we ran out of time...” She pouts. “Reschedule?”


    “Love to,” I say, blowing out an exhale. “But I have few more important things to do first.”


    Natalie scoffs, her face pinching into a scowl. Uh-oh. The last thing I need is an emotional broad screaming my sins to everyone in the church. I step forward and reach out to her.


    “That’s not what I meant—”


    She swats me away and turns around. “You’re a fucking asshole!”


    “Natash—” Oh, fuck.


    She whips around, her once cute and friendly face now contorted into a furious glare.


    “Natalie.” I quickly state, my hands outstretched in front of me. “I meant to say Natalie.”


    “Ugh!” She snaps, throwing her hands. “You are such a fucking prick!”


    With a final huff, she storms from the office.


    Well...shit.


    I watch the door for a small eternity, but she doesn’t come back. Why would she?


    A smile manifests. Does she think that is fucking news to me? She’s not the first girl to call me a prick—or an asshole—and I’d bet my entire life savings that she won’t be the last.


    I zip myself up and sit against the desk. The urge to have a cigarette creeps over my brain and nags at my lungs. Tomorrow marks my second month smoke free, but most days it feels like I quit only yesterday. I slip my hand into the pocket of my slacks and pull out a chewed lollipop stick from this morning. I slide it between my lips and grind it between my teeth. When the craving to burn my lungs subsides, I stroll towards the open door, not too eager to get back to everyone else.


    I’ve never been comfortable with farewells. What’s the appropriate etiquette anyway? A hug? A handshake? A nod of the head? People switch it up so often it’s hard to keep track.


    I peer through the slit in the door and watch the litter of people as they leave the church. My father stands by the entrance, shaking hands and offering hugs to anyone who wants one. My brows draw in of their own accord and I can’t straighten them. Even from here the adoration they have for him can be seen. Hell, it can be smelled, that’s how thick they lay it on. I wonder if they’d still admire him if they knew how much he hates his own son. He often preaches about forgiveness, but where’s my fucking forgiveness? It’s not like I could have prevented what happened. I was only eleven and I lost something that day, too. I’ve spent every day since then trying to make it up to him. I don’t give a shit about church or praying. I do it for him and still I see resentment in his eyes—not that he’d ever admit it. Here, at the church, is the only place I see him smile...and it’s the only reason I show up on Sundays.


    For years I’ve lived with an emptiness in my heart. What started off as a small, black hole all those years ago has consumed every inch of my being. It eats at me. I’m rotting from the inside out and I don’t have the capacity to care anymore. I used to fight it, for my father's sake, but now I want it to devour me until he is happy. Until he feels I’ve got what I deserve...and I know I deserve eternal darkness.


    On the inside, I’m a demon consumed by petty temptations and devoured by grief, but in the presence of everyone else, I’m the son I was always supposed to be—the one who’s first in line at the pearly gates.
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    I run the slippery tip of my lip gloss tube over my bottom lip then trace it with my tongue. A tangy chemical they claim to be apple tickles my taste buds and I scrunch my face.


    A week.


    It has been a week since I saw the Father’s son, Caleb.


    I shiver.


    Six grueling, painful days have passed and, finally, the seventh day is here. Sunday. It’s my new favorite day of the week and not for the reasons it should be. If my parents knew the foremost holy day of obligation has been tainted by my sinful thoughts, I’d be locked in my room for the rest of my life.


    I disgrace my religion by showing up to Sunday Mass only to lust over a boy who doesn’t know I exist, and the guilt it stirs doesn’t go unfelt. I was going to fake sick to get out of today, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I need to see him again. I thought about him so much that by Wednesday, his face became obscured in my mind and I haven’t been able to pleasure myself adequately since then. I need to refresh the memory. From the exact shade of his hair to the darkness in his eyes.


    I have to memorize it.


    “Really, Cassia? Lip gloss to Sunday Mass?”


    I snap my attention from my clenched lap to the rearview mirror where Dad’s large, brown eyes flick between me and the road. I frown, confused.


    “It’s just lip gloss…”


    His fingers tighten around the steering wheel and I swallow the frustration that pricks at me. So I messed up once. Big deal. I’ve only had sex with one person. It’s not like I go around whoring myself out to every guy that bats an eyelid in my direction. Doesn’t he recall what it’s like to be young? The raging hormones, the urge to explore yourself and the opposite sex?


    Science tells us it’s normal so why doesn’t religion? Why would God give me the ability to feel these things, but forbid me from acting on them? God wants his children to be happy, right? Well, riding Caleb’s face until I see stars would make me very happy.


    “It’s unnecessary. Unless you’re trying to impress a boy?”


    I roll my eyes and groan, earning a look of warning from Mom. “Maybe I’m trying to impress a girl.”


    Mom gasps and turns her attention out the window. A homosexual comment. Oh, the horror! This is where she checks out. Once I go toe to toe with Dad she no longer has an opinion. Hell, she no longer exists, leaving me to defend myself.


    I flinch as Dad laughs, swiping a frustrated hand over his forehead. His laugh isn’t the kind of laugh that means he found what I said funny. He didn’t. It’s the kind of laugh that instills fear in my chest and makes me wonder how far off he is from pulling over and dumping me on the side of the road.


    “Are you that far gone, Cassia? You spit these dark, venomous words and challenge your parents constantly. This is not how we raised you!”


    Dropping my stare from his, I slip my lip gloss into the pocket of my light blue summer dress and grip the small, black Bible on my lap. Fighting him is pointless. At the end of the day, I live in his house and I am his daughter. Like it’s said: you must honor your father and your mother. I roll my eyes again. It’s a good law God has placed, but he never had parents, did he? He never had someone hanging over his head telling him what to do and what not to do. No one scolded him for making the earth round or for giving women breasts, and I bet no one harassed him for wearing lip-gloss when he wanted to, either.


    Silence falls in the car and I keep my head down, feeling every sliver of shame he wants me to feel. It hurts. It hurts knowing I’m not the daughter they so desperately want me to be. I blink back tears that threaten to spill over the rims of my eyes. What’s wrong with me? Why am I wired so differently? Why do I feel these things when it’s clearly wrong and dirty? How do I stop the feelings from manifesting? I run my finger along the golden edge of my Bible, patiently waiting for the answer to magically appear. Like always…It doesn’t.


    I’m pulled from my thoughts when the sound of the indicator clicks throughout the car. I lift my eyes. Up ahead, the beautiful Caen Limestone Church looms. It truly is gorgeous, nothing like the modern church we attended in Bismarck. While picturesque and majestic, it also has a sense of Transylvanian darkness about it. The stained glass windows that queue along the walls of the structure, and the rusty, metal spikes that line the roof make me want to explore every inch of the mysterious building.


    Less than a mile ahead, the smooth tar road changes to loose gravel and Dad cautiously approaches the sea of cars in the parking lot ahead. If wearing lip gloss pissed Dad off, I’d hate to see what a loose pebble hitting the paint on his new SUV would do.


    Eventually, we roll to a stop and Mom wastes no time leaping out of the car and into the fresh air. I don’t blame her. The car reeks of disappointment and disgust. For the same reason, I open my door and slip out into the bright morning sun. The warm breeze blows my hair into my face and strands stick to my lips, but I don’t swipe it away. Instead, I let it hide my face. I don’t feel pretty like I did when we left the house this morning. Now I feel…worthless. I feel like a cheap whore and it’s courtesy of my own father.


    Fantastic.


    I squeeze my Bible in my hand, pressing it firmly against my side. I don’t normally bring my Bible to Sunday Mass. There’s no need for it, but when I picked it up this morning, Dad smiled and I figured bringing it along would make him happy. God knows it couldn’t have pissed him off any more than he already was. I also figured it’d take me longer to sweat through the leather cover as opposed to the thin program sheet they give you when you walk in.


    I trail behind Mom and Dad as they make their way toward the stone steps. In the gap between my parents I see Father Andrews standing at the top offering handshakes and welcoming everyone into his church. I can’t tell if my stomach floats or takes a dive when I don’t see Caleb. Either way, it feels sucky.


    I turn my gaze down to the tiny, gray stones under my feet.


    “Oh, look.” Mom says to Dad. “There’s Father Andrew’s son, Caleb.”


    What?! My heart leaps into my throat as I misplace my foot and stumble into my parents. The only thing saving me from face planting the pebbles at my feet is Dad’s jacket. I clench it in my hands for a split second before I manage to correct my footing and straighten my posture. They glance over their shoulders at me.


    “Sorry.” I say, smoothing my clammy palm down the front of my dress. “I slipped on a rock.”


    “Pay attention to your footing, Cassia.” Mom chastises. “I don’t want you to injure yourself before church.”


    Sure. I’ll just wait until after the service to break my ankle.


    “How does Father Andrews have a son anyway?” I ask. “I thought priests were like nuns. You know, celibate and all.”


    Dad’s eyes meet mine and the first thing I notice is his eyebrow and the way it’s cocked in suspicion. I shrug.


    “It’s decided case by case.” He states, exhaling. “From what I hear, Father Andrews was married first and then he converted soon after his daughter was born. His wife and daughter died eleven years ago and though he was married, he cannot remarry now that she has passed on. There are a lot of technicalities you wouldn’t understand.”


    Why? Because I’m only nineteen? I roll my eyes again. I know things about sex and relationships he couldn’t even fathom. Alas, no matter how hard I try, I’ll forever be seen as a little girl instead of a woman.


    We climb the stairway one by one and underneath my feet, the stone steps feel like they’re liquefying, making it increasingly hard to stay level. Every cell in my body knows that with every foot I plant on the hard ground is another one closer to him.


    I stare at the rocks, desperately trying to work up the courage to lift my gaze before we make it to the top. They feel uneven against the soles of my flats.


    “Mr. and Mrs. Claire.” Father Andrews greets them.


    My heart beats fast. Shit. I’m not ready! I’ve run out of time. They exchange pleasantries—pleasantries that don’t last as long as I’d have liked.


    “You’ve met my son Caleb?” He says, uncertainty lightening his tone at the end.


    “We’re yet to meet.” My father replies. “Hi, Caleb.”


    “Mr. Claire.”


    I resist the urge to drop my head back and use the Lord’s name in vain. No one, and I mean no one, should have a voice like that. It reminds me of gravelly pieces of honeycomb drowned in melted milk chocolate…which isn’t messed up. Like, at all.


    “Please, call me Marcus.”


    No! I know what comes next and I’m not ready, dammit!


    “This is my wife, Linda, and my daughter…” Dad steps to the side, exposing me to Caleb and Father Andrews. “Cassia.”


    Holy f—mother of green eyes. I clench my Bible, but it can’t help me now. Father Andrews extends a casual hand to me and I like it. I like that he’s a lot more easy-going than the Father at our old church. Stepping forward, I slip my hand into his.


    “It’s nice to finally meet on a personal level, Cassia.”


    I smile. “It is.”


    I drag my gaze to Caleb and my breath halts in my throat. He’s within reach and I can’t fucking breathe. Through parted lips I inhale and it’s shaky, sounding like a magnitude nine earthquake in my ears.


    Dad plants his hand on my shoulder and I’m thankful for it. It lessens the chance of me fainting and rolling backward down the steps.


    As Dad engages Father Andrew again, Caleb’s eyes flicker over Dad’s protective hand and I see Hell flaring in the deep depths of his glorious green eyes. Then they lock with mine and I’m speechless. Can my parents feel it too? The way his hard body radiates such an arresting impression of powerful sexuality? It’s like he’s an industrial magnet and I’m a tiny piece of scrap metal.


    “Hi, Cassia.”


    Dead. I am dead! I’ve imagined my name falling from his lips more times than any psychiatrist would consider healthy, but it doesn’t compare to the real thing. Nothing ever compares to the real thing.


    “Hello.” I say, my voice quieter than I would have liked.


    Angling his head on a slight tilt, he locks me in his captivating stare and I have to force myself to look away for my own sanity.


    Heat pools in my cheeks and if my parents see, it’s off to Antarctica.


    I feel so innocent standing in front him. Is that stupid? From a distance he makes me feel wild. He makes me feel like every bit of the sexually perverse woman that I am, but up close…well…he makes me feel like a virgin. I feel vulnerable knowing he can tear me apart at any second. If anyone asked, I’d deny it, but God knows just how bad I want him to bare his teeth against my skin...so I’m doomed right from the beginning, really.
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    A sexy, sinful blush spreads up her neck and pools in her cheeks as she tears her eyes from mine.


    I glance at her father as he engages mine in conversation. His chubby, nail—bitten hand is planted firmly on her slender shoulder, his fingers gripping tighter than necessary. I’ve been in the presence of a lot of religious families and it’s all the same.


    My muscles coil with a feeling I haven’t experienced in a long time...real excitement. Has someone been naughty?


    I look down at her hands. She clenches a small, black Bible and nervously flicks one corner with her index finger. I imagine bending her over a pew and spanking her bare ass with it, leaving Bible shaped marks on her flesh. I wonder, if I hit her hard enough, would the little gold words on the front imprint on her milky white skin?


    My cock stirs as I imagine her full, pink lips parted and wet with my pre-cum as she reads passages on sin. When she reaches the sections on sodomy, I will push my way into her tight ass and fuck her like she so desperately and so obviously wants to be fucked.


    I glance back to her father and smirk. If he was a smarter man¸ he’d keep his daughter away from men like me.


    “We can talk more after the service.” My father says, pulling me from my thoughts. “Are you busy?”


    Marcus shakes his head. “After the service is fine.”


    Dad waves them off and re-enters the church. I follow him, scanning the crowd as we walk down the left aisle.


    Towards the front, I spot Natalie’s family, but no Natalie. After what happened last week I had a feeling she wouldn’t be here today. The muscles in my shoulders relax from the tight coil I didn’t know I had them in. I’m glad she’s not here. The thought of answering to her hurt feelings makes me uncomfortable. Out of curiosity, I wonder what she told her parents to get out of attending church this morning.


    I stalk up the varnished, wooden stairs and onto the altar. Behind me, my father crosses the floor to the podium where he gives his sermon. Today’s lesson is temptation—just like last week. With divorce on the rise he wants to spend a little extra time on adultery. I’m not going to lie. It makes me feel guilty…because I’m an unsympathetic, adulterous manwhore and if that ever gets out...well...I can’t imagine I’d be welcome around here anymore.


    I take my seat six feet to the right of the podium. I hate sitting up here. I hate knowing that so many pairs of eyes could be on me at any one time. What if they see me for who I really am? What if someone looks at me long enough to realize something isn’t quite right? There’s a few women in this room who’d love to see my balls in a vice, but then again, exposing me would expose them for the sinning, lust-filled women they are and I don’t think their father’s—or their husbands, in some instances—would appreciate that.


    I lift my gaze from my black, leather shoes and it locks with blue irises. She sees me. I know she does.


    Cassia drops her stare to her lap and strands of her long, wavy blonde hair fall to cover her face. I watch her, curiously, as her father leans across the mother to talk to the girl. His mouth opens and shuts quickly, showing white flashes of bone as he bares his teeth. With a swift hand, she pulls the curtain of hair out of her face and turns her sights on the large, stained glass window to her left. She looks uncomfortable, like she’s aware I’m still looking at her. Her father mutters something to her mother and she nods her head, agreeing with whatever he’s saying.


    I don’t like him. I don’t like his receding hairline or his stern, uptight face. I don’t like the crisp suits he wears, or the fact the buttons don’t do up at the front. He’s not a morbidly obese man, but he’s fat enough to notice, and the tight leash he has his daughter on unnerves me. Granted, I’d love to put a collar on Cassia and tighten the leash too, but only for her pleasure. I’d do it only to enhance her happiness—her excitement—not make her fucking miserable.


    I see it all the time. I see the way parents oppress their grown ass children, restricting them from being who they were born to be because it doesn’t fit in with their beliefs. That’s why a lot of people become closet deviants and develop some pretty fucked up fetishes, you know. Instead of talking about it, the parents sweep it under the rug and force their kid to pray harder. Fuck no.


    I drag my sight from Cassia to the floor at my feet. My father’s voice rings throughout the church as he begins the service. Like always, I drown it out until his preaching becomes a deep hum in my ears. There’s no point in listening because I’m never going to change who I am. I can’t. I’ve been this way for far too long.


    I’m a man drowning in lies, booze and sex. I’m a lost cause suffocated by sin.


    


    * * * *


    


    “Amen.” I say, gripping the edges of the podium in my hands, ending the prayer.


    I always say the closing prayer. Dad thinks it’ll inspire the younger kids to want to be more involved in the faith. Granted, there has been an increase of sign-ups for Bible studies and the camps we host, but for a different reason entirely.


    I lift my gaze to the sheep sitting before me. Maybe I’ll become a priest. It feels good having so many people sitting before you, hanging on your every word—words they follow religiously without any solid proof if it’s real or not.


    If I became a priest, oh, the fun I would have…


    The trouble I’d get into…


    The damage I’d cause…


    In front of me, heads are bowed, their chins almost touching their chest. Except for one.


    Cassia.


    A tingle as fast and as fierce as lightning shoots down my spine. Her eyes are piercing, her cheeks painted with the subtlest blush. She drops her stare to her lap, but it’s too late. I’ve made my choice. I wonder how long it’d take to get her underneath me. The overprotective father might be a problem, but with the right amount of reassurance I’m sure he’d leave me alone with his daughter long enough to seal the deal. I can imagine her pussy now, bare and pink—like the heat in her cheeks.


    Excitement bubbles in my veins and surges through my body.


    I need to have her.


    


    *Cassia*


    


    Fuck.


    I force my gaze to my lap and clench the solid Bible in my hands, pressing it firmly against my thighs. He caught me looking at him for the one millionth time. I don’t know what’s more unnerving, the fact he catches me looking at him or the knowing, burning stare he reciprocates with.


    Father Andrews speaks, but I keep my eyes downcast in fear of them flicking back to Caleb.


    The wooden bench under my ass moves, pulling me from my thoughts, as people lift themselves off of it.


    That’s it.


    Church is finished until next Sunday which means I’m in for another long week of violent masturbation.


    Yay.


    By next week my fingers will look like they belong to a Mr. Olympia contestant and not a nineteen year old girl.


    I rise to my feet and follow my parents as they file out from between the wooden pews. I keep my eyes on my cute, cream ballet flats, taking only five steps before I notice other shoes going in the opposite direction.


    Oh.


    No.


    I look up.


    Oh, no.


    Up ahead, the intimidating altar slips closer with every step I take. It looms menacingly, making me feel guilty...making me feel like God is going to blast the roof off the church and zap me to fuck knows where.


    I swallow hard and lower my eyes from the towering altar only to see Father Andrews and Caleb making their way toward us. A tingle sweeps up the back of my neck and across my face. What’s the saying? When it rains, it pours? Yeah, that.


    For weeks I’ve watched Caleb from afar and the day I finally meet him (with my very serious Catholic parents as company, might I add) he’s being relentlessly shoved in my face—and not in the way I’ve been fantasizing it. No torn clothes. No dirty, nasty name calling.


    No orgasms.


    Just me…and my parents.


    “A great service as always, Father Andrews.” My mother announces, clasping her long fingered hands at her chest.


    He smiles, shoving his hands into the pockets of his black slacks as he and Caleb close the distance between us. “Thank you, Linda.”


    Father Andrews’ friendly green eyes flicker past my parents and onto the Bible in my hands. Please don’t bring attention to me. Please don’t bring attent—


    “What a beautiful Bible.” He announces, slipping a hand from his pocket and reaching out for it.


    Damn it.


    Mustering a polite smile, I slip my leather bound book into his hand and he pulls it close to his face to admire the unique Bible.


    “The leather work is lovely.” He states, appreciating the intricate binds on the spine.


    “Thank you.” I say, tucking a stray lock of hair behind my ear. “I made it myself.”


    He looks at me, his expression smoothing over in an impressed gawk. “Really? You must be good with your hands.”


    Ha! I fight the urge to cringe. Great choice of words, you innocuous old man.


    My brows smooth out from the furrow I didn’t realize I had them in and a damning smile tries to force itself onto my lips. Father Andrews’ face doesn’t change...and I realize it’s because I’m the only one here who has a mind dirtier than a dollar bill tucked into a sweaty stripper’s ass crack.


    Unintentionally, my gaze flicks to Caleb and butterflies materialize in my stomach. Jesus. I wish he wouldn’t look at me with his head tilted to the side like that. Amusement swirls in his eyes and he doesn’t even attempt to hide his sinister leer. Then again, why would he? All three sets of confused, adult eyes are on me. No one is paying attention to what he’s doing.


    “I…uh…I,” A giggle bubbles up my throat and I choke on it.


    Dear God, this is not happening.


    I slap my hand over my mouth and Father Andrews smiles patiently, his skin pinching around his kind, green eyes. Like his son, he tips his head to the side, his stare more curious than amused. Oh, hell. Can I make this any worse?


    Dad glares at me, his beady brown eyes barely visible between the thin slits of his lids. I swallow the rest of my laugh, catching my bottom lip between my teeth in an attempt to buy time and regain my composure. In a couple of seconds, I manage to contain my inappropriate, sporadic giggle under a thin veil of equanimity. Clearing my throat, I release my lip.


    “I guess I’m okay…with my hands.”


    “I’ll say.” Father Andrews pulls the Bible open and flicks through the old pages. “What’s your favorite passage? Do you have one?”


    “Uh…of course.” Shit. When was the last time I even opened that thing? “My favorite passage is…the one that stands out to me the most is…” I swallow hard. “Ooh, so many good ones to choose from.”


    This is not going well.


    “I admit Cassia doesn’t know her Bible as well as I’d like her to.” Dad chimes in, pulling his brown jacket further around his stomach. “If she spent more time reading and practicing her faith than she does with the T.V. it’d be a different story.”


    Caleb grins and I, well…I die a little inside.


    Father Andrews glance between my father and I. "Then allow me to take this opportunity to mention Caleb’s Bible study class. He does one on one tutoring and has had impeccable results.”


    My heart races, the friction of it causing heat to rise up my throat and settle in my cheeks. I look at Caleb. His eyes flare and I see things in his lively green irises I know I shouldn’t.


    I see fire and brimstone…


    I see naughty promises…


    I see a single man ruining me for all others.


    Dad rubs the back of his neck. “You don’t have any female taught Bible classes?”


    I roll my eyes. Juuust great.


    Now Father Andrews will ask why and Dad will tell him what a naughty little whore I am and the disturbed Father will suggest I be sent off to some convent, become celibate, and repent all my sins. I don’t know what this says about me, but becoming celibate is the most terrifying thing on the planet. How can any human with fully functioning genitalia vow to not feel pleasure—true pleasure? Why do we feel it if it’s wrong? Why can’t we fuck for fun? Why can’t we fuck when we feel the need for it? It’s a need as valid as tiredness and as strong as hunger. It’s an important human state, a state that affects us mentally if it’s not sated. If we’re not supposed to bang out of wedlock, then will somebody please tell me why it feels so good? And it’s not just the thrusting part that feels good. It’s the feel of smooth, foreign skin as it slides against yours and the sound of heavy breaths as they clash together. It’s the taste of clean perspiration and excitement on the tip of your tongue. It’s the rush of adrenaline that floods your body when you make the other person groan and come...


    It’s something I need.


    It’s something I crave.


    Maybe the answers are obvious. Maybe the answers are in my little black book of holiness and my sight is too skewered by sin and sex for me to see them.


    Handing back my Bible, Father Andrews smiles, not offended in the slightest that my dad just questioned the integrity of his “angelic” son.


    “I can assure you I am one hundred percent trustworthy, Mr. Claire.” Caleb responds before Father Andrews gets the chance.


    A tremor ripples over my skin and down my spine at the sound of his voice.


    How does he do that? How does he lie to someone’s face so casually? I’d be hyperventilating.


    I look at Dad as he sizes Caleb up. I can’t tell if this is the best thing to ever happen to me or the worst. I didn’t see the girl Caleb was with last Sunday, but I saw her family so I’m banking my money on this turning out to be the worst thing to happen to me.


    “Caleb can take care of your daughter, Marcus. I have faith that he can reacquaint her with Our Lord and Savior.”


    If by “reacquaint” he means I’ll be screaming out to ‘God’ while his son fucks me from behind then sure, I’ll be reacquainted with God real nice.


    Oh my G—listen to me. I’m ranting on and on about sex like I’m some kind of desperate nympho going through a dry spell. Can I fall any further from grace?


    “Well…” Dad murmurs.


    My heart thunders and my lips part. Please, no. I don’t want attend a Bible studies class—especially one run by him.


    “Fine.” Dad says, causing my stomach to churn. “When is it?”


    “Every Friday.” Caleb answers. “Late evening.”


    Dad frowns. “Late?”


    “I’m a busy man.” Caleb responds, his lips curving ever so slightly.


    “Fair enough.” Dad steps toward Father Andrews. “Can we have that private conversation now?”


    Father Andrews clasps his hands together. “Absolutely. My office is free.”


    He starts forward and Dad follows as Father Andrews leads him to the back room—the room Caleb took that girl last Sunday. I glance from the office to Caleb. Really? His father’s office? His balls are bigger than I thought.


    Mom, Caleb, and I look at each other and the awkwardness is more than I can stand. If I don’t get fresh air soon I’ll faint.


    “I’m going to wait outside.” I mutter to Mom.


    She nods, shifting her eyes to the colorful stain glass windows. Church windows are my mother’s favorite thing in the whole world. The brighter the better.


    I wonder if that’s what drove her to convert. She wasn’t always a Catholic and that’s all I know about her mysterious past.


    I step outside and inhale the fresh air. It swirls in my lungs, breaking down the anxiety and stress that has accumulated over the last hour or so. The bright morning sun kisses my skin, melting away my goosebumps and warming my blood. I saunter over to the wooden bench on my left and, with a huff, I drop onto it. In front of me, men, women, and children, dressed in their best Sunday clothes, shuffle down the stone steps, and litter the parking lot. They move with ease, unburdened by humiliation.


    Unlike me.


    There’s a dull ache in my spine as I slump my shoulders and slap my Bible against my forehead. What am I going to do?


    “It’s not surprising, for Satan himself emulates as an angel of light.”


    I jump, whipping my head in the direction of the husky voice, slapping my Bible against my thighs. My stomach tucks and rolls at the sight of him and his tall, lean body as he rests against the stone wall of the church. A shiver rolls down my spine as he tightly folds his arms across the wide expanse of his chest and smiles, flicking a thin, white lollipop stick to the right side of his lips.


    I swallow.


    Have you ever seen something you absolutely need to have, but know you shouldn’t? It’s fucking agonizing, like lusting over a triple-choc cupcake when your four days into a fast.


    “It’s my go to passage.” He says, swallowing.


    Somehow, he even manages to that do with tummy-tightening arrogance.


    “O—Oh.” Heat blooms in my cheeks as a soft breeze pushes a thick wave of hair into my face.


    I use the split second it gives me to suck in an inhale and beg God for help. If you love me, you won’t let me make an ass out of myself.


    “Your go to passage?”


    I brush my hair out of my face and watch my pointy knees, unable to bring my gaze to his. He doesn’t answer so, out of curiosity, I turn my head to look at him. When our eyes lock—blue to green—he speaks.


    “It’s my response to anyone that asks what my favorite passage is. You don’t know any passages? Not even one?”


    I shake my head, dropping my stare to my hands. “As you’ve already heard, I’m not exactly a Catholic girl my parents can be proud of.”


    I catch my lip with my teeth and release it. What do I mean by that? Nothing. It doesn’t mean anything...or maybe it means everything.


    “I noticed.” Caleb states, flicking the lollipop stick across his full bottom lip. “Your father isn’t exactly subtle.”


    I swallow as his lips curve.


    “What’d you do?” He asks.


    Searing hot embarrassment prickles along the back of my neck, drawing out my defensive side.


    “What makes you think I did anything? Maybe my father is just protective of his only daughter.”


    His green eyes, now a dark shade of emerald, rake over me in one overt stroke and my stomach tightens further, forcing me to press my thighs together.


    “Somehow, I doubt that. Your mother told me your family recently moved here from Bismarck, North Dakota. That’s a pretty big move for no reason, don’t you think?”


    “Well...”


    “And judging by the obvious disappointment that exudes from your father, and the tight leash he keeps you on, I’d say you’ve done something incredibly uncatholic.”


    I splutter…and it’s embarrassing. Is it that obvious? Have I been branded with a very bright, very obvious scarlet letter? More importantly, is that the only reason he’s talking to me? Because he thinks I’m a whore? Because he thinks I’ll put out?


    I grit my teeth and muster all of the fake confidence I can before I launch myself to my feet. He pushes off the wall, taking a step closer to me.


    “You’re wrong.” I snap, squeezing the Bible in my hands.


    Caleb scoffs, pulling the thin, white stick from between his lips. “Oh, I highly doubt that.”


    His green gaze falls to my breasts, causing complex hormones to stir between my thighs. He makes me feel naked. He makes me wish I’d worn a bra today.


    “I think you’re naughtier than you let on.”


    I cross my arms tightly over my chest. “Or maybe I’m cold.”


    Subtly, he shakes his head. “Not my first rodeo, Cassia. Nipples only get that hard when they know what an attentive mouth can do to them.”


    My lips part in offense—or arousal. Damn. At this point, I don’t know what the hell I’m feeling.


    “You told my father you were trustworthy.” I point out, raking my teeth over my bottom lip.


    He steps closer, close enough to suck the air out of my surroundings.


    From a foot away, I can smell him and he smells goddamn amazing, like earth, sin, and the clean pages of a paperback. “I lied.”


    I want to ask him if he lies to all of the parents he meets, but I’m sure the question answers itself.


    Of course he does.


    “You’re not supposed to lie.”


    He shrugs. “I’m not supposed to do a lot of things.”


    “And you do them anyway?” Curious, I tilt my head to the side. “What does your father say?”


    His irises flare. “My father doesn’t know. Yours won’t either.”


    Pulled in by his arresting magnetism, I inch closer. Why should I be good if my parents refuse to forgive me for what I did? Why try to be someone I’m not?


    The oxygen in my lungs becomes thick and heavy, causing the sensitive tissue to burn. Anticipation, in the form of tingling goosebumps, prickle all over my body, a condition that can only be cured by the dangerously sweet touch of male flesh. I’ve suffered through the disorder for months. I'm certain a few moments with Caleb will cure me…but that’s not what good Catholic girls do.


    I can’t win back the pride of my parents by making the same mistakes that disappointed them in the first place. I have to become someone else for them. To make them happy.


    “Cassia?”


    I jolt away from Caleb, clasping my Bible against my chest. Caleb tightens his jaw, his muscles ticking under his skin, and clenches his hands at his sides. With an impatient exhale, he turns around.


    To my surprise, my father wears a wide smile instead of his usual disappointed frown. He’s eerily pleased with himself…and me. What did Father Andrews give him and where can I get a regular dose?


    “Are you ready to go?”


    I blink at Dad, confused. “Uh…go home?”


    “I was thinking we could stop off and get a milkshake. Like we used to after church.”


    When he says, “like we used to” he means before I fucked everything up. Emphasis on the “fucked.”


    “Um. Okay.” I step forward and my arm brushes Caleb’s as I pass by him.


    Like the good old days, Dad extends his elbow to me and I slip my hand around it. Am I in some kind of alternate universe? What the hell happened inside Father Andrews’ office?


    Dad pulls me along and the further I get from Caleb, the easier it is to breathe—the easier it is to think.


    “See you Friday, Cassia Claire.” Caleb calls out after me as Dad leads Mom and I down the stairs.


    I glance over my shoulder as he leans back against the church and slips the thin, white stick into his mouth. I swallow for the one-millionth time as he stuffs his hands into the pockets of his black slacks, looking all menacing and naughty. I peer up at my father and analyze his smile. It’s a genuine smile. One I haven’t seen in a long time…and I hate it.


    I hate it because on Friday I’m going to destroy it all over again.
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    The rubber band ball hits the wall with a thud and bounces back into my hand. I shift my feet on the desk, accidently kicking off the thick stack of Bibles. They hit the floor with a thud.


    Cassia’s late.


    It did cross my mind a few times during the week that maybe she wouldn’t show up, but I squashed the thought as soon as it sprung. The way she responded to me, the way her nipples strained against the fabric of her dress, and her thighs…pressing together whenever I spoke…


    I was certain she’d show.


    Catching the ball for the one-millionth time, I throw my legs off the desk, pull open the empty drawer and dump the ball inside. Sighing, I slam it shut and more Bibles fall as I push myself to my feet.


    What a waste of a good Friday night. I blew off that Asian stripper for this? Fucking bullshit. And now I’m going to go home and jerk off to the same girl who stood me up? It’s a sad, sad night.


    I step around the desk chair and saunter over to the window. Small, white lanterns light up the lawn, casting an ominous glow over the various flowers. My mother had landscaped the grounds of the church on her own. She was a remarkable woman. Negativity couldn’t touch her...and it didn’t...not until my little sister was taken. It destroyed her. The grief ate at her and the blame was pushed on to me. Then she destroyed herself.


    I close my eyes and shake my head, desperately trying to force the memories from my mind. The blood. The blade. My father crying. It wasn’t my fault. I was a child myself. There was no way I could’ve fought them off.


    “Caleb?” A soft, light voice echoes around my skull. It’s pretty, like budding flowers on a fresh, spring morning.


    “Caleb?”


    I open my eyes, realizing the voice isn’t in my head. I glance over my shoulder...and there she is. I drag my sights from her white, high top sneakers onto her tight, black yoga pants that cover three quarters of the beautiful, long legs I was exposed to on Sunday. Draped across her torso is a loose, gray tee that hangs off of one shoulder, exposing the upper portion of her bicep and the soft curve of her shoulder.


    I skim over the black bra strap that sits flush against her skin and follow the rigid line of her collarbone until it leads me to her throat. A throat I would love nothing more than to shove my cock down. I wonder how deep she can take me. Is she a seasoned professional? Or is she a newbie? I don’t know which excites me more.


    “Sorry I’m late.” She states, sheepishly reaching across to hold her elbow with the opposite hand. “Is it over?”


    Slowly, I turn the rest of my body around. Suddenly, tonight doesn’t seem like such a waste.


    “No.” I say. “Not yet.”


    Her large, blue eyes scan over the empty hall. This hall is where I hold my Bible studies.


    “Nobody is here…”


    I can’t help it, I smile. “Are you expecting anyone else?”


    Subtle panic flickers over her face before she catches it and smooths her features out. I can tell she thinks she’s unreadable. I can tell she thinks I have no idea what she’s thinking. She’s wrong. Every thought she has materializes on her face before she realizes it. Words can lie, but the human body cannot.


    “Your father wouldn’t approve?” I ask, stepping out from behind the desk.


    “Absolutely not.”


    “And why is that? What did you do?”


    I have an idea. The girl has been letting the boys play hide the penis with her body. Why else would her father feel uncomfortable about leaving her with me? She’s only here because her father trusts me. He’d never take her word.


    I sit on the edge of the desk, crossing my legs at my ankles.


    “It’s a long story.” Cassia states, sounding nervous and uncertain.


    I glance up at the clock. “Is thirty three minutes enough?”


    “It’s a private story.”


    Her tone lights up with aggression and I grin. Okay. So her story is a no go zone for now. All right. I can play that game.


    “So, you’re really here for Bible study? Only Bible study?”


    Hesitation flickers over her face before she masks it with a frown. “What else would I be here for?”


    What a fucking tease. Poor little needy girl, trying so desperately to impress her father. I can see her struggle so plainly on her face and in her body language. The unsteady rise and fall of her chest, the tremble in her thighs and the clench of her hands...she’s either extremely eager to study the Bible or fighting the urge to milk me with her tight pussy for all of my cum.


    I know which one I prefer.


    “Sit.” I tell her, flicking my head toward a lonesome table in the corner of the room. “Let’s spread your Bible open.”
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    He drops puns like he does panties, each one making my breath hitch in my throat. This is painful. Excruciatingly painful.


    I woke up this morning convinced I was going to let Caleb fuck me until I no longer wanted to live, but then I went downstairs and there were pancakes waiting for me with crispy chunks of bacon and maple syrup—fucking maple syrup! Do you know how long it has been since my mother has made me pancakes with the lot? Not since I ruined our lives and forced us to move entire states away from Bismarck. They’re finally coming around and I can’t screw it by screwing him. We are in a good place—a strangely good place since Sunday Mass last week.


    Surprisingly, Caleb is really good at teaching and explaining the Bible. If I’m being honest, I was expecting more of a chase on his part, maybe a little more bickering, but, besides his suggestive puns and the inappropriate look he gets in his eye whenever I adjust my slipping shirt, he’s doing well.


    “What’s your favorite passage?” He asks. “Do you have one now?”


    “I guess.” I flick back a few pages, to the part where I left my little pink sticky notes. “Be clearheaded, be watchful; because Satan himself walks about, seeking whom he may devour.”


    This book is dramatic as hell. I glance up at him from the passage on the paper in front of me. His green eyes, dark and curious, flick from my lips to meet my gaze.


    “How fitting.” He says, his mouth tugging at the corners.


    I drag a subtle inhale in through my nose as his attention falls back to my lips. Now that I think about it, he’s really close, choosing to sit adjacent to me, instead of opposite.


    My attention zeros in on my knee as his brushes against mine underneath the table. Has he been this close the whole time? Or has he only just moved closer? God. Why is this so hard? Bible study shouldn’t be this difficult!


    “Have you ever sucked cock before?” He asks casually, as if the question is as polite as asking how my day was.


    Fire as hot as the sun floods into my cheeks, setting them alight. “Excuse me?”


    “Have you—”


    “I...” I shake my head. “I heard you.”


    “Well?”


    Gripping the corner of my Bible, I slam it shut and pull it close to my chest. “That’s a little personal, don’t you think?”


    Caleb shrugs, pulling a lightly chewed lollipop stick from the small pocket on the breast of his crisp, white tee. Carelessly, he slips the stick between his lips and waits patiently, watching me with amused eyes.


    “I’m not answering that.” I tell him with absolute finality. “We barely know each other.”


    “You have a beautiful mouth.” He states, ignoring me. “That bottom lip of yours is making me curious.”


    Damn. Good line, you beautiful motherfucker.


    With smooth indifference, Caleb reaches out for the thick Bible in front of me and flicks through the pages, his judging eyes scanning every word. I swallow hard. I can’t believe I’m about to tell him this.


    “Yes. I…I have.”


    His eyes flick to mine.


    Oh, fuck. My lungs stop working.


    The lollipop stick jutting out of his mouth ceases to swirl and the green in his eyes brighten, flashing like a bolt of lightning at the peak of a summer storm. He closes the Bible with a subtle slap.


    “You sure?”


    I scowl at him. “You know what? Now that you mention it, I might have blown a zucchini. My mistake.”


    “Did you like it?” He asks, his gaze falling to my lips once more.


    I glare at him. I want it so bad. Here. Right now. Screw him, his green eyes, sexy voice, and nice tan for making this so difficult for me.


    I inhale, subtly. I can handle this. What’s a few personal questions between acquaintances? It’s no big deal. All I have to do is steer the conversation away from sex. How hard can that be?


    I clear my throat. “Can we talk about something else?”


    Caleb sits back in his chair, fighting the devilish tug at the corner of his lips. “Sure.”


    Fantastic. Crisis averted.


    “Have you fucked?”


    Nope. Can’t do it. I drop my hands against the table. “I’m done here. I want to go home.”


    Caleb tilts his head, pleased by my announcement. “No, you don’t.”


    No, I don’t and that’s what I’m worried about. It’s not worth it. Sex with him can’t be worth it. His prowess, his confidence, he’s has to be compensating for something. With trembling knees, I push myself to my feet.


    “Yes, I do.”


    Caleb slips his lollipop stick into his shirt pocket and stands up. I gulp as his smell overwhelms me, crisp and fresh, and his chest brushes against mine. I gulp again. He knows how to get a girl going, I’ll give him that.


    My lips part as he reaches for my exposed bra strap. The very tips of his fingers brush against my flesh, causing electricity to zap along my skin. Casually, he slips the thin fabric between the pads of his fingers and pushes, straightening it from the twist I didn’t know it was in. His skin feels like fire against mine.


    Fire isn’t good.


    Fire is what Hell is made of and an eternity in a cave of fire is where I’m headed if I don’t get out now.


    “What’s got you so nervous, Cass?” He utters, oozing all of the confidence in the world. “You a virgin?”


    I shrug my shoulder, freeing my strap from his tempting clutches. “Definitely not.”


    With his free hand, he snags the hem of my shirt and tugs me close. I squeak as my body bounces against his hard torso and he catches me on the rebound, his firm hand at the small of my back. It steals the air from my lungs—he steals the air from my lungs—from this room. I'm not going to lie, with him here against me Hell seems like a good compromise.


    “My dad is waiting in the car downstairs.” The logical part of my brain forces me to blurt out.


    Good. My brain needs to wrestle the steering wheel from my vagina and take control of the situation. This has to end before it becomes something I can never take back.


    “Don’t tell me that. Now I have to bend you over this table.”


    “I’m not that kind of girl.” I state, my brows pulling together.


    I am. Fuck. Yes, I am that kind of girl. I’m just trying so hard not to be.


    I press a firm hand against his chest and try to push away.


    “Deep down every girl is that girl. You just need the right man to awaken her.”


    “And you’re the right man? The one who’ll awaken my inner whore?”


    Little does he know he’s already awoken her and she’s going stir-crazy, banging her head against concrete walls and running her tin mug up and down the bars of her cell. How am I going to ignore her forever?


    I’m pulled from my thoughts as Caleb’s warm hand slips between my legs. I gasp and clamp my thighs shut, trapping his eager fingers an inch away from my wet, pulsing core. Caleb smirks and I remain still as he lowers his forehead to mine.


    “You can answer that yourself, after you’ve let me between these thighs.” He utters, his voice a heavy whisper.


    God. He’s perfect and manly—like a blond G.I. Joe. I was going to go with Ken initially, but no. He’s not like Ken. The difference? Ken brings cheesy smiles and beautiful flowers. G.I Joe brings beards and orgasms...and fucking thunder.


    “I’m a good Catholic girl.” I say, my tone just as quiet—just as heavy—as his.


    “No one is saying you’re not.”


    Involuntarily, my thigh muscles loosen and his stunning, green eyes dance with victory.


    “What’s one little orgasm, hmm? Live a little. You don’t even have to return the favor.”


    He slips his hands a little higher, watching me closely for a sign to say I don’t want it. I can’t stop him. I don’t want to stop him.


    I surrender.


    Tingles pulse in waves, heightening every nerve in my body. They dance up my spine, wrapping themselves around each vertebrae until they reach my hairline at the top of my neck. Already I feel like exploding into a million tiny lights and he hasn’t even touched me there yet. What will it feel like? I can’t recall the feeling of someone else’s hands touching me the way I touch myself. Oh, I bet it feels nice. I bet it feels fucking phenomenal.


    Caleb lowers his heavy stare to my lips. “I want to kiss your mouth, Cassia Claire.”


    My heart stutters. Cassia Claire. Daughter of Marcus and Melinda Claire. Shit. Panic rises in my chest as Caleb moistens his lips in that sexy way I can’t even begin to describe.


    “Wait!” I whisper, planting both my hands on his chest. I lean back, away from his satanic mouth, until my lower spine aches. “We can’t do this. My father could come upstairs at any second.”


    He grins, pleased by the thought. “He doesn’t trust me?”


    As much as I’d like to point out my father clearly has good reason not to trust Caleb, I don’t. It’s not Caleb my father is wary of. If he catches me like this, that’s it. I don’t know what will happen to me.


    “It’s not you he doesn’t trust.” I answer on an exhale, ashamed by the pace of my breathing and the speed in which it’s making my chest rise and fall.


    Caleb removes his hand from between my legs and plants it on the small of my back, holding me firmly in place. “What’d you do, Cass?”


    I shake my head and the smirk on his lips pulls wide, his irises dancing with indecent excitement.


    God help me. Please.


    “Did Daddy catch you giving your sacred little pussy to all the boys?”


    I bristle, offended. Boys? No, not boys. I gave it to a boy who was kind and trustworthy. A boy who made me feel comfortable and wanted. Our exchange of virginities was respectful and I don’t regret a single time we had sex together.


    “A boy.” I state. “Not boys.”


    He releases me from his arms and I take a step back. Fresh, sobering air swoops into my lungs, only to be stolen when he snags one of my long, blonde locks and gently wraps it around his finger.


    “What a lucky son of a bitch.”


    I pinch my lock of hair and pull it free.


    “He was very lucky.”


    Our gazes connect and my heart pumps erratically, ditching the rhythmic beat all together. Sex with Thomas, the boy from Bismarck, never made my heart race like this. No one has ever made my heart race like this. Lust is one hell of an impulse.


    Caleb’s jaw ticks, on and off, his lips pressing into a serious line. What is he thinking? Is he thinking what I’m thinking? Is he fighting against every cell in his body not to throw himself against me?


    Relaxing his shoulders, he turns the upper half of his body and reaches for my Bible on the table. I watch closely as he grabs it in his large, strong hands and turns back to me, the Bible outstretched.


    A man behind me clears his throat, making me jump. My heart drops into my shoes when I glance over my shoulder and see my father standing there, car keys in his hand. How long has he been standing there? What did he see? What did he hear?


    My heart ceases to beat, my organs cease to function, as I watch him, waiting for a reaction. Three seconds, seconds that feel more like minutes, pass and my father smiles.


    “How’d she go?” He asks, sending relief crashing through my body.


    I take the Bible and look away as heat spreads up my chest, and neck, and pours into my cheeks. Caleb stuffs his hands into the pockets of his jeans, and smiles politely. My dad doesn’t see the disappointment in its curl, but I do.


    “She’s a natural.”


    “Good to hear.” Dad chuckles, pressing a heavy hand to my shoulder. “Are you ready?”


    I nod and turn away from Caleb. I can’t bear to look at him a second longer. Does he have any idea what he could have cost me? I could’ve lost everything. It might not matter to him because he has the trust and the support of the Church behind him, but it matters to me.


    Wrapping his arm around my shoulder, Dad leads me away, his feet stomping happily along while mine drag.


    “See you in church on Sunday, Cassia Claire.”


    I glance over my shoulder as Caleb turns his back to us and rakes ten, aggressive fingers through his hair.


    What have we started?
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    “Thank you so much for the wonderful service, Caleb.” Mrs. McNamara croaks, clenching her long, varnished cane in one hand while patting my chest with the other.


    I smile as I hold open the heavy door for her. Agnus McNamara has been a member of the church since I was young. I have a special relationship with Agnus. She’s like a grandmother to me. She was there, excited and thrilled, when my father announced the birth of my little sister and she was there, solemn and apologetic, when he cried at the funeral. No one cares like Agnus does. No one helps you shoulder the guilt you carry like Agnus does. She knows all about me, all of my sufferings and all of my sins and she offers criticism without judgment. A true beacon of light. That’s what she is.


    “You’re welcome, Agnus. Same time next week?”


    “I’ll be here with bells on.” Agnus chuckles, then clicks her fingers as she leans in close. “Oh, we haven’t had the time to chat. No misadventures this week, I hope?”


    I smile politely, happy I don’t have any recent and delightful tales to tell her about chasing skirts.


    “You’ll be happy to know I’ve stayed on the straight and narrow for the most of it.”


    Beaming widely, she tilts her head to the side and a curl of grey hair tumbles across her forehead. “Good boy. All I ask is that you try.”


    I laugh, mostly because my sexless week is the result of one simple female, not because I’ve tried to tone down on my usual rampaging.


    “See you next time, Mrs. McNamara.”


    “Bye-bye, dear.”


    Church goers filter out the doors, offering me thanks and farewells. I smile and nod as best I can while I fight off the disappointment that lingers on the precipice. Cassia was a no show. I saw her parents, but not her. Her mother told me she was feeling a little under the weather and couldn’t bring herself to attend, but I’m calling bullshit. She’s avoiding me.


    For the first time in a long time, I woke up eager for church. I wanted to see her. I wanted to see how she’d wear her hair and what clothes she’d choose to cover her beautiful body. I wanted to imagine what underwear she’d be wearing underneath it—if any at all.


    Mostly, I wanted to watch her squirm in her seat, lusting over me as she sat with a straight back next to her parents, like a good little puppet. It turns me on like nothing else.


    Groaning, I drop back against the door and lower my head. I can’t exist in this state any longer. The pent up arousal is killing me. I saw a nice tree with a decent sized hole in it on the way to church this morning and I’d be lying if I said it didn’t turn me on. God, that’s so fucked up.


    “Ah, Caleb.” I snap my head up as Marcus, Cassia’s father, strides up the stairs in his crisp, gray Sunday suit and rests beside me.


    “I can’t seem to locate your father. Do you know where he is?”


    I glance over my shoulder and peer into the church. I spot my father on the other side of the hall, talking to Henry Knoll. I bet he’s confessing that he smoked another dime bag of weed over the weekend. I sit in the Confession Box when I’m bored sometimes. I know the shit he gets up to whenever his ex-wife is in town. Weed and porn on rinse and repeat until she leaves again.


    “He seems to be a little preoccupied with Mr. Knoll at the moment.” I look at Marcus. “Anything I can help you with?”


    I’m going to fuck your daughter, maybe have her call me daddy. I give my head a small shake, dispelling the thought. Jesu—I’m getting out of hand. I need to put my dick in something.


    “Linda is putting on a special dinner tonight—a roast. We were hoping you and your father could join us? God knows we’ll need the extra support.”


    Oh, this is just too good. Cassia thought she could avoid me, huh? Ha. The beginnings of a grin tug at my lips and excitement curls through my stomach like a budding flower. “Count us in.”


    Marcus cocks an eyebrow. “You’re not going to ask your father first?”


    I shake my head. “He’s free. We’ll be there.”


    Even if my father wasn’t free, he certainly is now. I’m not missing this. No fucking way.


    “Okay. Okay, great.”


    He rubs at the back of his head, but doesn't leave and I realize the conversation isn’t over.


    “About Friday night...” Marcus mutters, inching closer as if he’s afraid Daphne the ninety year old deaf war nurse to our left will hear him. “Cassia behaved herself?”


    The nascent ball of stress in my stomach disperses and I frown. Can’t he see that it’s not Cassia he should be worried about? If only he knew how close I came to burying my fingers inside her. A thin scrap of fabric was all that was stopping me from shattering her world.


    “Cassia was exemplary.” I state, stuffing my hands into the pockets of my slacks. “As I expected.”


    She was better than I expected. Her skin was soft, her body was firm, and if Heaven had a smell…good God. My cock stirs.


    “Oh, good.” He clears his throat and avoids my eyes. “Your father has probably already warned you, but…she’s hard to handle, you see.”


    Does he think I’m fucking blind? I knew right off the bat that Cassia had been up to no good. Originally, I assumed she’d been outed for banging as many dicks as she could, but one? One? That hardly calls for a fucking intervention. Her mother and father treat her like a leper, like she has no control over her own body. I’d say she has very good control. I can only imagine how many men have thrown themselves at her feet and she has only allowed ONE between her thighs? The girl is a damn saint in my book.


    “Is that right?” I ask, unable to keep the uninterested tone from tainting my voice.


    He nods. “She’s made mistakes, but Linda and I are working on fixing her.”


    Involuntarily, my jaw clenches. Poor girl. No wonder she’s terrified of enjoying herself…with useless parents like hers. They are trying to fix her? She’s not broken—she’s practically mint in her box. Cassia is a valuable asset to a collector like me.


    “Anyway, we can discuss it over dinner.” Marcus announces, slapping me on the shoulder. “I’m sure new Cassia will be thrilled when she hears what Father Andrews and I have arranged for her.”


    My ears perk up. “What you’ve arranged?”


    A proud smile curves his lips. “We’ve established a celibacy ceremony in her honor.”


    A laugh bubbles up my throat and seeps out from between my lips. A celibacy ceremony? Oh, I definitely want to be there when they tell her that. Will she crack? Will she go rogue and give me everything I want from her? Or will she accept it? Maybe impressing the people who oppress who she really is what she wants more than anything.


    “Good luck with that.” I say, swallowing the rest of my laugh.


    “I…uh…I also want to take a moment to apologize. I’m sorry if you’ve ever felt I’ve questioned your good nature. It’s not you. Your father assures me you’re a good man and I trust him. It’s just, with Cassia being the way she is…it makes me uncomfortable to leave her alone with the opposite sex. Cassia…she’ll take advantage of your good nature for her own selfish needs.”


    I smirk. He has no idea that the only reason I haven’t fucked his daughter is because she turned me down. Sure, I would’ve cracked her if I had a little more time, but she made no advances on me. She dropped no hints or suggestions the whole half an hour we spent alone together. Cassia stood her ground longer than any girl has when I’ve made a move on them. I’ve had girls over that very table within five minutes of entering the room. Others have been so eager we’ve fucked in the hall just outside the door. Cassia is more than what he gives her credit for. She’s suppressing her true self in order to regain the love and respect of her parents and he doesn’t even know.


    “Thanks for the heads up, Marcus, but you don’t need to worry about me. I can handle Cassia.” I push off the door. “I’ll see you at dinner.”


    Naughty plans begin to formulate in my head. I can’t wait to see the look on her face when I walk through the door and she sees that the Devil has come for dinner.


    


    


    *Cassia*


    …that evening…


    


    


    I slip my tongue between my lips. My heart pounds in my chest as I hold my breath. My nerves are frazzled, causing my hands to tremble, and butterflies wreak havoc in my stomach at the thought of being caught doing something I’m not supposed to be doing. I rush out my exhale.


    Almost.


    Yes…


    Yes…


    Oh my God!


    Yes!


    A proud smile creeps across my lips as I slip the nail brush back into its bottle and close the lid. I admire my handiwork. The pretty, dark pink polish is smooth and glossy, untainted by fingerprints or strokes. The best part? I didn’t even touch the skin.


    “Cassia?”


    I jump at the sound of Mom’s voice as she shouts from the bottom of the stairs.


    Oh, shit. I told her I could barely get out of bed today. If she finds out I lied to get out of going to Church she’ll tell Dad and Dad will lose his damn mind. I pause for a second. I really hope I’m not the only almost twenty year old who still gets treated like a child by their over-protective parents. You’d think at twenty, I’d be old enough to decide if I want to go to church or not.


    I sigh.


    “Cassia?”


    Her voice is close. Crap!


    I scramble, grabbing my tissues and polish and I toss them underneath my bed. I don’t have time to wait for my toenails to dry so I throw myself off my bed and run across the room to the sliding door that leads out onto my balcony. I push the door open, flick on the fan and leap for my bed. I hear her footsteps as she climbs the stairs.


    With seconds left, I throw back my pink comforter and slip underneath, cringing as the fabric sticks to my wet toenails, undoubtedly ruining my perfect job. Ugh. God is punishing me for feigning sick on a holy day. Still, I can’t be mad. I’d rather get nail polish all over my skin than face Caleb after what happened on Friday night. I’m ashamed of what I did and what I said. I told him everything. I basically painted ‘down to fuck’ on my forehead. I bet he thinks I’m an easy lay. I’m not, not usually, but for him? For him I am.


    There’s a slight knock on the door before the handle creaks and turns. I throw my arm over my face, pulling the covers up to my chin.


    “Cassia? Are you awake?”


    I groan, feigning sleep.


    “It’s almost dinner and we have guests coming. If you can scrub up the best you can and come down stairs in half an hour, I’d really appreciate it.”


    “Who?” I ask, unmoving. “Who’s coming?”


    “Father Andrews and his son, Caleb.”


    My stomach flips and my heart sinks like a rock. I part my lips as red hot heat flares through my face and pools in my cheeks. No. This is not happening. I fake a cough—kind of. The wet nail polish is seeping into my nostrils and burning the back of my throat.


    “I don’t feel good.” I say, doing my best to make my voice sound like it’s barely there.


    “Well, have a shower and try to get it together. This dinner is important and you need to be there.”


    “But—”


    She shuts the door, cutting my words off in my throat. Grunting, I shove the blankets off and peel my toes from my sheet. Both the blanket and my nails are ruined. I look up to the ceiling. Why? Why is this happening to me? I blow an exhale out of my cheeks and sit up.


    I'm supposed to be sick, but I can’t bring myself to go down there looking like death and I sure as hell can’t go down there all chipper and healthy. There has to be some kind of middle ground. Maybe a subtle, black romper will suffice. It’s classy, yet casual and offers little room for Caleb to shove his hand up.


    I swing my legs off the side of my bed and peer down at my toes. First, I have to remove this damn nail polish.


    


    * * * *


    


    I smooth the palms of my hands down the front of my black romper and suck in my stomach. My hands tremble with the nervousness I feel deep in my belly. Caleb is going to take one look at me and realize I faked sick in order to avoid him. Can that be anymore awkward? I need to get it together before I go downstairs or my parents are going to see my embarrassment from a mile away and I can’t have that. I blow air out of my cheeks and pull my blonde waves around my shoulders, covering a portion of the red flush on my neck. Choosing the romper was a good idea. Though it stops a few inches underneath my butt, it covers my chest all the way up to my collarbone and shields my long arms with its wonderful black lace. It’s a good outfit for a good Catholic girl.


    “I can do this.” I whisper, slipping into a pair of plain, black flats. “No problem.”


    I shake my arms and roll my shoulders. Gosh, why am I so riled up? Nothing has happened between Caleb and I, so I shouldn’t be feeling so ashamed. If anything, I should be proud that I made it through Friday night without giving in.…so why aren’t I?


    I pause, resting my hand on the bedroom door handle. Guilt punches holes in my stomach. I shouldn’t go downstairs. It feels wrong being in the same room as Caleb and my parents.


    Swallowing hard, I pull open the door and slip out into the hallway. Voices float up the stairs and stop me dead in my tracks. The hair on the back of my neck stands up and sweat blooms over my body as Caleb addresses my mother with utmost politeness. Puckering my lips, I once again exhale heavily.


    All right. Here we go.


    My long hair sticks to the back of my neck and dampens against my skin as I close in on the stairs. I huff, stuffing my hand into my left pocket, and retrieve a thin hair band. I stashed it there in case Mom decided to cook something saucy. I almost always get her pasta sauce in my hair. I can’t have my hair sticking to me like glue in Caleb’s presence, either, so I sweep my long, blonde waves into a loose ponytail and tie it back before gripping the white, wooden bannister in my hand. Holding my breath, I take my first step. Right on cue, his chuckle floats up from downstairs, liquefying the wood at my feet. I tilt my head back, cursing the smooth, white ceiling.


    Why, Satan? Why?


    I blow another gush of air from my cheeks and gather my composure for what feels like the one millionth time. He is just a boy.


    A dirty, filthy boy.


    I patter down the stairs, holding my head high.


    “You look like you’re feeling much better, Cassia.” Dad points out as he passes by the staircase, stopping to plant a quick, small kiss on my cheek.


    “I don’t think I’ll be down here long.” I tell him, making my voice deep and gruff. “I’m a little dizzy.”


    He drops his rolled newspaper into the newspaper basket next to the staircase and straightens his posture. Dad adjusts the sleeve of his black sweater, giving me a once over with suspicious eyes. I pout, pressing a palm to my stomach.


    “All right. Say hello to Father Andrews and then sit down. Don’t want you passing out before the chicken is served. You can go after we’ve made the announcement.”


    I frown, folding my arms tightly across my chest to prevent the blood from completely draining from my body. We’re having dinner…with the Andrews family and there will be an announcement…please don’t tell me Caleb ratted me out.


    “Announcement?”


    “You look nice, Cassia.” Father Andrews says with a friendly smile, interrupting the conversation between Dad and I.


    Oh, boy.


    Dropping my arms to my sides, I drag my stare to Father Andrews, purposely neglecting to look at his son.


    “And healthy.” Caleb chimes in, leaving me with no choice but to address him.


    “I…” The rest of my sentence catches in my throat at the sight of him.


    Never.


    My imagination never does him justice.


    A tight, white tee clings to the rise and depressions of his lean, athletic torso and a pair of sexy, loose fitting jeans cover his long legs. He stands tall and proud with that look of amusement in his eyes that I hate so much as he folds his arms over his chest.


    Why can’t anyone else see it? The bad boy in him is obvious. It’s in his mannerisms, his facial expressions. It’s in the tone of his voice and the choice of his words. I can smell it on him. He is bad to the bone.


    It takes all the strength I have not to scowl at him. “I’m feeling a lot better. Thank you.”


    Ass.


    Dad slips over to the table, leaving me alone with his guests. “We said a prayer for your health when Caleb told me you were feeling under the weather.”


    Caleb’s pleased smile widens, teasing me in a way that is going to get him punched in the face...by my vagina.


    “Gee.” I scratch my head. “That’s kind of you. Thank you.”


    Do not roll your eyes. Do not roll your eyes.


    “Your mother told us you haven’t been able to get out of bed all day, but here you are.” Caleb points out, his gorgeous green eyes flaring brightly as he quickly licks his bottom lip. “God is great.”


    What’s his point? Miracles can happen.


    “He sure is.” Father Andrews and I say in unison.


    Father Andrews steps around me. “Linda, let me help you with those plates.”


    I clench my hands into fists to prevent myself from grabbing Caleb’s father by his navy sports jacket and begging him not to leave me with his evil spawn. I can’t stand here alone with this man—not with him watching me the way he does. Those smoldering eyes framed by dark lashes I would kill for and that stupid, plump lip.


    Sorcery!


    I whip around on my heel and march behind Father Andrews. Naturally, Caleb falls into step beside me. Fuck he smells good. Expensive cologne is like crack to women and these corporations know it. I wonder when men will fight back and demand they be compensated for the clothing that goes missing whenever they wear a magnificent fragrance.


    “Your legs are too weak to walk on, huh?” Caleb whispers, ending with a chuckle.


    “Stop it.”


    I glue my stare to my mother as she wipes her hands down the front of her white, frilly apron.


    “You don’t know what weak legs are. Try walking after I’ve—”


    “I said stop it.” I hiss, shoving him with my shoulder.


    “You stop it. You’re the one who faked sick to get out of seeing me today. What are you, twelve?”


    I scoff. “Almost twenty, asshole.”


    “Then start acting like it.”


    “You start acting like it.” I jab him in the ribs and he flinches away from me.


    “That doesn’t make any sense.” He shoots back, his tone a husky murmur. “I’m twenty-two.”


    Caleb pinches my ass between his thumb and forefinger and I jolt forward, choking on my squeak. I swat him away. He needs to stop!


    I shoot him a death glare that he annoyingly ignores. I will not play his games in front of my parents.


    I move to the left side of the table as he goes right. He follows me down the length of the dining table and I know what he’s doing. I grab the back of the third wooden chair and pull it out.


    Don’t sit across from me. Don’t sit across from m—damn it!


    With a smug flick of his eyebrows, he drops into the seat opposite mine. My eyebrows pull in, only to straighten out when Father Andrews places a plate in front of me. He smells like paper and goodness…a far cry from the smell of his naughty, lusty son.


    Ashamedly, I press my thighs together as Caleb watches me while his father sets up my plate and cutlery. His stare says everything. How am I going to get out of this unscathed?


    Thankfully, Father Andrews moves quickly, placing all of the plates and the cutlery down before disappearing to the kitchen—where both my parents are apparently hiding, too.


    I’ll be the first to admit something fishy is going on. I should have stayed in damn bed.


    “What are you staring at?” I ask, my voice a harsh whisper.


    He moves his head with a subtle shake and leans back in his chair. “You don’t want to know.”


    “Maybe I do.”


    Closing his lips he run his tongue along his bottom teeth, apparently in thought. With a click, he sits forward and wraps his fingers around the handle of his fork.


    “I was just curious if the pink fluster you have in your in cheeks now will match the one you get when I slip my cock into your ass later.”


    My stomach flips in a way it shouldn’t. Excited over sodomy? Have I fallen so far?


    “Wow…you’re inappropriate.”


    “You wanted to know. I’m being honest.”


    “Well, gosh. Thank you for that. I appreciate your honesty. Truly.” I deadpan, wringing my napkin in my hands. “We’re about to have dinner with our parents so can you tone it down a little on the sex, please?”


    “Impossible. With you sitting in front of me in that sexy little whatever the hell it is, I can’t get my mind out of the gutter.”


    “Firstly, it’s called a romper, and secondly, if you like sex so much why don’t you become a gigolo?”


    “Firstly, I don’t care what it’s called, and secondly, I don’t accept cash for sex. I’m a humanitarian.”


    I frown. “That’s not what that means—you know what? It doesn’t matter. There’s no point arguing with you.”


    His lips twitch at the corners. “Because I always get what I want?”


    “Because you’re difficult.”


    “I’m not trying to be difficult, Cass. In fact, I’ll make this real easy for you.”


    Caleb leans across the table, causing his cutlery to clatter against his ceramic plate.


    Every muscle in my body tightens to stone. “What are you doing?”


    “Kiss me.”


    I shake my head, but my lips tingle, begging me to plant one on his mouth. “No.”


    “You’ve been eye-fucking my mouth since you came downstairs. If you won’t do it for yourself, at least do it for me. I want to kiss you so damn bad.”


    I feign a cough, covering my mouth with my fist. “I’m sick.”


    Rolling his eyes, Caleb returns to his side of the table. “A sick girl has the energy to put mascara and lip gloss on? I don’t think so.”


    “I am sick. Sick of you.”


    “Not buying it.”


    I narrow my eyes. “You know what they call you in Spanish?”


    “What?”


    “Diablo.”


    Caleb laughs an incredible laugh. It exposes his perfect white teeth and ignites the playfulness in his eyes. Oh, the things I would do if our parents weren’t in the very next room.


    “Tú eres el diablo.” He says in Spanish, his tongue moving expertly around the words. “It’d be a lie if I said I haven’t heard it before.”
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    She is beautiful. And she fucking knows it.


    She sits across from me, pretending to be interested in whatever the hell our parents are talking about, but I know her mind is elsewhere. I know it’s on me—where it should be. I wonder if she knows I have my hand in my jeans, my fingers wrapped tightly around my cock. I stroke it to her while she sucks a thin, green bean into her mouth and engages her mother in conversation. I can’t wait to tell her what I’ve done.


    My lips part. I’m fucking hard—so hard I can’t believe it. I’ve fucked my hand about nine times since Friday night, and every time I imagined her. I can’t do it anymore. I need it. I would come all over her legs right now if my father wasn’t sitting two seats to my left. My cock softens at the thought and I leave it alone, stabbing my fork into my chicken.


    “You’ve barely touched your food, Caleb.” Marcus points out, pointing his knife in my direction.


    I don’t want to talk to them—any of them. They’re standing in the way of me eating what I really want. I want Cassia’s thighs on my plate. I want them spread open, offering me the delicious delicacy of her tight, sweet little pussy. I want her ass. Her tits. Her fucking mouth. Beans? They think I want to eat beans when I can devour their daughter an actually wind up satisfied when I’m done? Screw the beans. Give me the girl.


    “Maybe you’re coming down with what Cassia has.”


    I almost snort. Sure. Let’s go with that.


    I nod. “Maybe.”


    Cassia looks at me, he lips pouty and her eyebrows furrowed. I don’t know why she’s always worried I’ll expose what a perfectly naughty girl she is. It’s not like we’ve done anything together. She’s innocent...until I make her guilty.


    “You’ve eaten quite a lot.” I say to her, hiding my delight. “I take it your appetite is back?”


    Realization flickers over her face as a red blush pools in her cheeks.


    “Oh. Uh, yeah. I didn’t realize how hungry I was.”


    She avoids my eyes and pushes a few peas around her plate with her fork.


    “It’s a good thing you fell ill at the beginning of the week, Cassia. At least you’ll recover in time for Bible study with Caleb on Friday.”


    She tightens her slender fingers around her fork as she peers at my father.


    “I was hoping Caleb could cover sex and marriage with you this week.”


    I almost choke. Oh. This is going to be good. I shift in my chair.


    “That’s a fair bit away from where we are at the moment, right?” She looks at me.


    The way her sweet little eyebrows pull together as she frowns kind of makes me feel bad for her. She’s a little wolf desperately trying to fit in with sheep, but we’re not like them. We’re not sheep. We cannot be herded.


    Dad clears his throat. “When I come again, I shall bemoan many which have already sinned, and have not repented of the lasciviousness and fornication which they have committed in an unrighteous manner.”


    Cassia quirks an eyebrow. “Lascivious?”


    “To stir up desire in oneself, or another, that cannot be virtuously satisfied within the boundaries of a righteous relationship.” I say, pushing my plate out of the way. “I.e. Between husband and wife.”


    Yeah. I learned that word when I first got hair on my balls.


    Blood drains from Cassia’s face, turning her stomach enough for her to lower her fork and nudge her plate out of the way.


    “What’s this about, exactly?” She asks her mother who keeps her eyes downcast at her plate.


    Linda ignores her daughter’s question, offering a slight glance at Marcus, asking for help.


    Weak.


    Marcus threads his fingers together, dropping his elbows on the table. “Cassia, we recognize how hard you are trying to stay on the right path and we are thankful for it, truly, we are...”


    “But?”


    “But we would like for you to take an oath…of celibacy until you are married.”


    Cassia chuckles nervously. “You’re not serious?”


    Marcus narrows his eyes. “We’re dead serious.”


    “Cassia, this is a good thing. Your father told me everything that’s happened and he’s acknowledged how hard you’re trying. Taking the oath only further ensures your dedication. It forms a promise between you and God that your parents can trust wholeheartedly.”


    “They should trust me not depend on some stupid oath.”


    “If you’re not having sex, why not take the oath?” Marcus asks, accusation thick and heavy in his tone.


    “Because it’s unnecessary. I’m not going to embarrass myself like that.”


    “It’s a simple ceremony, Cassia. You repent, you swear an oath, and you wear the ring. That’s all. You can take it off once you’re married.”


    “I have to wear a ring, too?” She tosses her hands up. “Why don’t you slap a fucking scarlet letter on me and tattoo whore across my fucking forehead while you’re at it?”


    “Cassia!” Marcus booms. “That’s enough!”


    My lips twitch up.


    “I’m not finished.” She points at her father. “Fuck you.”


    Then at her mother. “And fuck you.”


    Her slender little index finger shoots in the direction of my dad. “Fuck you, too.”


    And, finally, she points it at me. “And fuck you—especially you.”


    I reach for my glass of water. “What’d I do?”


    “You exist, Caleb. You fucking exist.”


    Aw. I just might marry this feisty little firecracker. I smile. I can’t help it. She’s turning me on way too much to ignore.


    “That’s hardly cause for such hostility.” I point out, sipping my water.


    She flips me off, sending sharp tendrils of excitement barreling through my body. This is fun!


    “Cassia Claire!” Her dad barks out, his face a royal red.


    My smile doesn’t fall. I bet angry fucking the shit out of this girl would be epic.


    Cassia whips around on her heel and storms toward the staircase.


    “We’ve paid for the ceremony, Cassia. It’s going to happen.” Marcus shouts after her, his face red with an angry mix of rage and embarrassment.


    “We can’t force her to take the oath, Marcus. It doesn’t work like that. She has to be willing.”


    “I’m not.” She shouts over her shoulder.


    “This whole time?” Marcus snaps, pushing up from his chair. “This whole time you’ve led us to believe you’ve changed? Have you been having sex? Have you been in contact with that boy?”


    Cassia stops, squeezing the banister in her hand. She turns around. “I’ve been locked up in this house since we moved here, only let out to go to work and church so that leaves little time for me to blow the whole town, and no, I haven’t spoken to Thomas since we left Bismarck. You smashed my laptop and took my phone.”


    Holy hell. This girl has no freedom.


    “Then take the bloody oath and quit humiliating us. How long do we have to live with the embarrassment of your mistakes? How long do we have to suffer because of what you did?”


    Jesus fucking Christ. They really need to ease up on the girl. I clench my jaw as hurt slaps her across the face. I press my shoes into the ground, my calf muscles burning as I bear down on them. It takes all my energy not to stab Marcus in the hand with my fork. No wonder the poor girl tries so hard to impress her parents. They hit her with some intense emotional abuse.


    Swallowing hard, Cassia turns away from her father, away from the table, and bounds up the stairs.


    “Cassia!” Her father shouts, his voice coaxing my violent urge to jam a chicken leg down his throat.


    He steps away from the table in pursuit of his daughter.


    “Marcus, wait. Caleb should go.” My father interjects, his tone calm and cool.


    Marcus shakes his head, wary of the suggestion. “I don’t think so.”


    Dad folds his hands on the table in front of him. “He successfully completed his celibacy ceremony six years ago. I think Cassia will benefit more by talking to someone who has been through it and is of a similar age.”


    Again, Marcus shakes his head. “I think this is an issue best discussed with a parent.”


    “With all due respect, Marcus. You’re the last person Cassia would want to talk to about intercourse and celibacy.” Dad points out, making Marcus’s jaw tick.


    Marcus eyes me up with his beady little stare. “Celibate, you say?”


    Not even close.


    My father nods. “You can trust Caleb. That I promise you.”


    Sure, he can trust me. He can trust me to give his daughter the kind of dick that will fuck with her feelings.


    Marcus plants his hands on his hips and rakes his teeth over his bottom lip. “All right.”


    It takes everything I have to hold back a triumphant grin. My chair screeches against the tiles as I push away from the table. It’s all too easy. He’s practically shoving Cassia into my arms, begging me to fuck her...


    …and I will.


    I swear to God, I will.


    


    * * * *


    


    I open the door to her room, walk right in, and close it behind me.


    Her room is messier than I thought, littered with female paraphernalia and corkboards besieged with pictures of Cassia and her friends. Her room smells nice, like apples and cotton candy, and the slightest hint of nail polish tickles my nostrils. I drag my sights to the back wall where white and black pillows are scattered chaotically over her snow white comforter in the middle of her large bed. She has better things to do than clean her room, it seems.


    I walk slowly, analyzing everything as I pass it, moving closer to the vibrant corkboards beside her desk. What I see in the photos tells me a lot about her. She’s playful, loyal, and free spirited. Or at least she was until her parents took control of her life.


    I lean against a small cane chair by the photo boards, my finger twitching against a thin, soft fabric. I glance down at the black tee resting over the back of the seat. On the left breast pocket, in cursive writing, is the name of a store I’ve walked by one hundred times on Main Street.


    I lift the shirt. Cassia works at Peppa’s Perfumes.


    Smiling, I return the shirt to its spot and glance up. My stomach drops in the most delightful way when a photo in the middle of the corkboard catches my eye. It’s her smile I see first, wide and wild, exposing perfect white teeth, followed secondly by her large, blue eyes, framed with long, dark lashes. The photo is taken from a higher angle, looking down on her. She’s the only one in the photo, her hands threaded together on her thighs. The angle would show off her breasts if she wasn’t wearing a white dress that covered the majority of her chest. I pluck the photo from the corkboard and hold it in my hand.


    I think I’ll keep it.


    “What are you doing?” I lift my head as she strolls barefoot from her bathroom and I can’t help the grin that pulls at my lips.


    With her usual sass, she folds her arms over her chest and leans against the doorframe.


    “You’re cute.” I say, slipping the photograph into my back pocket.


    “Thanks.” She scratches her lip. “Do I even want to know what you plan on doing with that?”


    Isn’t it obvious? Excitement bubbles in my stomach. If only she could see the images I see. I smile, unable to contain it as wicked, dirty, nasty thoughts flood my brain.


    “I’m going to come all over it.”


    Cassia cringes, screwing up her pretty face. “Gross.”


    I turn towards her, tilting my head in that way she likes so much. How do I know? Because she flexes her fingers every time I do it.


    “When I’m finished with it, I’ll give it back to you in exchange for a new one.”


    A smile breaks over her beautiful mouth as she lets out a humorous rush of air. Any other girl would find me disturbing, probably, but Cassia isn’t any other girl. She absorbs my kinks and my desires without a flinch. Hell, I told her I was going to fuck her ass and I witnessed yearning burn brightly in her eyes. Most girls would shudder at the thought.


    “You’re twisted, you know that, right?”


    I nod. “I know.”


    She shifts her weight onto her left leg. “Does it work?”


    I step closer. “Does what work?”


    “Your wolf among sheep routine. Does it work?”


    I take another step and the beat of my heart kicks up, thrumming at an unusual pace. I try to ignore it, but the heat that blooms underneath my collar is making it difficult. I’ve never felt this before…this heat. It’s unbearable.


    “You tell me. Does it make you horny knowing who I truly am underneath my mask?”


    She rakes her teeth over her bottom lip, carefully selecting her next sentence. “It has its appeal...especially to girls like me who are tired of having their sexual desires suppressed by overprotective parents.”


    Tingles dance along the surface of my skin, setting it alight. “And what are your sexual desires?”


    Cassia smirks, lowering her hands as I take another step, leaving only a few inches of space between us. “I barely know you, Caleb Andrews.”


    “You know enough.” I state, placing my hand on the wall beside her head.


    She quirks a brow in that way I’ve come to like so much. “Enough for me to give you a piece of my soul? I don’t think so.”


    I snort. “That’s what you think sex is? The exchanging of soul fragments?”


    Silly, naïve girl.


    Her stare flicks over my lips. “Maybe not for everybody, but I like to think sex leaves impressions on us…no matter how disconnected and primal it is.”


    “Sex can be a nameless game. No connection. No emotion. No exchange. No impressions.”


    Our eyes lock and the honesty in the ocean of her irises punches me in the stomach. Did Thomas leave an impression on her? If he did, how long will it take me to lick her clean? To leave an impression so deep nothing can cover it.


    “Not for me.”


    Interesting. I bend my elbow a little, resting my body against hers. I’m hard—so hard it fucking hurts.


    “All right. So you need a connection. What’s ours?”


    A red hot blush creeps up her slender throat and washes into her cheeks. “We’re certainly not lovers and I wouldn’t go as far as to say we’re friends.”


    I almost smile.


    “Not like you and little Tommy.” I tease.


    Her eyes thin as she pins me with a glare. “Little? He’s bigger than you.”


    Annoyance pricks at me, her defensiveness over that pathetic boy unsettling in my stomach. I’ll fuck her in ways she’s never been fucked before. In ways that’ll have her believe she was still a virgin up until she met me.


    “Not where it counts.”


    Cassia rolls her eyes, ignoring my shot at Tommy’s penis. “That remains to be seen.”


    Her challenge sets fire to my blood. Lowering my hands, I unbuckle my belt. Cassia watches, a red flush surging over her face, but she doesn’t stop me from pulling my cock out of my pants. Her lips part as she takes it in with her greedy, blue eyes. My nerves thrum through my body, restricting how much oxygen I can suck into my lungs.


    “You were saying?” I ask, unable to keep the smug feeling in my chest from affecting my tone.


    If she loves it now, she’ll love it even more when it gives her the best orgasm of her life.


    “Well…I…you…” She stutters, her eyes glazing over in a lust filled haze.


    Exactly.


    Cassia inhales and rushes it out in the same second. “Can…can I touch it?”


    Arousal, unstoppable and resilient, has my stomach muscles tightening in ways I’ve never experienced. It contracts around that huge black hole of emptiness I’ve felt for so long and it compresses it, allowing my lungs more space to expand. I lean closer, desperate for her to temporarily fix me, to temporarily make me feel like I’m someone who isn’t totally wrong for her.


    “If you don’t, I will. Either way, that thing you’re wearing will be covered in my c—”


    “It’s a romper.” She cuts in, her brows furrowing in frustration.


    I drop my head back and blow out an exhale. “I don’t even care. Will you please wrap you fingers around my c—”


    She snatches my shaft in her hand, her warm, firm, and feminine fingers, gripping me tightly.


    “Ohhh…” I groan, my lips parting as I bring my face back to hers. “You are fucking torture.”


    “I want it inside me.” Cassia whispers, sliding her hand down the length of my shaft. “Now.”


    Do I fucking look like I need to be told twice? Shit.


    “You’re going to get it.” I grip her hips and pull her close.


    Her breasts push against my chest, filling my head with all of the things I’m going to do to them. I’ll suck them, lick them, bite them, and rub my dick between them—everything. I’ll do anything.


    Cassia’s breath hitches in her throat as I turn her around and shove her against the wall. I press my cock against her backside, buying myself a second to figure out how the FUCK I’m going to get her naked. What kind of satanic contraption is this? I mean, God damn! The little, black romper is sexy as hell, but super inconvenient. I stare at the back of it, not knowing what the hell I’m supposed to do.


    “There’s a button at the top.” She urges me, pulling her hair to the side. “Undo it.”


    As she lifts her arms, I see a small sliver of her skin just below a shiny black button. Without thought, I grab each side of the lacy fabric and I tear it open, exposing her beautiful, smooth back.


    “Or tear it open.” She mutters, shrugging the lace over her shoulders. “What’s wrong with you?”


    “Spontaneity. It’s sexy.”


    I plant wet, eager kisses along her shoulder and into the nape of her neck. Soft moans of pleasure—pleasure I’m making her feel—seep from her lips and damn near make me come on the spot. Her tones are light and musical, sounds I could listen to all day.


    I pause.


    The sound I can do without, though, is the thump of shoes climbing the staircase outside her room. Are you kidding me?! Adrenaline is slick on my skin, sending my heart rate through the roof.


    “Shit!” Cassia swears, thrusting backward. “Someone’s coming.”


    “Unfortunately, it’s not me.”


    “Will you stop?” She hisses, adjusting her clothes. “And pull your pants up!”


    I pull up my jeans, completely covering my ass.


    Following her lead, I stuff my hard dick back into my pants—which I deserve a medal for, really—and she pulls the black fabric of her romper over her shoulders.


    Blowing out a gush of air, she tightens her long ponytail and leans against the wall. I only just manage to get my dick back into my pants and cross the room to her computer-less computer desk before the door opens. I’ve been up here barely seven minutes. How does that even warrant a checkup?


    Marcus pops his head in as I lower myself onto Cassia’s cane chair, hiding my unbuckled belt and throbbing erection. Fortunately, I don’t have to worry about it for too long. As soon as Marcus and I make eye contact, it pretty much shrivels up inside itself.


    “Checking up on me?” Cassia bites out, folding her arms across her chest once again.


    He shakes his head. “Caleb, your father got a call and has to go.”


    I nod. “All right. I’ll be down in a minute.”


    Without a word, Marcus closes the door. Cassia scoffs, pushing off the wall. With heavy feet, she storms forward, then turns, and storms back in the other direction. She repeats it over and over. It’s kind of annoying.


    “A celibacy ceremony? Can you believe him?”


    “Do it.” I say, standing up to buckle my belt.


    Cassia frowns, her entire body tightening as she stops pacing the length of the room. “Excuse me?”


    After I zip my zipper, I push five disappointed fingers through my hair, devastated I never got to bury myself inside her. So close. So close, yet so far.


    “The ceremony.” I sigh. “Do it.”


    “Are you out of your mind?” She steps toward me. “I don’t have to succumb to that humiliation. Don’t you think I’ve put up with enough embarrassment for one lifetime?”


    “It’ll make your life a hell of a lot easier while you’re still living under your parent’s roof.”


    “Caleb—”


    “I’m celibate.” I say.


    Cassia laughs once, rolling her eyes so dramatically I half expect them to roll out of her head. “Yeah, okay.”


    “I am.”


    She plants a hand on her hip. “Where’s your ring?”


    “I lost it at the beach.”


    Another eye roll. “How convenient.”


    So. Damn. Sassy. Where’s that Bible of hers? Now’s a good a time as any to use it on her ass.


    “None of it means shit—the ceremony, the ring—they don’t prevent anything. I could fuck you through this wall and then go downstairs, look your daddy in the eye and swear black and blue that I didn’t touch a single hair on your pretty little head, keeping my celibate status intact.”


    She laughs once. “You think God doesn’t know you’re lying?”


    I shrug. “Who cares? You and I, we’re going to hell anyway, right? Might as well make a show of it.”


    Cassia straightens her spine, smoothing her hands down the front of her romper. “You’re going to Hell. I’m on the path to redemption.”


    Oh, cute. She thinks redemption is a thing. I won’t be the one to tell her once you fuck up, you fuck up.


    Redemption? Repenting? There’s no such thing. If you had bad intentions when you made your mistake, you’re not getting forgiven for that.


    “Let’s analyze that real quick, shall we? You refused a celibacy ceremony, told your parents and a priest to get fucked, and straight up asked me to put my cock in your tight little cunt.” I point out, slowly swallowing the distance between us. “Since we’re reflecting on your outrageously sexy behavior tonight, how’s that path looking to you?”


    A fierce flush flares in her cheeks, but it doesn’t touch her furious glare. I half expect her to jab me in the nuts now I’m within arm’s reach. Instead, she points a straight, angry finger at the door.


    “Go fuck yourself.”


    I laugh under my breath, unable to help the slight chuckle that breaks through. “I don’t have much of a choice now, do I?”


    She opens her mouth to spit another hateful string of words at me, but I snatch her jaw in my hand, squeezing her mouth with enough pressure to trap her words in her throat.


    I like her like this.


    Quiet and at my mercy.


    I crane my neck and she sucks in air with a loud hitch as I suck her bottom lip inside my mouth and lick it. She tastes even sweeter than I imagined. I catch her lip between my teeth, applying a little pressure, before I let it go.


    Once again, I’m as hard as stone. I fucking hate myself. Why? Why do I keep torturing my body with this woman? Why haven’t I dabbled in other pussy while waiting for Cassia to grace me with hers? I have no idea.


    “Thanks for the photo.” I murmur, dragging my thumb up her jaw and across her lip. “It’ll speed things along.”


    “You’re disgusting.” She says, but her words lack the venom they were spitting before I took the kiss I wanted from her.


    I smirk. Christ. She’s insanely pretty. Have I thought that already?


    “If you had a phone I’d text you progress shots.” I say, leaving her alone as I walk over to the door. I glance over my shoulder. “Unfortunately, your parents took that when they robbed you of your freedom too.”


    She flinches as I open the door and step out into the passageway, closing it behind me. Fresh air swoops into my lungs—air that isn’t tainted with the taste of her. I blow air out from my cheeks and tilt my head back, waiting for her spell to fade. What am I doing? Why am I messing around with this girl? I normally do what I do and then get out before anyone has the chance to ruin my life. It’s usually not this hard to do. I promised myself I’d stop playing on the edge, stop risking my ass for a quick screw. If Dad lost the church because of me…he’d die. It’s the only thing keeping what’s left of his heart beating.


    Repositioning my game face, I stroll down the hall, my hands in my pockets, and meander down the stairs. At the door, my father is in a serious, quiet discussion with Marcus while Linda clears the table.


    “Thank you for dinner, Mrs. Claire.” I say, dropping off of the last step.


    She smiles over her shoulder. “Any time, Caleb.”


    I smile back and nod. Yeah. I don’t see these guys inviting anyone to dinner for a little while. At least, not until they get their little gimp under control. Seriously. It makes me sick and the fact think this pathetic excuse of a mother allows her child to be emotionally abused is beyond my comprehension. My mother would never…


    I clench my jaw.


    My mother would never judge me for who I am. Sure, she’d try to guide me down the right path, but only with a gentle hand. I’d bet a thousand dollars Marcus could beat Cassia and Linda wouldn’t lift a finger to stop it. Love thy husband…but at what cost?


    “Grab the car keys off the table, will you, Caleb? I’ll meet you at the car.” Dad calls out, disappearing into the dark.


    I cross over to the table and grab the keys.


    “I was just apologizing to your father about tonight, Caleb.” Marcus says, holding the front door open.


    I turn to look at him.


    “Apologizing?” I ask, stepping closer. “Would that be for ruining a nice dinner or for the serious emotional abuse you hurl at your daughter?”


    Marcus flinches, his chubby face pinching in confusion. He can’t believe I said what I said. I can’t either. This is what I was talking about when I said I should get out before I fuck my own life up over a girl. But this isn’t about me. This is about the mental state of an already fragile individual. If he pushes her any further, she’ll be blowing guys on a corner for the reputation, not the money.


    He widens his stance and folds his arms over his puffy chest. “Excuse me?”


    Casually, I toss the keys into the air and catch them in my palm. Don’t do it. Do not argue with him. It’s not worth it.


    “I know it’s none of my business,” Ah, fuck. “but you should be a little nicer to your daughter. She’s the only one you have.”


    He shifts his weight and huffs, apparently offended. “I only provide pressure where it’s needed. When you have children you’ll understand.”


    “I don’t need to have children of my own. I already know I’ll be twice the father you are.” I step out of his house and stroll across the porch, suppressing what I truly want to say.


    Thanks for dinner, Marcus. You piece of shit.
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    Thursday.


    Four days later.


    


    “I don’t believe you.” Fiona squeals out between obnoxious cackles. “He did not take a picture of you to jerk off to.”


    Cringing, I pull three ‘Sex & Bubbles’ perfume bottles from their brown shipper box and sit them on the top shelf, completing the display to the left of the counter.


    “I’d rather not relive it. Thank you.” I mutter.


    Fiona’s slender, manicured hands fly to her face, covering her open mouth. “I’m sorry, but I don’t believe you!”


    She bounces on the spot, snorting into her hands. With the ruckus she is causing, she’s lucky we’re about to close and there aren’t any customers around to hear her. I don’t know why I told her about the situation that transpired between Caleb and I on Sunday.


    And I told her at work, of all places.


    I glance at the small, silver surveillance camera above the counter. I hope it only records video and not audio, otherwise I’ve just confessed to Oleg, our boss, that I semi-jerked off Father Andrews’ son.


    “You think I’d make something like that up?”


    Regaining a sliver of composure. Fiona tucks thin locks of her straight, auburn hair behind her small ears and leans forward onto the glass counter.


    “He took his penis out of his pants? Just like that? With no provocation from you?”


    “I might have antagonized him a little, but I sure as hell didn’t ask for it.”


    I exhale, propping myself against a large box of perfumes.


    “Trust me when I tell you Caleb doesn’t function like anyone else I’ve ever met. He’s infuriating, and direct, and he has this egotistical air about him that I can’t stand.”


    “You know what I can’t stand? The fact you waited until closing time to tell me. Now I don’t have enough time to pick your brain apart and pry out every graphic detail.”


    I laugh. “If you’re not doing anything later, my parents are going to a Catholic banquet and I’m staying home to indulge in some Lethal Weapon. You can pick my brain then, so long as it’s not during any of the action scenes.”


    “Lethal Weapon sounds like the name of a hulk sized dildo.”


    Snorting, I roll my eyes. I think I’ve had just about enough of these oversexualized human beings. Between Fiona and Caleb, how am I ever going to get my head out of the gutter and keep it out? You know, now that I think about it, Fiona would fit Caleb perfectly. The things that come out of her mouth are just as inappropriate as what comes out of his, and, like him, her mind is constantly geared toward sex.


    Funnily enough, my parents often argue that Fiona is a saint. They’re always bringing her up in conversation, asking me what she’s doing with her life and why she doesn’t come to church, blah, blah, blah. For some reason they straight up idolize her—even told me I should strive to be more like Fiona. It amuses me. They have their heads so far up their own asses they fail to see what I saw the second I met Fiona. She’s a whore—self-proclaimed—and she loves it. It’s actually hilarious. They want their daughter, who has only had sex with one person, to be more like the girl who has fucked more men than anyone else in this town. Again, Fiona's words.


    Naturally, I haven’t told Mom or Dad that Fiona’s just about banged the whole town—men and women—and is proud of her achievements. Why? Because it’s none of their business and she’s just about the only friend I’ve made since moving to Paradise Valley. I cherish her. Without her here, I’d probably go mad not being able to express myself—my true self.


    “Lethal Weapon is a movie.” I point out.


    Pushing off the counter, Fiona carries her slender body over to the door. Clicking her tongue against her teeth, she flips the sign, and locks the door with a key.


    “I don’t watch a lot of movies, Sia. They’re kind of boring.”


    I shake my head, closing the flaps on the box that holds the ‘Sex and Bubbles’ perfumes.


    “Not Lethal Weapon. Never Lethal Weapon.”


    Sighing, she smooths her palms down the front of her tight, black dress. “Fine. I’ll come watch your stupid movie, but only because Hex stood me up and my mom has a new boyfriend coming over to the house tonight.” She grimaces, exposing perfect white teeth. “I’m starting to regret moving her into my apartment.”


    I chuckle. You couldn’t pay me enough to move either of my parents into my house. No way in hell.


    “Put that box back in the storage room and I’ll grab the other two. I need to get a coffee from Steamers before we go and maybe a slice of cheesecake—ooh, do you think they’ll have any of those apple pastries today? I like those a lot.”


    I mock her as I grab my box. “You eat like crap.”


    “And?”


    I step around tall, glass cabinets, clenching the box to my chest. “And it’s annoying. I can’t eat a slice of bread without looking like I’m four months pregnant. You down a whole bakery and somehow manage to lose weight.”


    “Don’t be such a hater.” She shouts as I slip into the storage room. “You’re the one who could stand to put on a few pounds.”


    I scoff, placing the box of perfumes on top of another at the front of the room. Covering my mouth, I cough as harsh scents and chemicals from the bottle Fiona dropped and smashed this morning burn my throat and tickle my lungs.


    “Is it still bad?” Fiona asks, sauntering into the back room, holding her two boxes.


    “Yep.” I groan, pulling my shirt over my face to mask the smell.


    It’s too late. It’s already imbedded in my nose hairs.


    “Ugh. I texted Oleg, but he didn’t reply.” Fiona bends low and sets the boxes on the floor. “Fuck it. He can deal with it when he opens up tomorrow morning.” She turns around, a wide, relieved smile plastered on her thin, glossed lips. “Let’s grab our snacks and go watch that stupid movie.”


    


    * * * *


    


    I texted Mom from Fiona’s phone, telling her not to bother picking me up and that I’d be coming home with Fiona. To make sure I was telling the truth, she called Fiona on her cell to confirm it.


    “Jesus.” Fiona exhales, slipping her cellphone into the pocket of her leather jacket. “They’re still riding you hard, huh?”


    I nod. “Harder than ever.”


    “Are they aware you’re almost twenty years old?”


    “I don’t even know anymore.” I exhale and slump my shoulder against the wall that has tiny coffee beans glued all over it as we wait for our drinks. “I feel fifteen.”


    Fiona stuffs her hands into her jacket pockets, leaning backward into its fluffy hood. “Why don’t you move out?”


    “Where would I go?”


    Her vibrant, brown eyes flare with excitement as an idea lights up her features. “Come live with me. We can be roommates.”


    “And snuggle in next to your mama and her new boyfriend?” I blow air between my lips. “No, thanks.”


    She laughs. “I guess, right now, being roommates doesn’t have the appeal it would have had prior to Mom moving in.”


    I shake my head. “Definitely not.”


    “Just keep saving your money the way you’ve been saving and you’ll be out of there in no time.”


    I nod, avoiding her eyes. I don’t have the stomach to tell her I’m not in a rush to move out of home. Don’t get me wrong, my own space—space away from Mom and Dad—would be amazing, it’s just...I’m the reason they live out here in Paradise Valley, Arizona. I can’t abandon them after forcing them to flee our hometown. I’ll live with them until I feel they’re happy...until they respect me again.


    I glance around the café, taking in all of the mutual tones and endless shades of white. Coffee drinkers mill about, like tadpoles in a pond, filling the café with low toned conversation. I must admit, Steamers has done quite well for itself. It’s absolutely bustling for a late Thursday evening.


    “So, tell me more about Caleb.”


    Sweet, torturous tingles dance along my spine at the sound of his name.


    Caleb. Sexy, sinful Caleb…


    I glance back to Fiona. “Here?”


    “Yes, here. I’m bored.”


    Swallowing, I roll my shoulders, adjusting the way my shirt sits. “What do you want to know?”


    “I just want to know what he’s like.”


    Warmth surges up my neck and trickles into my cheeks. He’s outrageous, unapologetic, and incredibly captivating. “I don’t really know the guy, Fi. I’ve only spoken to him a handful of times.”


    “That’s more than I can say for eighty percent of the guys I’ve slept with.”


    “Fiona!” I jump as the barista shouts her name.


    “Hold on.” She excuses herself to collect her order.


    I use the time she’s gone wisely, managing to get a grip on my hormones. If Fiona knew just how badly I want Caleb, she’d go above and beyond to make it happen. I’m already fighting Caleb and myself, I don’t have the strength to fight Fiona too. With a bagful of cakes and pastries in one hand and a large, hot coffee in the other, Fiona wanders over to me, a content grin complimenting her already stunning features.


    “So let me get this straight, you don’t want Caleb?”


    I shake my head, but the thrumming of my pulse as it kicks up at the thought calls me out on my lie. I can lie to others, but I can’t lie to my body.


    A jolt of arousal zaps my core and I shift uncomfortably, squeezing my thighs to help take away some of the pressure.


    Those dreams though...


    “Maybe I’ll give him a go, see if his bark is bigger than his—oh my God. Check out the two dudes that just walked in.”


    With indifference, I drag my stare over my shoulder and onto the boys Fiona is talking about. I gasp as my heart painfully stutters, stops, and then picks up again at an erratic pace. Loose fitting jeans, white sneakers and a tight, black tee...my mouth runs dry.


    Caleb.


    Andrews.


    Heat swells in my breasts, tightening my nipples against my bra. Knowing what transpired between us four days ago...knowing what he hides in his pants...


    God…is the air conditioning in here broken? What’s the deal? It’s hotter than Satan’s nutsack.


    I sweep my hair off the back of my neck and nervously tug at the collar of my V-neck tee. Where’s my damn mocha Frappuccino?


    Turning back to Fiona, I drag in a desperate inhale. To be honest, I’m not sure I have the energy to deal with him today, not when it’s that time of the month and I can’t do anything to sate the horny beast that dwells just beneath my surface. The last thing I need is Caleb teasing me with things I can’t have.


    “Hot, right? Let’s go say hi. I call dibs on the blond.”


    Typical Fiona. She has no problems engaging the opposite sex in conversation, but that’s not me. I’m awkward as all hell. I grab the sleeve of her jacket.


    “We’re not going over there.” I spit in a harsh whisper. “That’s Caleb.”


    I don’t even want to acknowledge the irrational twinge of jealousy in my stomach at the thought of Caleb and Fiona together.


    “Which one?” She flicks her wide stare over my shoulder.


    “The dirty blond.”


    “Holy mother of all things Christmas. That’s Caleb?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Christ. Your willpower is impeccable. He would’ve had me six ways from Sunday by now.”


    I don’t doubt it.


    “He’s looking at us. What do you want to do?” Fiona asks, thankfully keeping her voice casual and low-key. “Ohhh-kay. They’re coming towards us. Now would be the time to tell me what you want to do? Should we go? Should we stay?”


    “Uhhh...” I rub my fingers against the palms of my hands.


    Is it too late to run? Can we jump the counter and go out the back door?


    “Well?” She pushes, plastering a polite, but fake smile on her lips.


    “Uh...I...we...”


    “And behold,” he states, his familiar voice rousing my body to life. Shit. “The majestic Cassia Claire out in the wild, temporarily free from her shackles. What a rare sight indeed.”


    Excitement hums over the surface of my skin, pooling in places it shouldn’t. I turn around and his intense, heavy eyes sweep up the length of my bare legs.


    Four days.


    Four days since we almost had sex in my room with my parents, and his father, just downstairs. The hot, feverish dreams I’ve had every night since then have been incredible. I never thought orgasming in your sleep was possible, but I’ve experienced it.


    “Hey.” I point at Fiona. “This is my friend, Fiona.”


    I expect Caleb to revel in Fiona. I expect his eyes to glue to her like they do to me—like they did to that girl that morning during Sunday Mass. Fiona is tall, slim, and beautiful. Her breasts are bigger than mine, her hair is nicer, and she doesn’t have overbearing parents hanging over her shoulder twenty-four seven. She can give him what he wants quicker than I can. Instead, he looks at her, says hi, and settles his lovely green stare back on me.


    “So this is Cassia?” I look at the other man he’s with.


    He’s shorter than Caleb and his face is boyish which doesn’t match his thick and shapely eyebrows. The friend is handsome as hell with his tan skin and volcanic eyes, but there’s something about him that makes me feel a little…off.


    “The one and only.” Caleb says.


    I don’t like the way his friend rakes his greedy stare over me.


    “I’m pretty sure I’m not the only Cassia.” I mutter, nervously scratching my forehead.


    “I take back what I said in the truck.” The friend states, leaning toward Caleb.


    Caleb’s lips pull into an amused smile. “I knew you would.”


    “What’s your name?” Fiona asks Caleb’s friend.


    His friend flinches, his face pinching in confusion. “You don’t remember me?”


    I suck my bottom lip into my mouth and bite down, preventing my lips from curling in shock. I peer sideways at Fiona who shrugs her shoulders.


    “It’s me, Drew.”


    “Ohh, okay. Yeah…” An uncomfortable silence falls as Fiona sucks nervously on her straw.


    Pulling off, she clicks her tongue against her teeth and turns to me.


    “This just got awkward so I’ll meet you in the car.”


    I chuckle, unable to help myself, as Caleb’s friend, Drew, gapes at her like a fish.


    “Wait. You really don’t remember me?” He asks as she passes by him and heads for the door.


    He turns and follows, a desperate act from a desperate man. “You said I was the best you’ve ever had.”


    “I swear I have cooler friends.” Caleb announces with a laugh.


    Butterflies release themselves in my stomach at the sound.


    He has a beautiful laugh.


    “I’m sure you do.”


    The uncomfortable silence makes another appearance, weaving itself around us and squeezing tightly. I glance around the room. This has to be the most painful silence I’ve ever been in. I think what unnerves me more is the fact I’m the only one who seems to be finding the silence unpleasant.


    His stare is on my face. I know it is. I can feel it.


    I shouldn’t have done what I did Sunday night. I shouldn’t have provoked him. I shouldn’t have touched him. This moment would have been a hell of a lot less awkward if I hadn’t.


    I clear my throat, locking my eyes with his. “Do you want a drink?”


    He shakes his head. “I don’t drink coffee.”


    And yet this is where he miraculously found me…in a coffee shop. I bite the inside of my cheek as I fold my arms over my chest.


    “Then what are you doing in a coffee shop, Caleb?”


    “Peppa’s was closed.” He simply says.


    Peppa’s was closed. Peppa’s is where I work and, somehow, I don’t think it’s a coincidence that he was going there.


    “Wow. You stalk women, too. You’ve got quite a unique bag of fetishes.”


    “You have no idea.” He smirks. “It’s good to see you.”


    I roll my eyes. “Is it really?”


    He nods, swallowing the distance between us with a final step. I pulse. I pulse in hot waves all over and the muscles in my body tighten. Tremors vibrate my knees as I fight the urge to melt into him. It takes everything I have to remind myself that I’m in public. Someone could see me.


    I inch back until the heel of my shoes press against the wall.


    “Don’t you have photographs to steal and relationships to ruin?” I ask, pressing a hand to my belly.


    I need to regain my composure and quick. I pinch the collar of my t-shirt between my thumb and pointer and tugs three times, allowing extra air to swoop in and cool my feverish skin.


    Caleb shrugs, playfully. “Speaking of which, I never did thank you for the photo.”


    Funny. I glare at him. “You never asked for permission to take it either, so I wasn’t holding my breath.”


    He laughs, loudly, pushing a hand through his hair, tousling it in that way I like so much.


    Public. We’re in public.


    I swallow in an attempt to moisten my dry mouth.


    “Pretty and hilarious. Shit. I’ve missed you.” He says, slipping closer, his green eyes darkening with passion and promise. “Four days is an awfully long time when all I have is your beautiful photo.”


    “You don’t miss me.” I tell him. “You miss antagonizing me.”


    He laughs again and I listen to it as it fizzles into an amused chuckle, his smile remaining fixed on his face. “I’ve spent the last four days surrounded by stand up, Bible loving, good goods, giving fresh produce to struggling families. Trust me when I say I missed you.”


    Caleb, the missionary. Who would have thought? And has he always smiled this much? I can’t help but notice that before we met, Caleb never smiled. Now it’s all he does. Maybe he’s telling the truth. Maybe he did miss me. My heart flutters at the thought, then it’s stilled by the churn of my stomach.


    He didn’t miss me.


    He missed the thrill that accompanies me. The way he chooses his words is clever. They’re words that caress my feelings and appeal to the romantic side of me. If he did truly miss me...I guess it’s safe to say my life in this town isn’t going to end well. If I’m being honest, my shot at redemption was doomed from the second I saw him sitting at the altar, his elbows on his knees, his jaw tight, and his green eyes watchful.


    Caleb is a powerful current in a sea of sin and suffering. It’s apparent to me, every time we meet, that no matter how hard I fight against him, his surge will pull me under eventually. Whether or not I drown in him or wash ashore broken into pieces still remains to be seen.


    “Cassia!” The barista yells and I startle, pressing the palm of my hand to my chest.


    Exhaling, I slip away from Caleb and retrieve my drink. The sixty seconds I spend freeing a straw from the dispenser isn’t enough time to pull myself together and neither is the stroll back over to him.


    “What are you doing tonight?” He asks as I take a nervous sip of the chocolate infused coffee goodness.


    I swallow my mouthful. “Why do you ask?’


    “I saw your parents on the list to attend my father’s Sanction Banquet and I was just wondering how they managed to find a babysitter on such short notice.”


    “Ha. Ha.” I deadpan. “You are hilarious. As a matter of fact, Fiona and I are going back to my place to watch a movie.”


    “Sounds good. What time should we come?”


    Anxiousness twists my stomach and I frown. “We? You and your friend aren’t invited.”


    Can you imagine the chaos if my parents came home and found two boys in my room? All hell would break loose.


    I freeze, completely immobilized, as Caleb leans in and presses a hand to my hip. His smell engulfs me, liquefying the floor at my feet. My breath catches in my throat as he plants a quick soft kiss on my cheek, like a doting husband would do to his wife. It’s enough to send my hair prickling over the surface of my skin. Maybe I can have him over while my parents are gone...I can indulge in everything he has to offer...ugh! I could have if it wasn’t that time of the month. Granted, it’s practically non-existent now, but I like to make sure it’s completely done before even contemplating letting a boy anywhere near that region.


    “See you later, Cass.”


    He turns and storms off.


    “Caleb, I mean it! You’re not—”


    He’s gone. That’s just great.


    Exhaling, I touch my hand to my cheek. His kiss dances on my skin, moving down the length of my fingers when they make contact.


    What a charmingly complex man...


    I walk towards the exit, clenching my cold, wet cup in my hands, and duck my head, hiding my face behind a curtain of blonde waves. For the first time in a long time, a genuine smile curves my lips. I smile because, for the first time in a long time, I feel pretty. I feel wanted and comforted. For the first time in a long time, I feel like... me.


    


    * * * *


    


    I slip a piece of popcorn into my mouth and let it roll over my tongue. Saliva pools as miniscule specks of salt melt on my taste buds. I cross my feet at my ankles and snuggle into my gray sweatpants and white hood, my go to clothes when that time of month hits.


    “And he just grabbed your face?” Fiona asks, her fingers playing anxiously against her lip.


    I nod, stuffing my hand back into the bucket of popcorn. How many more torturous questions does she have?


    “And sucked on your lip?”


    My stomach clenches at the memory, making me vibrate all over. Grabbing the television remote, I lift it and hit the pause button. I’ve never thought about stuffing a remote into my vagina before but her questions are making the thick plastic feel pretty good in my palm right now.


    “Fiona, come on. It’s an action scene.”


    I glance at the screen to double check. To be honest, I have no idea what’s going on. Cars explode and fires rage, but I’m not paying attention to it—not like I’m pretending I am. Truth is, I can’t stop thinking about Caleb or the way he looked today...or the kiss he placed so sweetly on my cheek. It’s irrational to make something of it, I know that, but it has been so long since I’ve felt a kiss so soft...and genuine.


    “I know. I know. I’m sorry.”


    I hit play, pretending to be engrossed in the story.


    “It’s just—”


    You’ve got to be kidding me.


    Sighing, I hit pause again. “What? What is it?”


    Clapping, she bounces into a sitting position and pushes the black hood off of her head. Her auburn hair sits in disarray, strands of it hovering around her face.


    “Was the grab forceful or sexy?”


    I shrug. “Both.”


    “Was the lip sucking domineering or sensual?”


    I shrug again. “Both.”


    “God. That is so hot.” She shuffles on my bed, squeezing her legging clad thighs together. “I am so turned on right now.”


    “Well, don’t look at me. My parents may hate that I’m into boys, but they’d murder me if they found me in bed with a girl.”


    Fiona laughs, tipping her head back and exposing her perfect teeth. “Relax, freak. I have no use for you. You don’t have the right tools to maintain my plumbing.”


    I scoff, unable to stop a smile from spreading across my lips. “I don’t think anyone has the right tools—or enough of them.”


    She flips me off and I laugh as she flops back against the mattress, muttering unintelligibly to herself.


    “What time do your parents get home?” She sighs at the ceiling


    My finger hovers over the circular play button. “Midnight, maybe. Why?”


    “That’s five hours away. You wanna go out?”


    Is she crazy? No, I don’t want to go out. Knowing my luck, we’ll run right into my parents and since they’re still pissed at me for ruining Sunday’s dinner, adding fuel to the fire will only make my life harder than it already is.


    “Pass. Thanks.”


    Fiona rolls her pretty eyes. “Live a little, Cassia. Jesus Christ. You’re depressing as hell.”


    Ignoring her, I hit play on the remote. I know my life sucks right now—believe me, I know—but surely all of my sacrifices will be worth it in the end.


    “You wanna know what your problem is?” Fiona asks, rolling onto her side, propping her head on her hand.


    Here we go. I shake my head. “Not really.”


    “Daddy issues.”


    Daddy issues? I arch my brow. She thinks I’m the one with daddy issues? I scowl at her and her thin, pink lips twitch with delight. Just like Caleb, Fiona fishes for reactions because, for some strange reason, extreme reactions amuse people like them.


    “I don’t have daddy issues.”


    She tosses her auburn hair. “Oh, please. Your daddy issues are on a whole ‘nother level. I thought mine were bad. At least I had the balls to tell my dad to fuck off.”


    I shut off the T.V. and toss the remote to the bottom of the bed. “My father is a good man.”


    “A good man?” Fiona laughs once. “You are so desperate for his approval you’re giving up your own life to get it. Screw your parents. They’re too much, smothering you like a damp blanket over a fire.”


    My heart pounds in my ears. They’re not bad people. They’ve done plenty of things for me. They’ve nurtured me when I’ve needed it and they’ve raised me right. It’s not their fault I don’t hold sex as righteously as they do.


    I huff, placing my popcorn on my bedside table. “They don’t smother me. They only want what’s best.”


    “You’re in denial.”


    I absolutely, positively hate the smug tone in which she says it.


    “I’m not in denial.” I say, proud I’m able to keep my voice calm and even when I’m anything but on the inside.


    Fiona simpers. “That’s the first thing people in denial say.”


    “It’s also something someone who isn’t in denial would say.”


    She rolls onto her back. “You know I’m right, Sia.”


    Sia…the nickname she gave me when I accidently tore my name sticker in half on my first day at work. It took four weeks for her to realize my name was actually Cassia, but by then it didn’t matter. Sia stuck.


    


    Tap. Tap. Tap.


    


    Fiona and I jump as three soft taps patter against the door to my balcony. My pulse kicks up, thrashing painfully in my ears.


    “What was that?” Fiona whispers, the both of us as still as stone.


    She doesn’t seem as panicked as I am.


    “A raccoon?”


    I don’t take my eyes off my balcony door. Something is out there.


    


    Tap. Tap. Tap.


    


    I pull my knees into my chest as Fiona cautiously slips from the bed. With vigilant steps, she creeps across the room toward the balcony.


    “Fiona…”


    She whips out her index finger, silencing me. My ribs ache with what feels like fresh bruising as my heart slams into thin, fragile bones. I hold my breath while Fiona slips her hand underneath the edge of the curtain and peers outside.


    “What’s out there?”


    Perhaps Jesus has returned to tell me what a fucking idiot I’ve been.


    Fiona glances over her shoulder at me, her lips pulling into a sinister smile. My heart skips a beat, my stomach drops into my intestines, and air rushes from my lips as my worried expression morphs into panic.


    He wouldn’t.


    Unfortunately, Jesus isn’t the guy I have to worry about tonight. It seems sin himself has taken the liberty of showing up on my doorstep.


    I leap off the bed as she reaches for the handles.


    “No!” I hiss in a whisper. “Fiona! Don’t—”


    I freeze as she pulls the doors open. Immediately, my eyes lock with his.


    Where he stands, even outside in the dim light, I see the fire in his eyes. He doesn’t smile at me, his usual smug expression swallowed up by an aggressive intensity I’ve never seen before. He almost looks…ill.


    I gulp, suddenly feeling unbearably hot in my hoodie as he drags his stare down the length of my body and back up again. Not a single thought manifests on his face. I can’t tell if he hates what I’m wearing or if he likes it. Either way, his deep look smooths out, allowing relief to flicker over his features for the briefest second.


    He looks amazing, too. A fitted blue tee with a pair of those loose jeans that I like so much.


    “We knocked at the front door, but you didn’t hear us.” Drew announces as he slips by Caleb and enters my room.


    I didn’t notice Drew standing there beside Caleb. How could I? Caleb’s presence can swallow up an entire room.


    “So that’s an invitation to climb onto someone’s balcony?” I ask.


    Drew nods, grabbing my box of popcorn. “Caleb insisted.”


    I scowl as he walks about in his plain, black tee and loose cargo shorts like he belongs here, like we’re longtime friends comfortable enough in our relationship to do whatever we want without permission.


    I fold my arms against my chest as Drew saunters past my bed and over to my bedside table. He smiles a wide smile and stuffs a handful of popcorn into his mouth. Fiona giggles and its sugary tone is enough to snap me out of my glare. I look at her. Is she kidding right now? Where’s the loyalty? She shrugs, her eyes flaring with excitement.


    I turn to Caleb who remains on the balcony, amused with my display of inhospitality to him and his friend. He looks at me with bright eyes, like I’m completely out of my mind.


    “I told you not to come.” I state, but there’s no denying the balloon feeling in my chest.


    Why is he here? Why did he come here when he could be anywhere, doing anything?


    “I couldn’t help myself.” He simply says, his voice filling my room with his familiar tone.


    “Live a little, Sia. You’re going to Hell already anyway.” Fiona points out.


    Why do people keep saying that to me?


    “Hey.” She calls to Drew. “You wanna go for a walk?”


    Excitement zips across his face, pulling his lips into a wide grin. It’s the face of a man who knows he’s going to get laid.


    “Can I take these?” He asks me, grabbing my bucket of popcorn.


    I shrug. I sure as hell don’t want to eat them anymore. “Sure.”


    He could take my dirty underwear if it meant getting him out of my room.


    Stuffing her hands into the pockets of her hood, Fiona smiles at me, her lips quirked into a teasing bend. “Don’t wait up, Sia.”


    “Fion—”


    I swallow my words as Caleb steps in and Fiona and Drew shoot out the door, slamming it shut behind them.


    It hits me like a ton of bricks…the memory of what almost happened the last time we were in this room together. I can still feel his warm cock in my hand…his sharp teeth against my lip. I let out a slow, shaky exhale and push my fingers through my hair.


    My parents are going to kill me.


    “Relax.” Caleb chuckles, ambling over to the photo-filled corkboards on the far wall. “Your parents will never even know I was here.”


    I don’t know if I should be impressed or disturbed that he read my mind…


    “I…I…” I shut my mouth, unable to formulate a proper sentence.


    It’s him.


    It’s the atmosphere he creates, the presence he has. He sucks the air out of the room, out of my lungs. Since I first laid eyes on Caleb, I’ve wanted to be alone with him. Now I have him…here…in my room of all places…and I can’t do anything.


    With calculated grace, Caleb plucks another photograph off of my board and holds it between his thumb and forefinger. He analyzes it with a small curve on his lips before slipping it into his back pocket. I half laugh, half scoff. He treats my photo board like an all you can masturbate buffet. It’s disturbing...and quite possibly the most arousing thing in the history of arousing things.


    “By all means, please, help yourself.” I mutter, folding my arms.


    He walks toward me, full of the confidence that only men that look like him have. The closer he gets, the thinner the air becomes, until I’m consumed by him and every risk I contemplate taking is worth even the slightest taste.


    “Don’t judge me.” He says, his tone kissing my skin in the loveliest way. “Do you know what it’s like? Fucking yourself to a beautiful photo you desperately clench in your sweaty hand?”


    I swallow hard. “I...I don’t have a photo of you so...no. I don’t know what it’s like.”


    Fire burns in his irises, showing me a glimpse of the sweet, agonizing Hell he promises to take me to.


    The slightest twitch tugs at the corner of his delectable mouth. “Have you made yourself come thinking of me, Cassia Claire?”


    The double name. I hate it.


    “That’s information I won’t make you privy to, Caleb Andrews.”


    He reaches out and grabs my arms in his warm hands. I watch him, curiously, as he unfolds them and pulls them away from my chest. My heart thrums in my ears, pounding relentlessly as heat washes over me. He places my hands on his stomach, and I hate that they instantly tremble against the bulges of his abs.


    Touching them is killing my brain cells. I can feel my intelligence diminishing by the second. He’s in good shape. Better shape than I imagined. Thomas isn’t a fat guy, but he sure as hell isn’t on par with Caleb.


    “How many times?” He asks, walking backwards, luring me over to my bed.


    I don’t want to go anywhere near my bed with him, but I’m powerless to stop it. He’s the surge and I’m the fish…helpless.


    “Hmm?”


    “How many times has the thought of me made you come?”


    “I’ve lost count.” I confess, my voice almost non-existent.


    His irises flare, his lips pulling into a breathtaking grin. I’m lost in it. I’m lost in him, in his sexuality, in his prowess. I keep following him, stuck in a trance I have no intention of breaking. In the time we watch each other, I feel like a million and one things are said.


    One of them being finally...


    F.I.N.A.L.L.Y.


    The back of his legs bump against the wooden base of my bed. Gracefully, he lowers himself onto the mattress, bringing me down with him. Lost in my stupor, I find myself kneeling between his legs, my hands on his thighs, his in my hair.


    “Can I kiss you?” He asks, sliding his free hand around my jaw, his fingers caressing my cheek.


    I shake my head. “No.”


    His brows draw in as I lift my face closer to his, wanting him to do it despite what I said. Caleb’s long fingers tighten in my hair as he tilts my head back and cranes his neck, his face hovering an inch above mine. His green eyes darken like angry clouds that suddenly blow in on a sunny day, blocking the sun.


    “You’re sending me mixed signals right now, Cass.”


    The pads of his fingers twitch against my jaw and I swallow hard. What’s one kiss? Just one?


    “Just one.” I whisper. “I want one kiss.”


    “One.” He repeats, nodding his head, his breath rushing out of his mouth.


    Anticipation. It crackles through the air and swirls around us as we wait.


    Our first real kiss. What will it be like? Will it explode into something magical, something unstoppable? Or will it fizzle out, drowning us in unmet expectations?


    I moisten my lips as his heavy-lidded stare flicks to them. My heart pounds through my ribs, threatening to tear through my skin, as he swallows the distance between us.


    His lips crash to mine and he kisses me in a way I’ve never been kissed. He opens his mouth and I open mine. He licks my lower lip before plunging his tongue inside my mouth with a husky groan of pleasure. I jolt at the sound, reveling in the vibrations the noise sends over my skin.


    One kiss leads to another...


    And another...


    And another...


    Until he’s tugging my hoodie off over my head and I’m letting him. My hair cascades down my chest, resting wildly against my cheeks, as he tosses my hood to the other side of the room. I should have known it was never going to be just one kiss. I knew it the moment I said it. It’s like telling yourself you’re only going to have one piece of chocolate. Before you know it you’re halfway through the block.


    I shiver as his gaze settles on my bare breasts. He stops, dead still, and I realize no one has ever seen me naked before—or half naked, in this case. Thomas and I never took our clothes off. It was too risky.


    Caleb is the first…


    “I want to feel them against me.” He flicks his stare to mine and rips his shirt off over his head. “I want them in my mouth, around my cock, bouncing in my face—fuck.” He runs a hand over his mouth. “How can you be so fucking perfect?”


    A fierce blush floods my cheeks and his eyes grow dark—darker than dark—almost black. In his dusky, volcanic pools, pain rises to the surface, mixing with sin and suffering. It sobers me a little. Is that what I want? Do I want to bare my soul to his and risk absorbing one of his damaged fragments?


    “Why are you looking at me like that?” He demands, his lips pursing.


    Uneasiness twists my stomach, but I barely feel it over the epic pulsing between my thighs.


    “Are you okay?” I ask, reaching out for him.


    Caleb snatches my wrists and yanks me up onto the bed. It happens quickly. In one heartbeat I’m on my stomach and in the next I’m on my back as Caleb settles himself between my legs.


    Between my legs.


    Shit.


    “Cale—”


    Growling, he pins my hands down beside my head and I just about come on the spot. His aggression...it’s everything I imagined and more. He squeezes my tiny wrists in his large hands until I’m unable to move my fingers.


    “I’ve wanted...” He mutters against my ribs. “I’ve wanted to taste your flesh from the second I laid eyes on you.”


    I gasp as he envelops my nipple in his hot, wet mouth and circles it with his tongue. I curse as my back arches and my hips flex. He pulls off with a pop, hardening my nipple to its painful, maximum point.


    “I prayed for your body.” He confesses, kissing my ribs again. “I got down on my knees, lowered my head, and begged God to give me your body while others sat next to me, praying for sick relatives and world peace.”


    I don’t point out that his priorities are a little fucked up...mostly because it’s turning me on beyond anything I’ve ever experienced.


    Releasing one of my wrists, he sucks my other breast into his mouth. My hips move of their own accord, grinding against him, grinding against his hard cock that I feel through his jeans. My thoughts are scattered, so scattered it takes me a second to register the feel of his fingers as they dance along my side. They snake between us, making their way into my pants. I freeze, my entire body tightening to the point of cramping.


    “No, wait!” I gasp, pushing against him and hindering his access. “We can’t.”


    He releases my breast and pushes himself up my body. I grip his shoulder and push, but he doesn’t budge. Insistently, he kisses my neck, sending ripples of pleasure over my body.


    “Please, Cassia.” He groans, desperately, grinding his hips into mine. “I’m so fucking hard.”


    A fierce pang of pleasure zaps my body, making me dizzy. I close my eyes and a moan escapes my lips. The friction from his heavy body alone has me edging toward release.


    I imagine this naked. I imagine how amazing he’d feel without the fabric barrier between us.


    I long for it.


    I crave it.


    Despite the pleasure radiating throughout my body, a cramp builds up in the background, getting stronger and stronger until the undeniable fact I still have my period is too painful to ignore. I push against his shoulder and wriggle.


    “Caleb, stop.” I rush out on a heavy breath.


    He grunts impatiently, pushing himself back onto his knees, raking ten frustrated fingers through his hair. I slip my hands over my naked breasts and he squeezes his eyes shut, clenching his jaw.


    An excruciatingly quiet moment passes before he lowers his hands and opens his eyes.


    There is no green.


    Not even a sliver.


    “I...uh...” I swallow hard, trying to regain my dignity. “I’m not equipped for that kind of activity…at the moment.”


    Caleb frowns and embarrassment punches me in the gut.


    “You’re not equipped?”


    I nod and he ponders it for a while. Eventually, a lightbulb flicks on in his eyes and his eyebrows smooth out.


    “Oh. It’s that time, is it?”


    I nod again, pulling myself into a seated position. I tuck my knees into my chest, a little embarrassed.


    One kiss, I tell myself. One, you fucking imbecile.


    Caleb scratches the back of his neck and that’s when I see the first shard of green sparkle in his eyes. “And I assume you don’t like to…while you’re…”


    I grimace. What the fuck? “Ew. No.”


    He arches an eyebrow. “Really?”


    My eyes widen. “You’ve had sex while...? You’re kidding?”


    He shrugs. “It doesn’t really make a difference if you wear protection. It still feels amazing.”


    Who in their right mind would ever do that? With all of the extra stuff…and fluids…and…I shudder. That’s where I draw the line.


    “You’re disgusting.”


    He swipes a hand down his chest. “No. I am a lover of the female body no matter the week.”


    I roll my eyes. “Smooth.”


    Holding my breasts, I leave my bed and cross the room to my set of drawers to put on a shirt. When I’m done, I turn around and lean against it, bending my leg at the knee.


    Caleb watches me a little amused and a little confused.


    “So, you definitely don’t want to—”


    “No.” I cross my arms over my chest. “Definitely not.”


    He drops onto the bed, resting his head against my pillows. The sight is absolutely glorious—everything I imagined and more. Dragging my eyes from his body to his face, I see the beautiful slope on his lips. I gulp, squeezing my arms against my body to keep me from melting into a puddle of goo.


    “Why are you looking at me like that?” I ask.


    He tips his head to the side. “I know your vagina is out of commission, but how’s your mouth?”


    I laugh, despite the furious blush raging up my neck. I’d love nothing more than to taste him on my tongue, but I know how boys like him work. I’d give him that and then I’d never see him again. He’d drop me, like he dropped the brunette girl from church. You think he still sees her? I don’t. I’m not giving until I receive.


    “If I have to suffer, so do you.”


    I expect him to get up, grab his shirt, and leave. After all, we’re not friends. Our relationship is purely physical, meaning nothing connects us except our mutual lust. Instead, he pats the mattress beside him.


    “All right.” He says. “So we do something else.”


    “You’re not getting what you want so there’s no obligation to stay. It won’t hurt my feelings if you leave.”


    He tucks his hands behind his head. “I’m not a one trick pony, Cassia. Come here.”


    I hesitate for a brief moment before crossing the room and climbing up onto my big bed with him. Shifting into a seated position, leaning against the headboard, Caleb pulls me into his arms, pressing my cheek against his bare chest. The scent of his cologne hints at my nose, mixed with soap and clean sweat. Nothing has ever smelled so appealing...nothing has ever felt so right.


    This.


    This, right here, is worth betraying my parents for.


    Even if it’s only for a fleeting moment.
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    It feels strange...holding her like she’s mine.


    I wanted to try it. I wanted to see if it feels the way people claim it does.


    My nerves vibrate, rippling inside my body so I definitely feel…something. I don’t know what it is, but it’s better than the nothingness I’ve felt for eleven years.


    The prolonged absence of “feeling” is the reason I’m obsessed with her. It’s the reason I’m obsessed with being around her. I discovered it this week when I went away for four days. Those four days were…nothing. It was as if I was thrown into a dark, concrete room and the door was shut behind me. I felt nothing...the same kind of nothing I’ve known for as long as I can remember.


    I watched struggling families, hungry children, and starving pets drag themselves through the doors of the indoor market and I didn’t feel anything, not sadness, not sympathy—not even anger at the government for allowing its citizens to go without food. I was numb…like I’ve always been.


    Strangely, it changed once I pulled Cassia’s photo from my wallet on the first night. It began with a stirring feeling in my stomach, followed by a flutter in my chest. I didn’t know what it was…and I don’t know what it is now, but, hey, I’ll take what I can get.


    Those days passed at a painfully slow rate, the black dog on my back becoming increasingly heavier every time I had to fake a smile or force a laugh. I tried to hold out on seeing her once we were finished with the volunteering, but I couldn’t take it anymore. I couldn’t stand that I was staring down a black and white tunnel when I knew Cassia, in all of her entertaining glory, made the world so colorful. I had no options. I needed to see her as soon as I could.


    It was a coincidence that Drew and I ended up in town at the exact moment Cassia and Fiona were closing the perfume shop. I picked him up at a burger joint a street away with the intention of attending a party over at Mummy Mountain. I hate parties. I hate socializing when all I want to do is sleep and fuck, but Drew talked me into going.


    By some fucking miracle, I saw her walking down the street, her eyebrows furrowed as she tapped her thumbs against a phone screen. The very second my stare found her, I felt something. I was happy, turned on as fuck, and a little nervous. I’m pretty sure I fucking smiled too. I don’t know it just…it happens so naturally when I see her light pink cheeks.


    The numb demon inside me begged me not to pull over, but it was going to take an extreme act of God to prevent me from stopping the car and talking to her.


    I needed it.


    I desperately needed to feel something—to feel human. When I go through these dark periods...I can barely get out of bed. It’s a relentless swirl of nausea in my stomach, a constant pair of dull shades on my eyes. There’s a black hole eating me up from the inside and I’m powerless to stop it. But…now I have her to chase, I find myself wanting to try. I find myself ignoring the thin little razor hidden underneath the box of ear buds in my bathroom.


    In the car, I pointed her out to Drew, but he just missed her as she entered the coffee shop. I wasn’t letting her go that easy though and Drew was pissed when I pulled the car over. With a desperate plea, he promised me there were hotter bitches at the party we were headed to, but I wasn’t in it for the bitches or the sex. It didn’t matter to me how hot the girls he spoke about were. They didn’t fill me with excitement and fear. Not like Cassia did…not like our situation did.


    He called me a pussy as I shut off the truck and opened the door, but Drew doesn’t depend on shallowly cutting his thigh with a razorblade to feel something. He doesn’t fantasize about his own death, existing in his hollow shell, waiting for his time to finish. He functions like a normal person…I don’t.


    To feel something without using the razorblade was a revelation. A revelation that could save my life.


    To be clear, I’m not after a relationship with Cassia. I’d never tie a girl down with my huge bag of problems, but I’d like to be her friend, to give her whatever she wants in exchange for something I need.


    To feel again…I can’t explain it. It’s like being thrown a life raft when you’re one gulp away from drowning to death. And all I want is to feel human.


    I want to feel alive.


    That’s all.


    “Which photo did you take?” Cassia asks, pulling me from my thoughts.


    I forgot I was in her room, half naked and hard as fuck. I almost had her. I almost got what I wanted...but nature intervened, saving her soul from an unimaginable sin.


    “You’re wearing overalls, your hair is piled in a messy bun on the top of your head, and there’s paint all over your face.”


    She snorts. “And that’s attractive to you?”


    I shrug. “They’re all attractive.”


    The one I chose isn’t for me to jerk my cock to. This one is medicine for my dark soul.


    An antidepressant.


    Free Prozac.


    “Can I ask you a question?”


    I bristle, swallowing hard. Turning my head, our eyes lock and my mind instantly jumps to Penelope, my sister. She probably already knows about her, my mom too. I hate that I still haven’t mastered my mask of indifference for when conversation turns to them.


    “Do you think my parents smother me?”


    I let out air from my lungs, air I didn’t know I was holding. I’d answer just about any question so long as it doesn’t relate to the day Penelope was abducted and I was powerless to stop it. Or the day my mother slit her wrists in the kitchen.


    So much blood…


    “What do you think?” I ask her.


    Cassia’s perfectly shaped eyebrows pull together. “You can’t answer a question with another question.”


    Really? That’s a bullshit rule. I run my tongue along my teeth and swipe at my head. I can tell her what I truly think, right? I mean, she’s asking for it…


    “Yes. I think they smother you. Your mom is pathetic and your dad is an asshole. I hate that they treat you like a child and I think it’s wrong when they use the fear of God against you.” I swallow hard. “I think you’d be much happier without them in your life. Satisfied?”


    Cassia shifts uncomfortably, her stare flicking to her thighs. “Yes. Thank you.”


    I exhale. It’s admirable that Cassia loves her parents, but it’s such a fucking waste of life. They don’t deserve shit.


    “I got you something.” I announce, shifting my leg so I can reach into my back pocket.


    Reluctantly, and a little cautiously, Cassia turns her head in my direction, her blue eyes watching curiously. From my pocket, I pull out the three and a half inch touch screen cellphone I bought for her two days ago. It’s slim and white, and its camera is pretty decent for a phone its size. In the right light it should capture her pink nipples perfectly.


    I extend it to her and she frowns.


    “What do you want me to do with that?”


    I smirk. “It’s for you.”


    Her eyes widen, her mouth curling into a perfect circle as she splutters, “Oh, no. No. No. Thank you, but no. I’m not accepting that.”


    “I got it for you, Cass. Brand new. I mean, I opened it to set it up and I forgot to bring the charger, but I’m sure you have a cable for it around here somewhere.”


    Pulling away from me, Cassia tucks her hands into her armpits. “I can’t take it. My parents will kill me if they knew I had it.”


    I laugh, once. The problem is so simple it’s barely a problem at all.


    “So don’t tell them.”


    “That’s lying.”


    “You’d be guilty by omission—a completely different thing.”


    Kind of.


    “Um…no, it isn’t.”


    “Just take it, Cass.” I toss the phone by her feet and it’s lost in a fold of fabric. “Keep it out of sight and you’ll be fine.”


    “And what do you want me to do with it exactly?”


    I cock my head, pretending that all of the naughty scenarios that play out in my mind don’t exist. “What makes you think I want you to do anything with it?”


    “Oh, please. You’re vulgar, dirty minded, and constantly propositioning me for sex.” A hint of a smile tugs at the corner of her supple lips. “There’s a camera on that phone, Caleb, and I’m not taking naked photos of myself for anybody.”


    I chuckle, rolling onto my side. “Aren’t you a buzzkill? I’d take photos of myself naked for you.”


    Laughing, she shuffles closer, angling her soft, fit body in my direction. “I believe you.”


    Reaching out, I gently swipe at a loose lock of blonde hair that has freed itself from her messy bun and rests against her shoulder.


    “All I want is for you to stay in contact with me.”


    Cassia leans forward, releasing her hands from underneath her armpits. “That’s all?”


    My stomach clenches as the tips of her fingers brush against my abs. She tugs on the hem and I gladly move closer, until her generous bust is pressing firmly against my chest.


    “I suppose the occasional nudie pic won’t kill you.”


    Cassia chuckles and it’s a beautiful sound. I moisten my lips, desperate to get even closer, and slip my leg between hers. She smells divine, like fucking cotton candy and buttered popcorn.


    “You’re not good for me, Caleb.” She mutters, grazing her lips against mine.


    The slightest touch and the heavens above open up, its thick bolts of lightning hitting my body over and over, each strike more powerful than the last. It feels amazing. It’s…overpowering. I swallow it down as a visceral need grows deep in my chest, a result of the sensations she provokes in me. It’s torture holding myself back from ripping the fabric off her body. My last sexual encounter was a blow job in my father’s office…I can’t even remember the last time I slipped between the thighs of a woman.


    I want it…


    I want this woman...


    “Why does that keep happening?” Cassia whispers, her blue stare flicking between my eyes.


    I blink. Did I space out? I must have.


    Her lips are wet and swollen, pink with a satisfying kiss. Damn. I missed it. I don’t miss the look of concern in her gaze though. It annoys the hell out of me.


    “What?” I bite out.


    “Your eyes…why does all of the color randomly sink into a pool of oil?”


    I clench my jaw. Because I don’t work properly.


    Because sex overwhelms me, like a crack addict who is long overdue for a hit and finally tastes the sweet nectar on the tip of his tongue.


    As soon as it makes contact “it” takes me over. The desperate need to feel something—anything—is probably why I indulge so heavily in sex.


    I clear my throat, pulling back from her. This isn’t a conversation I want to have with her right now. This isn’t a conversation I want to have with her ever. I’m dealing with it on my own and I have for eleven years now. I can’t stomach the thought of people feeling sorry for me. After I found my mother dead, sitting in a pool of her own blood in our kitchen, I was sent to a therapist, someone my father paid to make sure I wasn’t mentally scarred. I hated every second of it…the way her beady, green eyes would watch me. The way her slender fingers slid against her pen as she jotted down notes I knew I’d never read. I hated her sympathy and detested her comfort. The way I see it is, shit happens, you move on. You find reasons to keep going until you run out. If the thought of leaving Dad here all alone didn’t make me feel like shit, I’d have opted out years ago.


    My insides deflate. A thick fist twists my stomach at the thought of answering her. To be honest, I’m tired. I don’t want to.


    I exhale and kiss Cassia on the mouth. “See you at Bible study tomorrow.”


    She shuffles forward. “What? You’re leaving?”


    I swing my legs off the side of the bed and push myself to my feet. “I’ll text you when I get home.”


    In the heavy silence, I cross the room.


    “Was it something I said?” She asks.


    I ignore her as I slip out onto the balcony. Cool air swoops into my lungs, the side effects of her slowly leaking from my pores as numbness prepares to settle in.


    “Caleb? Your friend isn’t back yet. You’re going to leave without him?” Cassia saunters out onto the balcony behind me as I pull myself up onto the thick, stone railing.


    “Drew’s a big boy. I’m sure he can handle himself.” I say as I slip my legs over the railing and let them hang.


    It’s quiet in her yard, so quiet the silence is deafening in my ears.


    Her one hundred and fifty foot backyard is empty. No hammocks. No trees. Not even a damn barbeque. Either her parents haven’t had the time to go and buy an outdoor setting from the store or they don’t care for outdoor activities. I assume it’s the latter.


    The first half of the yard, the chunk closest to the house, is lit up by spotlights that are bolted to the roof. The other half of the sparse field is shrouded in darkness, hiding the small, brown fence I climbed in order to get into her yard. The fence separates her house from the small forest on the other side. The street adjacent to that is where I parked my car. I didn’t want to risk anyone seeing me—which Drew thought was hilarious. I admit I play on the edge consorting with girls from church, but getting caught is something I hope never comes to fruition…for my father’s sake, not mine.


    “If I offended you—”


    I laugh over my shoulder. “Cassia, relax. All right? I’m not your problem.”


    “Funny.” She deadpans, a slight glare thinning her lids. “I’d say you are my only problem.”


    I grimace. I guess she has a point. Still, I’m not stripping myself bare for her or anybody. Gripping the railing, I turn around and lower myself, holding my entire body weight with my arms. My biceps burn immediately. Fuck. How long has it been since I worked out?


    I glance over my shoulder. I’m two feet away from the roof of a small garden shed. I swear the gap seemed smaller on the way up.


    “Please don’t break your neck.”


    I glance up at Cassia who leans over the railing, a playful, smug grin on her lips. Breaking my neck doesn’t sound half bad. I won’t have to man the church while Dad sits in the confession box tomorrow if I do.


    “Do I get a kiss for the road?” I ask, pulling my body up in order to get closer to her.


    She leans on her elbows. “You’re teasing me.”


    I nod. “A little.”


    Cassia bites back a smile she can’t stop as she stretches over the railing, craning her neck to meet me. She torments me with the briefest kiss. One that doesn’t leave tingles lingering on my lips.


    “What, no tongue?”


    “Can’t have you passing out and falling to your death.”


    “You talk a big game, Cass.” I tell her, dropping myself onto the shed roof with a loud crash. It shakes momentarily, then stills. I breathe a sigh of relief. “Next time I see you, you better put your money where your mouth is.”


    “My money?” She snorts. “You missed the perfect opportunity for a dirty pun. I’m disappointed in you, Caleb Andrews.”


    Ha.


    Since it’s not intimidatingly high, I jump off the tin roof of the garden shed and manage to land safely on my two feet without snapping an ankle. I exhale, flattening the palms of my hands down the front of my shirt.


    “I didn’t miss the opportunity. I chose not to take it.” I look up at her, smirking. “I’m more than an incredible face with a good sense of humor, you know.”


    Light hits her from behind, cloaking her face in darkness. “Right. You are also an honest, reliable, and selfless man who dedicates most of his time to the church and its people. You bend your knees in prayer every day, you never stray from the righteous path, and you enjoy giving to those in need whenever you can.”


    I roll my eyes. Sarcastic ass. Wouldn’t that be nice? If the person I pretend to be at church is the exact person I am on the inside? Would I be happy if that were the case?


    “You’re forgetting a few things.” I point out, stepping forward.


    Cassia tips her head to the side. I wish I could see her face.


    “And what are they?”


    “I also cook, play the guitar, and enjoy long walks on the beach at sunset.”


    Her giggle swirls through the night air as she leans forward on her elbows. “You play the guitar?”


    “No.” I snort. “I’m being sarcastic.”


    “Well, sarcasm aside, what do you like to do?”


    I flick my tongue over my teeth. She’s good, I’ll give her that. The way she asks things in passing, playing them off as basic conversation. I don’t play the get to know you game…because, sooner or later, my hollowness will be exposed and I don’t want it to ruin the chemistry we have. That’s when I go from being Caleb, the mess of a Father’s son to Caleb, that poor, misunderstood guy.


    A pity fuck instead of an epic one.


    At the end of the day, I’d rather people hate me than have them feel sorry for me.


    I turn away from her and start walking. It’s damn near impossible to do, especially now I have the taste of her flesh in my mouth. Her nipples were so freaking perfect.


    “Thank you for the phone.” She calls out. “I’ll text you, but only if you promise to keep the dick pics to a minimum.”


    “Damn.” I swing around, walking backwards. “You’re no fun, Cassia Claire.”


    With a chuckle, she waves and I dip my head in response. After that, I’m facing the fence again and stalking toward it. I keep moving, forcing one foot in front of the other. Just my luck. The one night she’s alone at home without her parents breathing down her neck and I can’t even dip it in. I can’t relax or revel in her company because I’m afraid of her asking the wrong question. I’m afraid that she’ll tear down the barricade I’ve built for myself. The walls I built to hold in the demons of my past and I don’t know what the fuck will happen if they’re ever let out. I sure as hell ain’t game enough to find out.


    


    * * * *


    


    The woods aren’t quiet…


    It’s not a raccoon, a squirrel, or an owl that’s making the racket either—not unless they suddenly sound like a moaning woman.


    I follow the trail of spilled popcorn, weaving around trees and dipping under low hanging branches. Twigs crunch underneath my boots as I make my way through the thicket toward my car. Unfortunately for me, it seems like my car is in the same direction as the noise. I cringe, staying vigilant. The last thing I want is to be blinded by Drew’s white ass and swinging testicles.


    “And you wonder why I forgot your name, you pussy.” A female growls out, a cry of pleasure following the insult.


    I spit out a laugh, shaking my head. Fiona is insane. I knew it the second I saw her. It’s the gleam in her eyes and the curve of her glossed lips. Beside Cassia, Fiona looks like the worst kind of trouble—the kind of trouble I’d dive into if it were under different circumstances. Her rack is nice and her waist is slim, but I’m on a blonde binge at the moment. Blonde hair, blue eyes, has the mouth of a sailor, and nipples that are rationed perfectly to her breast size.


    You see, Fiona is the kind of girl you go for when all you want is to bang one out with no commitments. Cassia is the kind of girl you have to risk blue balls for. It may take a while, but when it happens, it’s like riding a fucking unicorn.


    And I’m due for a unicorn.


    Ahead, I see the clearing Drew and I walked through on the way to Cassia’s house. In the center of it, an old Chevy rusts away.


    “Oh,” I stop walking. “What the fu…”


    I see the white expanse of an ass first, peeping out of the grass. It’s a male ass, judging by the way shadows pool in the muscular dimples on the sides. The full moon is bright, lighting up the clearing like it’s the middle of the day.


    Groaning, I lean up against the tall, thick tree to my left, bending my leg at the knee. Drew has my fucking car keys. He better not have lost them in the throes of fucking. He’s as naked as he was the day he was born.


    I close my eyes as pleased moans bounce off the trees followed by sounds of whipping and squealing. I peer around the edge of the smooth, tree bark and over to Drew and Fiona.


    “Whip me again, asshole!” Fiona demands.


    Drew cocks his arm back and I squint to get a better look at what he has in his hand. It’s a damn stick—a thin, bendy stick with a single leaf at the base.


    Natural BDSM for the organic mistress.


    I chuckle to myself as I pull my own cell from my pocket. Cassia has to see this. I hit the camera tab and zoom in as best I can without blurring the image. I click my contact list and scroll until I see Cassia’s name—something I added after I set up her phone—and hit it. It ponders my connection before the little sent tick pops up. I smile to myself and lean up against the tree again. It doesn’t take long for me to get a response.


    


    And here I was thinking the worst you could do was send me a picture of your penis…WHY?


    C.


    


    My lips curl as I read it, her expression forming perfectly in my head. I bet she’s staring at it, disgusted and confused. Or maybe I’m smiling because she actually texted me back. I respond to her message.


    


    Ha. I can zoom in more if you want. Maybe get a ball shot?


    


    An instant response. She’s a quick texter. I like that shit.


    


    No. Dear God, no. Are you still watching?!


    C.


    


    I peer around the tree again and watch as they switch positions. Fiona climbs on top, her hoodie pulled up to expose her bare breasts. They’re nice.


    I watch for a little while—until she does something to make Drew scream out in pain. Laughing under my breath, I glance down at my phone.


    


    What else am I supposed to do? He has the keys. Also, you do know you don’t have to sign your texts with your initial, right? I already know it’s you.


    


    Another quick reply lights up my phone.


    


    Turn around. Gosh, give them some privacy & I know I don’t have to, but I like to. The letter ‘C’ is such a cute consonant.


    C.


    


    I smile. Why am I smiling? Because she called the letter ‘C’ cute? Fucking hell. What is wrong with me?


    


    I’m not turning around. I’m having too much fun. Btw, your friend is into some pretty freaky shit.


    


    It takes her a little longer to reply this time around.


    


    …like what?


    C.


    


    If only you saw what I saw…she made Drew whip her with a stick and I’m pretty sure I just heard him beg her to stop twisting his nipples.


    


    Another untimely response. I wonder what’s going through her—vvvvvvt. My phone vibrates in my palm and I can’t hit the open button quick enough.


    


    Well…that’s something I can’t unread. Thanks for that.


    C.


    


    I grin.


    


    Perhaps I should change the subject. Did you slip into something a little more comfortable after I left?


    


    I add a bikini emoji for good measure, you know, since the makers refuse to get their shit together and add a thong one, despite how many times I’ve emailed them. The thong emoji isn’t the most important one on my list either. We don’t need a million different hearts, we need tacos, a fruit and/or vegetable that looks like a vagina, and a damn batman emoji. Where’s the priority? Where’s the justice?


    Cassia responds quickly, the message timid and so fucking like her.


    


    Caleb…are you trying to sext me?


    


    She doesn’t sign her text off with her ridiculously cute little “C” and, believe it or not, it slightly disappoints me.


    A giggle pulls my attention from my screen. Fiona and Drew scramble for their clothes.


    Finally.


    I tap the empty type box at the bottom of my screen and my keyboard pops up. Grinning, I push off the tree and saunter into the clearing.


    “Caleb?” Drew calls out. “What the hell are you doing here?”


    Before I acknowledge him, I tap the eggplant emoji a few times and send it to her.


    Bitches love eggplant emojis.
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    I love having a phone again. It’s liberating, like an eroded stone in the wall of my windowless prison. I’m not kidding. Absence of technology will do that shit to you.


    I have to hand it to Caleb. He went above and beyond just to stay in contact with me. I mean, it’s brand new and it’s on a monthly plan and everything. There’s a slight nag at the back of my head that warns me of Caleb’s intentions and what he’d want in exchange for this kind of communication, but let’s face it, it’s nothing I wouldn’t have given him anyway. Besides, I’ll pay for what he’s given me as soon as I make a little trip to the bank.


    “Do you have your Bible?” Dad asks, his eyes flicking from the road.


    “Oh.” I glance down at my lap and shift, peering over my knees and onto the floor. “No. I must’ve forgotten it.”


    “Do you want me to turn around?”


    I ponder it, then change my mind. I don’t want to be late for a second time. “No. I’m sure Caleb will have a spare.”


    I thread my fingers together and rest them against my thighs, nervously twiddling my thumbs. I swear the drive to the church is the longest drive in history. I dread every question Dad asks me, loathe every dip in the asphalt in fear of losing my stomach, and detest every butterfly that breaks out from its chrysalis deep in my belly.


    Before long, Dad rolls the car to a stop outside the church and I hesitate before reaching for my seatbelt.


    “About Sunday dinner last week…” Dad murmurs and I pause, glancing at him from over my shoulder. “I shouldn’t have attacked you like that…and I’m sorry.”


    Discomfort sweeps up the back of my neck. This is new. “It’s all right.”


    “No, it’s not.” He folds his arms over his chest, resting them on his belly. “I realize we’ve been hard on you even though you’re trying hard to right yourself in the eyes of God…it’s just…” He clears his throat. “We don’t want you to make the same mistake twice.”


    I swallow hard. “I get it.”


    I unclip my seatbelt and open my door. Before I close it, I thank him for his apology.


    An apology from my father for the way he’s been treating me is the last thing I expected on this trip. I anticipated snarky remarks and relentless attitude about being stuck in a room with Caleb, but I got none of that. He even told me to have fun as I slid from the car.


    Have fun…at Bible study…which is hosted by a human of the opposite sex. While he was apologizing, I narrowed the reasons for it down to two. He’s either trying to guilt me into doing the ceremony or he’s dying. There’s no way he realized he’s been an ass on his own.


    I wrap my arms around my body as I walk along a path that leads to the building behind the church. Cool wind blows, arousing goosebumps over the surface of my skin, and uneasiness dances with excitement in my stomach. What is waiting for me upstairs and why am I so damn nervous to see Caleb? I semi wish my period held out for a day longer now then I wouldn’t be feeling so indecent.


    Although he climbed down from my balcony only last night, it feels like an eternity has passed since I saw him. From the moment he left he has been a permanent obsession, a thought provoking parasite eating, consuming everything until he’s all that’s left.


    Caleb started as a silent infatuation, me watching him from my pew as he sat still and calm with that predatory look in his eyes. For months I watched him and he barely blinked in my direction. Now he’s a relentless face that sneaks up on me whenever I turn my back.


    I don’t know why I’m so engrossed in him. Boys like Caleb have never been my type. The arrogance, the cockiness, the mindset of the world revolving around them, it’s too much for me, but Caleb…he has me hook, line and sinker.


    I thought about it last night. I thought about why I feel I need him as bad as I do and why I find myself appealing to his obnoxiousness. It’s his eyes. It’s what they hold. He does well hiding it most of the time, but every now and then something slips through and it’s raw and painful. It’s absolutely breathtaking. I know Caleb has suffered terrible loss...I asked my father about it at breakfast this morning before he left for work. He didn’t know much, but he told me Caleb’s sister died eleven years ago and his mother committed suicide not long after. Following that, he gave me a lecture about taking your life and what it represents in the eyes of God, but I wasn’t paying attention. I was too busy listening to the sounds of my heart cracking, creaking like an old ship in my ears.


    I don’t have any siblings. I’ve always wanted a little sister, but due to a complication with my birth, my mother had her uterus removed right after pushing me out.


    I know it’s not the same thing as having a sister, but once, when I was small, we had a small, white kitten I named Ghost. She was my favorite thing in the world—the closest I ever got to having a sibling. One day, she tried climbing my mother’s bookshelf. We’d just had fresh carpet laid down and the slips of cardboard underneath all of the furniture made things unbalanced. When she jumped off, it shook the whole bookshelf and my mother’s polystone statue of Virgin Mary came crashing down, landing right on top of Ghost. It broke her neck in a few places and killed her instantly. I guess the point of the story is that I was absolutely devastated, crushed beyond belief at the loss of a small kitten I claimed as my sibling. I can’t imagine losing a real human sister and the thought of being without my mother is unbearable. She’s a little tough to love, but I still do.


    Unconditionally.


    Same goes for my dad.


    I thought about Caleb fiercely after that, contemplating if I should call him or not. If I did, what would I have said? Eventually, I let it go and kept myself busy by watching reruns of Friends. To my surprise, he texted me just after lunch. It was nothing important, but it was everything I needed to make me feel better, less tense.


    


    How is your day going?


    


    It said, making my tummy flip. It was a simple question, but the way it affected me...it was unlike anything I’d ever experienced.


    


    Fine. Thank you. :-) How’s your day?


    C.


    


    He took a while to respond. Forty minutes, exactly. And his response?


    


    Fine.


    


    Followed by a smiley face ten minutes later. I smiled a big, wide, and stupid smile. It felt nice knowing someone stopped midway through their day to spare a thought for me. It might have crossed my mind, after his text, that maybe we were developing something a little more meaningful than a sexual relationship. Even though we are yet to have sex, the relationship remains on a carnal level and although we haven’t known each other for long, there’s no denying our attraction.


    My thoughts carry me all the way to the door. The intense air in the room slips underneath the crack and clings to my skin. I inhale, pulling in all the confidence I can muster.


    What’s the worst that can happen?


    Without hesitation, I grab the handle and pull the door open.


    My stare instantly sticks to him as he sits against the edge of the thick, oak desk, his large hands firmly gripping the edge. I clear my throat as I drag my gaze up his black slacks and over his steel gray button up shirt. He’s rolled the sleeves up to his elbows, exposing his magnificent forearms.


    “You’re on time.” He points out, pulling my attention to his face.


    His hair is damp and unkempt and its strands gleam in the bright, white light above. I nod, instinctively pressing my hand to my belly for comfort. How does he do that? How does he affect me so intensely?


    I glance away from him to take a breather. The room is exactly how we left it, but unlike last time, there are no Bibles on the small table in the middle of the room.


    “We’re not reading today?” I ask.


    I pick up on the nervous tone in my voice immediately and I hate it.


    “No.”


    I watch, confused, as Caleb pushes off of the desk and saunters around to the other side of it. He smiles at me and my cheeks burn as he pulls open a heavy drawer and reaches inside. I push onto my tiptoes, but I can’t see over the desk.


    “Shut the door.” He says and I step forward, slamming the door shut behind me.


    Thin glass clinks together as Caleb pulls out two tiny cups. They aren’t just any cups. They were shot glass…and shot glasses equate to—


    “Shots?” I blurt out, stepping forward. “You want to drink? Are you insane?”


    “A little, yeah.”


    Out comes the bottle of golden liquid encased in glass and wrapped in a pretty, silver sticker. I cross the room, moving cautiously. I want to get closer to him, but further away from the bottle. I’ve never had alcohol before. The thought of drinking it makes me uneasy.


    “You don’t like whiskey?” Caleb asks, closing the drawer.


    “I…” I flick my tongue over my teeth. “I’m not much of a drinker.”


    How would he react if I told him I’ve never had a drink? Would he make me drink more or less? Would he forgo his outrageous plan, whatever it may be, altogether? Either way, I don’t want to be that girl—the girl he has less fun with. Oh, God. I bet that’s what Fiona meant by having daddy issues.


    Caleb smiles wickedly as he tosses a shot glass to me. I whip my hands up and only just manage to catch it.


    “All the more fun we’ll have.” He states, leaving the desk and crossing the room.


    I follow him over to the table in the middle. Warmth rushes over my body at the thought of the last time we sat here. It feels like a lifetime ago.


    Caleb drops into a chair and cracks open the lid to the whiskey. As he tilts the bottle over his shot glass, he pauses, flicking his mossy, green eyes to me. Air is sucked from my lungs as he locks me in place.


    “You seem a little…tense.” He points out, his stare flicking to my chest. “You okay?”


    “I’m fine.”


    I try to relax my body, but, judging by the amused smirk that creeps across his lips, I’m making it worse.


    “You’ve never touched alcohol, have you?”


    I tilt my nose up, a little offended he’d make such an accurate assumption. “What makes you say that?”


    He kicks the leg of the chair beside him and the chair shoots out. “Sit.”


    I do as I’m told, moving smoothly to hide the nervousness that seeps through my bones. When I’m seated, he pushes out from the desk and opens his legs. Chuckling under his breath, he grabs the edge of my chair and gives it a rough tug, turning my chair and pulling me between his legs. His firm, strong thighs rest on either side of mine and I can’t help but squeeze my legs together as a surge of arousal floods my body, pooling in a place that is now conveniently equipped for naughty activities.


    Caleb leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. He’s close, so close I can taste his sweet cologne at the back of my throat.


    “I’ll take real good care of you, Cass.” He promises in a tone that is too charming for me to handle. “You’re safe with me.”


    His thumb slips onto my thigh and all of my senses zero in on it. My lips part as his warm flesh caresses mine. Funnily enough, given Caleb’s extreme sexual presence, I feel safe.


    “We’re going to play a game.” He states, removing his thumb from my thigh as he sits back.


    Disappointment flutters over me. I’ll do whatever it takes to get him touching me again.


    “What game?”


    “Never Have I Ever. I watched a bunch of people play it at a party once. It’s a stupid game, but it helps build connection...and trust.”


    “Trust?”


    He grabs the bottle of booze and fills the cup. His hands and wrists move naturally, like he’s poured this bottle a million and one times before.


    “Trust.”


    I swallow. “Never have I ever doesn’t build trust. It’s a loophole people use at parties to get to know another person’s sexual experience without being upfront about it. If there’s anything you want to know about me, all you have to do is ask. I won’t lie to you.”


    His jaw tightens. “A game with general questions has no restrictions and opens the floor up to—”


    “Mutual trust.”


    Caleb looks at me, his eyes as black as obsidian. What is he so afraid of? What can he possibly carry on his shoulders that could make him hate himself so much? He keeps everyone at a distance. I don’t understand it. We could be amazing if he just let me in. Instead, he wants casual sex, a fiery passion that’ll burn out in due time. I’m not sure that’s enough for me anymore. To be honest, I’m tired of being alone…I’m tired of no one giving a shit about me. Caleb texted me today out of nowhere and that’s put him in a whole new light.


    He cares. I know he does.


    Caleb grabs his shot glass and downs it like water.


    “I just want to play a friendly game, Cassia.” He says as he pours himself another drink.


    “And I want more than that.” I cross my arms over my chest to keep my heart from beating its way out. “I’m tired of your games. Show me you.”


    Caleb taps his thick finger against the side of his shot glass, avoiding my eyes. A small amount of liquid spills over the edge of his cup and drips over his fingernail. Exhaling, he picks up his shot glass, tips it down his throat and swallows.


    “Fine.” He forces through gritted teeth, slamming his shot glass against the table.


    My face smooths out and I straighten my spine from the slump I didn’t know I had it in. “Really?”


    Caleb looks me dead in the eyes, his handsome face suddenly filled with overwhelming emotion and an intensity I’ve never seen on him before. He breathes hard, his nostrils flaring slightly. Is he panicking?


    “I’m trusting you, Cassia. All right?”


    I lean forward in my chair a little, lowering my hands to my thighs. “We don’t have to if you don’t want to…”


    He nudges my shot glass closer to me while he pours himself another. “Taste it.”


    I press my tongue to the roof of my mouth as I grab the shot and bring it to my lips. I make a strange noise in the base of my throat as its fumes enter my nostrils.


    It can’t possibly be too bad, right? I mean, everyone seems to love alcohol. Why does it smell so horrid?


    One...


    I lick my lips.


    Two...


    I swallow the saliva that pools on my tongue.


    Three.


    I open my mouth and throw the whiskey in. It splashes against my tongue and it doesn’t taste too bad...for like, half a second. I clench my teeth shut, squeezing my jaw as a disgusting shiver ripples up my spine. When I’ve swallowed it, I part my lips and hiss through clenched teeth all while Caleb laughs from his seat.


    “I would have sipped at it first, but good on you for taking the whole shot.”


    He chuckles.


    I thought I read somewhere whiskey is supposed to be smooth? I cough, covering my mouth with my hand. “Water?”


    He shakes his head and reaches for his back pocket. He plucks out a packet of gum and hands me a piece. I take it. It won’t ease the burning in my throat, but it will take the taste out of my mouth.


    Caleb settles back in his seat, resting his arm on the table. “Do you want to start, or should I?”


    He tenses his right leg, the muscle pressing firmly against mine. He bounces his legs a little, apparently nervous.


    “Did you finish high school?” I ask, starting with something easy.


    Visibly, his anxiety eases back. Did he think I was going to ask him deeply personal questions right off the bat?


    “Yes.” He answers simply. “My turn?”


    I nod.


    “How many boyfriends have you had?”


    Easy enough. “Three. All in high school.”


    “What were their names?”


    I scoff. “It’s my turn.”


    “It’s a two part question.”


    “A two part question? That’s not how this game works.”


    He waits, patiently, sitting with a strong posture—a posture that tells me he’s not moving on until I answer. Defeated, I exhale.


    “Jesse, Ryan, and Luke.”


    Caleb opens his mouth, but it’s not his turn.


    “No! I get to ask a question now.”


    “Mine is a three part question.”


    I laugh and he smiles. It’s a genuine smile, one that shows his perfect straight, white teeth and makes my heart flutter.


    “You can’t do that.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because I know you. You’ll keep going, expanding your question into endless parts so you don’t have to answer any of mine.”


    Smirking, he pours another shot. He pours me one too, even though I shake my head.


    “Two parts.” I say. “Do you have a job? If yes, what do you do?”


    I don’t know much about Caleb. I’m curious if he spends most of his time around the church or if he makes his own living away from its Caen Limestone walls.


    “Yes. Construction.”


    “Bullshit.”


    I pull the gum from my mouth and grab my shot. Though it tastes terrible, I like the warmth this whiskey is coating my stomach with. I like the weightlessness it’s promising to bring me.


    “It’s true.”


    I pour the whiskey into my mouth and swallow with a groan, clenching my teeth. The burn doesn’t linger as long as it did the first time and I lick the inside of my mouth before putting the minty gum back in.


    “But you’re so pretty.” I point out, chewing.


    He frowns, smiling playfully. “What the fuck does that mean?”


    “Your skin is perfect, hardly sun damaged, your face is always clean shaven, and, your hands aren’t calloused or cracked...”


    “I look after myself.” He shrugs as he shifts in his chair. “My turn.”


    I’m on pins and needles. He sits forward, resting his elbows on his thighs. His stare is dark and possessive, filling me with anxiety as he makes me wait in anticipation for his next question.


    “Since receiving your new phone, have you tried to get into contact with Thomas?”


    I take note of the way he purses his lips, his face darkening with disapproval before I’ve even answered his question. Why does he want to know so bad? Does he think he should be the only male I speak to? Does he want to be?


    “What’s with all the boy questions?” I ask, leaning closer.


    I want to be closer to him. Close enough to slip into his bubble.


    “You can’t answer a question with a question.”


    His arresting aura emits a strong vibe of eagerness and...jealousy?


    “Why?” I thin my eyelids, unable to hide the smug smirk that tugs at my lip. “Are you jealous?”


    He licks his lower lip, his dark eyes flicking to my mouth and back. “I think that’s the understatement of the century.”


    I swallow the piece of gum as my pulse hits overdrive, my skin prickling all over.


    “No…” I murmur. “I haven’t even thought about contacting Thomas.”


    His concentrated expression morphs into something that resembles relief. Whatever it is, it’d be extremely sexy if his gaze wasn’t so unreadable.


    “Your turn.”


    If there’s something I regret more than anything else in my life, it’s my next question.


    “Do you miss your sister?”


    The question is out of my mouth before I have the chance to register it. My lips part. I don’t even know why I asked it. It just came out. It flew out of my mouth and hit him right in the heart. Physical pain flashes over his features and pools in his eyes. Caleb withdraws from me, leaning back in his chair. He avoids my eyes as his jaw ticks and he taps his shot glass against the table.


    Heat spreads under my skin—an anxious heat I don’t like. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”


    “I tune it out as best I can...but sometimes she slips through.” He mutters and then takes his shot. He swallows. “And in those moments, the stab of sorrow and loss is almost unbearable.”


    I sit, silently, as he pours himself another drink. My heart hurts. It squeezes and expands until my ribs ache with the pressure. Why the fuck did I open my mouth?


    An eternity later, his troubled eyes flick to mine and he traps me in his gaze. In it, I fall into the bottomless pit of remorse and regret.


    “Is your next question about my mother?” He asks, tipping his head. “How I felt when I found her sitting in a pool of her own blood in the kitchen?”


    “N...No. I...” I shake my head. “I didn’t mean to—”


    “Because I miss her, too.”


    I flinch, unable to stop a thin layer of tears from welling in my eyes. “Caleb…”


    “I’m done with this game.” He clears his throat and I pull my chair back as he stands up, grabs the empty shot glasses and the bottle, and saunters across the room. I watch, a heavy bout of guilt swirling in my stomach, as he exchanges the objects for two Bibles. As he crosses back over to me, he tosses one of them onto the table.


    “Page one-six-eight.” He demands.


    Guilt weighs heavily in my stomach, like a rock on a lily pad and I do as I’m told.


    


    *Caleb*


    


    I feel like I’ve swallowed glass. It cuts through my stomach lining and punctures my heart. This is the reason I didn’t want to play this game. It’s the reason I originally chose a game that doesn’t require straight answers. I want to get to know her, to build trust between us, but there are limitations. There are places I don’t want to go, thoughts I don’t want to think. I trusted her…I trusted her to make me feel something—something other than that. I’m not ready to feel the pain that comes with Penelope or Mom and I’m not ready to talk about it.


    I’ll never be ready.


    And I’m okay with that.


    “…but His hands make whole.” Cassia says, finishing the sentence.


    I glance up from my Bible and she’s looking at me again. This time a little more exasperated than sympathetic. Good. She is the last person that is allowed to feel sorry for me.


    “Is there a problem?” I ask and her eyes thin at the tenor of my cold voice.


    Cassia swipes at her long, wavy hair, exposing her high cheekbones. “How many more of these are you going to make me read?”


    “Until I tell you to stop.”


    I look down at my Bible and flick through some pages, stopping at one of my favorite quotes. I tell her to read it, but she refuses.


    “I’m done reading.” She says, dropping her Bible against the table, shoving it across the lacquered surface.


    It slides quickly and drops off the other side, hitting the floor with a thud. Frustration prickles over my skin. Who does she think she is?


    “Pick it up.” I order, surprised my voice slips out so calmly.


    “No.”


    I close my Bible. “No?”


    “No.” She scratches her head and bats her long lashes. “Okay, look, obviously you have some issues talking about your—”


    “Pick up your Bible, Cassia.”


    “For whatever reason.” She continues, her blue eyes begging for forgiveness. “And that’s okay. I will respect that, but I’m not going to sit here and let you treat me like I’ve murdered your family pet.”


    I grimace. That’s fucked up.


    She flashes me the palms of her hands, slowly pushing herself to her feet. Someone should tell her leggings aren’t pants—and the canvas shoes? She’s lucky it’s not raining outside.


    “Okay. That was a really bad analogy, but I think you get my point.”


    “What do you want from me?”


    “Nothing.” She moves forward, stepping around the chair in front of her.


    I tighten my jaw as she moves purposefully in my direction, her steps graceful, yet calculated.


    “Nothing?” I ask, lowering my Bible. “You want nothing at all?”


    “Nothing you don’t already want to give me.”


    Excitement coils in my stomach, excitement that swiftly begins to trump my anguish. Who was she in the beginning? Just a girl I wanted to fuck. I seemed to have lost sight of what I truly wanted in the time we’ve spent together. How come we haven’t had sex yet? The opportunities have been endless. Why do I keep trying? Why do I keep pushing for her, when I can have anyone?


    Screw my feelings. I did fine without them before I met her. I’m sure I can revert back to that state of mind once again. Sasha, Grace, Rita, Hannah, Natalie—all of the girls I’ve been with in the last seven years barely crossed my mind once the sex was over. Getting to know someone just isn’t me and I don’t want it to be me. If I fuck Cassia, maybe this infatuation I have with her will go away too. I don’t know if it will be that easy for her, though. I see the way she looks at me. I see the way her heart flutters in her eyes. She might not love me yet, but she’s well on her way.


    “I’ll break your heart, Cass.” I tell her as she slides her hands over my hips and up my stomach.


    “I don’t expect anything less from you.”


    She tilts her head back and her hair cascades over her shoulders as our eyes lock. The Bible slips from my hand and crashes at our feet. My muscles tighten and tremble, stirring my cock from its slumber. Oh, how I want her…when she’s this close, when she’s touching me, I wonder how I lived without her for so long.


    “Put your hands on me.” She sighs, pressing her tight little body against mine.


    Her low voice sends pleasure searing down my spine, wrapping around my body like silk. The floor beneath my feet liquefies as my blood pumps fast—faster than fast. I clench my hands into fists. Maybe these feelings won’t go away when I’m finished with her.


    Maybe they’ll get worse.


    Maybe they’ll consume me.


    I don’t want to risk that.
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    He won’t just break my heart.


    He’ll crush it.


    He’ll grind it into dust and blow it away so no one else can have it.


    It’s sick, but if him crushing my heart means he held it for even a second…it’s worth it. Why? Because I see it now. I see his pain, his heartache. He is filled with darkness—darkness he has inflicted on himself.


    I met a man like Caleb once. He was old—fifty, maybe—and he lived in a little tin bin under a train bridge in Bismarck. I was fourteen and chasing a basketball when it rolled underneath the bridge. It hit his bin and as I ran up to it, he popped his head out. He terrified me at first, but he wasn’t a bad guy. He was sad…and lonely. We didn’t talk for long, but in that time I found out his parents were killed in a car accident when he was younger and his wife and child were murdered in a shooting. The only reason he told me was because he thought I looked like his daughter. He became homeless because he had nothing to live for. He’d cut his wrists whenever it got too much and eventually, he took his own life.


    Grief and guilt are intense emotions that develop into serious illnesses too. A disease of the brain, the heart, and the soul.


    I couldn’t help that homeless man…but Caleb can still be saved.


    Caleb makes no move to put his hands on me—even though I asked him to. He wants to. It’s in his parted lips and tight stomach. It’s the desperation in his eyes and the hard, curve to his penis that presses eagerly against my abdomen. Our eyes remain locked, neither of us making any further moves. Exhaling, I grip the hem of my shirt.


    “Cassia…” He warns.


    I don’t listen.


    This is what I want. I can’t hold out any longer. I tug my purple tank top off over my head and toss it to the floor. I chose a white, lacy, see through bra on purpose. It’s the only pretty one I have left after Mom ransacked my lingerie drawer post Thomas.


    “Put your shirt back on.” He says, swallowing hard.


    I shake my head. I wonder how dry his mouth is. I wonder how badly he wants to wet it with me.


    He blows out an impatient exhale. “You’re killing me.”


    “No...” I tell him. “I’m saving you.”


    His lips twitch. In retrospect, I am. If we leave here without finally giving into temptation…it just might drive us mad. The sexual tensions, the angst, the games…I can’t take it anymore.


    My bra straps slip down my arms and I cup my own breasts, keeping the fabric from peeling off me.


    No.


    More.


    Games.


    Caleb slams forward, crashing into me. I don’t know what happened. One minute he’s placid and the next he’s out of control—a rabid beast who has been starved for too long.


    Air is sucked from my lungs as his mouth devours mine. His hands are in my hair, on my face, squeezing my ass. They’re everywhere at once, overwhelming my senses. I lose my bra in the desperate fumble.


    “Shoes.” He demands. “Now.”


    My heart pounds, thrumming like the bass in a club beat. Pushing on each heel, I kick my shoes off and barely manage to regain my footing as Caleb snags the hem of my leggings in his hands.


    “Anyone ever tell you leggings aren’t pants?”


    I whimper, wrapping my fingers around his. “There are more important things for you to be focusing on, Caleb Andrews.”


    I wiggle my hips, pushing his hands down with mine, dragging my leggings and my underwear with them.


    He tugs me close, wrapping an arm around my waist, his finger spreading on to the curve of my bare ass. He kisses my neck and I sigh, tipping my head to the side.


    “Is this fucking happening?” He breathes against my skin.


    I nod, wrapping my arms around his neck. “It’s finally happening.”


    Somewhere between that sentence leaving my mouth and my thighs pressing against the edge of the table, I’m lost in a euphoric abyss of male touch, feeling pleasures I’ve never known. Who knew blood could hum like this?


    I close my eyes and revel in the feel of his hands as they memorize every pore on my body. He has beautiful, large hands and they feel like silk on my skin.


    He has the hands of an angel.


    A fallen angel...


    Caleb shoves my hips and I drop against the table, my ass pressing against the cool surface. Catching myself, I plant my hands on either side of me. His volcanic eyes glimmer with specks of green lava as his gaze sweeps along my collar bone, dances down my stomach and dips between my legs.


    “I shouldn’t...” He mutters, crouching low.


    I swallow as he stares at my pussy, his hand over his mouth like he can’t handle the sight of it.


    “I want you to.” I say, opening my legs a little wider.


    Caleb groans, his face contorted in pain as he pushes himself to his feet.


    “I shouldn’t.” He hisses, threading his fingers behind his head. “What if...what if this changes everything?”


    “Please...” I beg, leaning back on my elbows. “Put me out of my misery. Make me come.”


    He crouches low again, sucking a sharp breath between his lips.


    “You’re so fucking wet...” He moans and I close my eyes, my body shivering at the sound. “I’ve barely touched you.”


    His fingers brush along my inner thigh and I gasp, my whole body tightening.


    “I’ll taste you.” His kisses my knee. “That’s all I’ll take from you.”


    I drop my head back. I’ll take that over nothing. His hands slide up my thighs, his hot breath blowing softly against my flesh. I shiver, my thighs tensing, tightening themselves against the merciless brush of his jaw. I hold my breath...waiting for his mouth to transport me to hell—a sweet, torturous hell.


    He holds me in suspense, the kind that accompanies the final chapter in a novel...and then, finally, all of the torment I’ve suffered through since our first meeting is worth it when he pushes his tongue firmly against my sweet spot.


    At last.


    “Ohh!” My back arches, my hands fly to his hair. “Fuck!”


    He licks me, violently, relentlessly, making my body shake with a ferociousness I’ve never experienced.


    He doesn’t lick me like he’s learning my body.


    He licks me like he already knows it.


    Like he owns it.


    I force myself to peek between my legs—something I never did with Thomas—and my breath hitches in my throat when our eyes lock.


    “You taste so fucking good.” He groans, grabbing my hips and tugging me harder against his face. “I’m going to eat you until there’s nothing left.”


    I shudder as he holds my ass firmly against the table. My arousal mixes with his saliva and I can feel it roll over my pebbled skin. I’ve never had such a furious case of goosebumps before. They feel amazing. Every inch of my body is on fire, burning with hypersensitivity. How can I stop at this? How can I stop at oral sex when my body so desperately wants to be filled by something firm, something fleshy?


    Without warning, Caleb pushes two fingers into my soaking pussy and I moan.


    Loud.


    I rock my hips, desperate to get his fingers deeper. It’s been so long...so long since anyone has touched me like this. I need it—and not just this. I need to be fucked too.


    Hard.


    Caleb curses under his breath, working his fingers overtime. My whole body shakes as I barrel toward my orgasm only to linger on the precipice.


    In this moment, I don’t know who I am. I’m bold and uncaring, completely entranced by the sin that is sex.


    It goes on for a small eternity—the teasing—dangling me above a state of pure bliss. My throat is dry from begging for him, all of the moisture in my body being drawn out by his perfect fingers. I can’t take it anymore.


    I sit up as he pulls away from between my legs. His eyes are black, his lids heavy with lust. Without a word, I grip him by the collar of his shirt and pull him toward my face. His lips glisten with me and I hope a time comes when I can return the favor. I’d love nothing more than to have his pre-cum on my lips and make him lick it off.


    I drag my tongue along his lower lip and his breath catches in his throat. His fingers cease to move. His entire body is tense, frozen on the spot, as I taste myself on his sinful lips.


    “This has to be a fucking dream.” He murmurs, his hands sliding over my hips and onto my ass.


    I shake my head, kissing him on the mouth as I reach for his slender, metal belt buckle. His jaw tightens as I unfasten it. Complex doesn’t begin to describe this man. I’m here, naked, begging him to have sex with me, and undressing him with my bare hands. This is what he’s wanted this whole time…and now he’s fighting against it? What is he so afraid of?


    “This is real.” I say, pulling his belt and tossing it to the floor.


    Caleb slaps my hands away and I snap them to my chest as he unbuttons his own pants.


    “We shouldn’t do this, Cassia.” He tells me, his voice thick with warning and sympathy.


    “What? Sex?”


    He nods.


    “Since when?”


    “Since I decided you could be detrimental to my mental health.” He snaps, his eyes flaring with frustration.


    I frown, reaching for the buttons on his shirt. “And when did you decide that?”


    “A few minutes ago.”


    One by one, I unbutton him, disregarding the fact he might not even want to fuck.


    “So…you don’t want to do this?”


    “Are you kidding? This is all I’ve wanted to do since I saw your face.”


    “Then do it.”


    “And if we do, then what happens? Do we become friends? Do we go our separate ways and write this off as a fling?”


    His shirt falls open and I can’t resist sliding my hands inside, dragging my palms over his formed chest. “Caleb…”


    “Maybe you get a new boyfriend and move on with your life while I waste away in this fucking church, fake praying and banging insecure females to fill a void that will never go away.”


    I flinch, my heart threatening to beat holes in my chest. Does he want to be more? Can he bring himself to be more? Can I?


    “We can be whatever you want to be…” I find myself saying.


    He flinches, a cruel smile spreading across his lips. “You’re dependent and I’m fucking unstable. That isn’t exactly a match made in heaven.”


    “I’m not looking for perfection.”


    Am I trying to convince him that a relationship is a good idea? I think that’s what I’m doing. It’s not a good idea. It’s the exact opposite of a good idea. How do you trust someone like Caleb not to hurt you?


    “And I’m not looking for anything at all.” He states, his eyebrows drawing closer.


    “We could be great.” I point out, my heart seizing control of my voice.


    We wouldn’t be great. We’d be a fucking state of emergency. A catastrophic disaster of epic proportions.


    “You’d be great. I’d be deadweight.”


    I curl my fingers around his pants and push. Reluctantly, he lets me slide them from his grasp. Smiling triumphantly, I let them fall.


    “I want this.” I say, sliding my hands down his hips and onto his thighs. “Forget later. This is what I want now.”


    I lean in for a kiss and as our lips touch, my fingers slide over rough, uneven skin. I pause as his lips twitch into a slight smirk.


    “Surprise.” He mutters, somewhat pleased.


    I glance down and I completely bypass the beautiful cock pointing up at me. His thighs are cut, scarred by various lines. Some are healed and some are in the process of healing. How’d I miss them the last time he took his penis out of his pants?


    “Are they…what I think they are?”


    My heart aches. How can he do that to such flawless skin? I drag the tips of my fingers along them, lightly following the scars as they branch off from each other, like furious bolts of lightning.


    “Does it hurt?”


    Caleb snatches my hair in his hand and I wince as he tugs my head back. He cranes his neck, lowering his mouth to mine.


    “Stop it.” He orders against my lips, squeezing my hair in his fist.


    “You can talk to me.”


    He drops his head to the nape of my neck and drags his nose along my collar bone. “If you want to fuck, we can fuck, just keep your questions to yourself.”


    So this is his way of dealing? He deflects from himself instead of facing the problem front on? He craves comfort, so he fucks whatever and whoever he wants to get his temporary fix, and then what? He goes home and cuts himself? Why?


    You’d think with a priest for a father he’d have some substantial emotional support.


    “Fine.” I drag my hand up his thigh and wrap my fingers around his cock.


    He sucks a breath through his teeth. He’s hard, so hard the skin is tight and his veins protrude.


    “But you’re going to regret this moment.” I tell him, planting a kiss on his chin. “You’re going to regret not letting me in when you had the chance.”


    He brings his forehead to mine, his hungry stare on my lips. “I don’t doubt it.”


    I lean in for another kiss, only he lets me go and shoves me back. I plant my hands on the table, stopping myself from falling flat against it.


    I gasp as Caleb presses the head of his bare cock against my clit, sending white hot lava through my body. I’ve never felt a bare, unprotected penis against my vagina before.


    It’s so. Fucking. Good.


    Fucked up, sure.


    But good.


    I shiver and Caleb watches me with that grin I love so damn much.


    “Been a while, huh?”


    I nod as he slides his cock up and down the outside of my pussy, pressing ever so slightly as he passes over the entrance, making my hips flex and my muscles tense every. Single. Time.


    Pre-cum leaks from him already and he groans as the added lubricant makes him slide faster.


    “I could come like this.” He moans, watching himself tease my swollen entrance.


    I shake my head, moving my hips. “Fuck. Don’t you dare.”


    Caleb chuckles darkly, his hands snaking up my thighs and over my flat stomach. As he leans over me, I wrap my legs around his hips and squeeze, forcing him closer, forcing his thick cock to push against my entrance. Caleb hisses, his hands reaching my breasts. I crunch my body, slipping my hand between us as he squeezes my breasts in his hands.


    My heart pounds against his. His body feels amazing against mine. We fit together like a jigsaw piece. Our bodies curve with each other’s rises and fill each other’s depressions. We are a match. An undeniable match, like the king and queen of any suit.


    As Caleb pulls his hips back to slide his cock against me, I grab his shaft in my hands and tilt my hips. The head of his cock pushes into me—oh fuck.


    My heart stutters and his hands clench as I pull him inside my body. My mouth parts against his shoulder and I taste his clean flesh. Sighing, I drop back against the table.


    “Shit.” Caleb lowers his head to my chest.


    He slides in softly, pushing me hard against the surface of the table. I arch my back as he pulls out and slips in, gently stretching me in order to accommodate him.


    The moment I take him all, his balls pressing against my ass, my breath being forced from my lungs, his groan in my mouth…he loses it.


    I cry out as he flicks his hips, pumping his rigid cock in and out of me.


    Over and over and over again.


    I try to touch him, to hold on to him, but he pins my hands against the hard surface above my head, leaving me defenseless and completely at his mercy.


    He feels fucking amazing against me, like I thought he would...it’s Heaven and Hell rolled up into one smooth, fiery ball of naughty perfection.


    “I am fucking soaked.” Caleb groans, panting above me.


    He sucks at my neck, biting my skin between his sharp teeth, and I hiss.


    “Who knew you’d be quite the gusher, Cass?” He licks my face and I lose my breath. “You walk around so innocent, but deep down you’re a little whore, aren’t you?”


    My head spins. I can barely hear what he’s saying as he breathes harshly, blowing warm air over my face.


    “You know what cock does to you. That’s why you want it so bad.”


    I nod, desperately. I’d agree to anything if it meant he’d keep going. With every stroke, he hits a special spot—a spot that has remained untouched by anyone, including myself, until now. Every thrust takes me higher and higher, making it that tiny bit harder to breathe. When I think I’ve reached the height of it, his cock hits it again, pushing me further with no end in sight...until it comes in waves. A little at first, enough to take control of my breathing and have me gasping like I’ve sprinted a mile. Then it picks up, squeezing moans from my chest. Then the insatiability hits and what he’s doing just isn’t enough.


    “Caleb...” I blow out on a forced exhale.


    “Yeah, baby?”


    “I’m going to...” I shudder, gasping.


    Another wave of pleasure builds up and it’s not your standard wave that blows in with a tropical storm.


    No.


    It’s a wave that is stirred up by the category five hurricane. It’s relentless, unstoppable, and suddenly, I’m a storm chaser, desperate to experience the surge of a lifetime.


    Caleb pulls out and oh how quickly the storm dissipates, the swell receding in an instant. Stepping back, he tugs on my thighs, pulling me off the table. I barely have time to steady myself on my feet before he turns me around and bends me over the table.


    “You want to come?” He chuckles darkly, pushing my head against the table, my body resting in the mess we’ve already made.


    I nod, desperately. “Yes. Yes, oh, please. Yes.”


    He fucks me hard. So hard the tables bang together. So hard the floor vibrates under my feet. I’m loud and I don’t give a shit if the elderly people in retirement village next door can hear me. None of it matters because in this moment, only I matter. Only my needs matter and I relish in Caleb as he fucks away all the pent up aggression I’ve stored since moving to Paradise Valley.


    “Caleb…”


    He slaps me hard against the ass and I jolt forward, only for him to catch me by my hair and pull me back. Pain sears over my scalp and dances along my spine. I pull away from him, until the searing is unbearable. Until the orgasm in me is raging, roaring, desperate for me to let it wreak havoc. I hold it for as long as I can.


    Who knows when I can have this again? Who knows what tomorrow will bring now that Caleb has had me.


    I hold down the fort well, ignoring Caleb as he tells me how close I am to coming.


    “Your deliciously tight cunt is milking me. You want it all, huh? Every drop of my cum?”


    “All of it.” I demand, moving backwards to meet his thrusts.


    His hands move over my ass, squeezing, slapping, and pinching until my blood rises to the surface and burns pleasantly. I can’t breathe. I try to hold on, but the table is too slick and just when I think I can’t possibly take anymore, Caleb slips his wet thumb into my ass.


    And I lose it.
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    “Ahhh!”


    The tips of her fingers turn white as she tries to grip the hard surface in her hands. My name falls from her lips amongst a loud mess of moans and gasps. It’s everything I’ve fucking imagined and so much more.


    In my hands, her body quakes as she comes undone. Every frustrating minute of every frustrating day since the last time she’s had sex unravels, unleashing itself on me.


    I bet Thomas never made her come like this.


    Her knees buckle and I pin her against the table, wiggling my finger in her ass. She clenches my cock, clenches my finger, in rapid pulses that are driving me fucking nuts.


    This isn’t casual sex between friends.


    This is hardcore fucking.


    Of the porn kind.


    A pussy licking, come-gushing, ass fucking, session that would make Satan himself blush.


    I feel my own orgasm manifest as she cries, her body quivering. She begs me to stop because she can’t take me slamming against that spot anymore. I don’t stop, but I slow, pulling everything out enough for her body to recover. I release her hair and grab her hips instead.


    When her juddering subsides, Cassia lifts her hips, curving her back, letting me in deeper. Come rises up my shaft like mercury in a thermometer on a hot day. I feel it as it moves toward my head with the pressure of a fucking volcano behind it. I contemplate pulling out and coming on her ass, but that would be a damn waste.


    I slam into her, as fast as my hips will let me. Cassia rears back, arching her spine and wrapping an arm around my neck. I lean my forehead against her shoulder and hold her stomach. Her body is amazing. Hands down the loveliest I’ve ever put my hands on.


    “I need this.” I pant, thrusting relentlessly. “Again. Tomorrow. Next week.”


    I kiss her damp shoulder, tasting her clean sweat on my tongue.


    “Yes…” She sighs on an exhale. “It’s yours.”


    Mine?


    Fuck.


    I pull out and she turns around. I contemplate stopping. I contemplate walking out the door before these emotions in my chest do permanent damage, but when our stares lock...I can’t.


    I grab her hip and pull her into me, my hand sliding onto her ass when our bodies touch. She grabs my slick cock in her hand and jerks it, her wrist flicking so. Damn. Perfectly. My lips part and I groan. She could lead me around by the cock right now and I’d follow her anywhere.


    Her breath hitches as I lift her into my arms. Chuckling, she wraps her legs around my waist and all but come on the spot when she settles her pussy on the tip of my cock.


    Her hands are on my face, her thumbs on my cheekbone, and her fingers along my jaw. She kisses me.


    Passionately.


    Her mouth and tongue patiently memorizing mine. I kiss her back, slowly lowering her onto my dick.


    Where she belongs.


    She slides on inch by inch, her mouth trembling against mine as her pussy all but sucks the life out of me.


    I lift her and drop her on my cock, over and over, until she can no longer kiss me. Our foreheads press together, sliding against each other as I continue to fuck her brains out.


    I sit her on the table, her knees hooked over my arms. Bending my knees, I roll my hips into her, fucking her with deep, long strokes. She gushes with a shudder and a whimper, coating my cock in clear water that turns me on like nothing else. If I can make her squirt, I’ll die a happy man.


    I push harder.


    Fuck faster.


    Until all I can think about is coming and dragging her soul down to hell with me.


    Unintentionally, her name slips from my lips.


    Over and over as I spill into her…


    Melt into her…


    The powerful jerk of my hips slows as sensitivity takes over.


    She pulls back and our eyes lock, her lids as heavy as mine. In the moment we spend looking at each other, our chests rising and falling at the same speed, something happens. It tightens my stomach and crushes my chest…a feeling I don’t have the emotional capacity to acknowledge. It scares the absolute shit out of me.


    A wave of hopelessness washes over me, forcing me to recoil from her body. She covers her breasts as I reach for my pants and pull them up.


    “Now that that’s over...do we go back to the way we were before?”


    “The way we were?”


    She nods. “Me watching you, you brooding at the altar, not knowing I exist.”


    “Cass—”


    “The other girl, the brunette. Don’t see much of her anymore.”


    Is she talking about Natalie? How does she know about her?


    “Natalie? That’s different.”


    “How?”


    “Because it is.”


    “Tell me how, Caleb.”


    “I don’t care about her.” He shrugs his shoulders to drive his point home. “I got what I wanted and that’s that.”


    “And now? Now that you’ve got what you wanted from me?”


    “It’s not the same thing, Cassia.”


    The atmosphere is tense. It crackles with uncertainty and I try my hardest to ignore it as I fasten the buttons on my pants.


    “You should have told me to pack a towel.” I joke, buttoning my shirt from the bottom.


    Cassia doesn’t find it funny and the look on her face makes me uncomfortable…she wants to talk about something I’d prefer not to.


    I do up my last button and drag my finger through my hair. “I’d put your clothes on if I were you. Your dad is gonna come through that door at any second.”


    Cassia slips from the table and reaches for her underwear and leggings while I grab my belt.


    I watch her as I thread my belt back through my pants and buckle it up.


    It’s going to be an uncomfortable ride home with daddy, knowing our session is going to leave wet spots on her panties, maybe on his seats too.


    “Do you always deflect?” She asks, slipping into her clothes.


    It’s a shame she has to wear clothes. Her beautiful body should be on show for the world to see.


    “Do you always stick your nose where it doesn’t belong?” I retort, walking around the table to retrieve the Bible she tossed earlier.


    “Not usually, but…”


    “But what?” I snap, glaring at her.


    Have I not drawn the line clear enough? This is why I don’t let people into my life. I don’t want to relive every traumatic fucking experience. I don’t.


    She clenches her jaw, her pretty blue eyes darkening a few shades.


    “Get dressed. Now.”


    Scoffing, she grabs her bra and puts it on. Sympathy tugs at my heart strings as she marches over to her tank top.


    I slap the Bible in my hand. Leave it. Don’t say anything. Fuck. Her.


    “I don’t want to fight with you, Cass.”


    Weak.


    “But you also don’t want to talk?”


    “No.” I shake my head. “We can be friends, but you have to respect that there are things I’d prefer to leave out.”


    “Like your sister, your mom, and your leg cutting?”


    Is that so hard to remember?


    “Predominantly, yes.”


    “Fine.” She spits, tugging her shirt over her head.


    “Fine.”


    Circling, the table, I hand her the Bible and kick the chair closer to her.


    “Genesis Three.”


    I start reading before she sits down. I can feel her glaring at me and it takes everything I have not to bend her back over the table. She loved having my finger in her ass, but I doubt she’d be so well receiving when I slip my cock in there.


    Just as she sits down and reaches the page I’m on, there’s a knock at the door.


    I shut the Bible and place it on the desk as Cassia peers up at me. Her face is pale, her blue eyes wide and terrified.


    Daddy’s home.


    The door doesn’t open—unlike last time when he all but kicked it down. What a shitty night to pretend you trust your daughter. Now he’ll never know I impaled her on my cock and filled her fertile pussy with my cum. He’ll never know she lies right to his face.


    I clear my throat.


    “Come in.” I call out and the handle turns.


    “All done?” Marcus asks, smiling as he pops his head around the edge of the doorframe.


    Has it been an hour already? That went quick. With a cheerful smile spreading over his plump face, he stuffs his hands into the pockets of his black sports jacket.


    “How’d she go?”


    You have no fucking idea.


    “Perfect.” I state, setting the Bible down. “As always.”


    Marcus saunters closer and Cassia shuts the Bible, placing it on the table with nervous hands.


    If she’d just relax, she’d be a hell of a lot less inconspicuous.


    “What’d you look at tonight?” He asks her, resting his hand on the shoulder I kissed only moments earlier. I flinch as butterflies flutter around my chest. I clear my throat again and they disappear. What the hell?


    “Genesis Three.” She answers. “The Temptation and the Fall of Man.”


    I frown. Would it kill her to drop the attitude?


    “Ah. One of my favorites.”


    “How can it be one of your favorites?”


    “Because it explains so much.”


    Cassia rolls her eyes. “I’ll meet you at the car.”


    Marcus looks at me, worried and a little suspicious. “What’s wrong with her?”


    I shrug. “Beats me.”


    Things are already different between us. It almost always is after you have sex with someone. It’s clear Cassia feels she’s owed an explanation for me being the way I am, but I won’t give it to her. What right does she have? Luckily, I established a backup plan the second Cassia signed up to my class. It’s simple. If it ever gets out of hand, all I have to do is pull the plug. I’d say this arrangement isn’t going to work and that fucking kills me. I was looking forward to doing this again, but I have to protect my mental health. I’m one more question, one more argument away from a mental breakdown. I want to revert back to feeling nothing, like I did before I met her. I prefer being numb. I didn’t give a shit then. No one could fuck with me—especially not a woman.


    I scratch my head.


    “Now I have you here, Mr. Claire. I’d like to inform you that Bible studies will be closed for the rest of the year.” I slip my hands into the pockets of my slacks. “I have a few other commitments that require my extra time.”


    Cassia stops in her tracks and whips around, her long, blonde waves whirling around her shoulders. Shock etches its way over her features. Disgust too.


    Anger.


    Betrayal.


    I feel all of it and it’s bitter in my mouth, but it’s simple. I can’t have her here. I can’t be alone with her here. What we did…it has never felt like that for me. I was there every step of the way. I didn’t check in and out like I usually do. I witnessed every shudder, every moan, and every goddamn blink. To go eleven years without feeling to suddenly being swamped by it...it’s too much. Clearing my throat, I look away from her.


    What I need to do to get myself back into neutral is drink myself into a stupor, sleep it off, and pray to God Cassia doesn’t plague my dreams tonight.


    “Oh. All right...” He slips his hands into the pockets of his slacks. “Will you be starting up again in the New Year?”


    “It’s undecided at the moment.”


    Cassia frowns briefly and then her features smooth out.


    I haven’t told her—or anyone—that there’s a chance I’ll be moving to California in January. There’s a job opening on a construction site in Los Angeles for a pretty high profile building. My boss said it will make history and who doesn’t want to be a part of history?


    Kidding. Like I give a shit about history.


    Truth be told, the anniversaries of the deaths of Penelope and Mom are coming up and I really don’t want to be here when they do. The ceremonies…


    The condolences…


    The prayers…


    It’s more than I can stomach this year.


    Besides, you can never go wrong with Californian women. Sadly, the thought doesn’t stir the excitement it once did...


    Marcus says goodbye and turns away. Low mutters fill the room as he approaches Cassia. Tucking his daughter under his arm, he escorts her from the room, closing the door behind him.


    When she’s gone, I can breathe better. It’s not long before the numbness I’ve grown accustomed to sets in. Relief floods me as every meaningful emotion and moment I’ve clung to tonight loses its appeal.


    I did what I set out to do. I fucked her.


    Now I can forget her.
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    Dad asks me questions about Bible study and I answer them on autopilot, making up lies as I go. He takes me for a milkshake, but I’m not mentally present. All I can think about, besides a much-needed shower, is Caleb...and the look on his face when I asked about his dead sister. How could I have been so stupid? All I wanted was to get to know him better, maybe unwrap his personality one question at a time, like a game of pass the parcel. It’s clear his darkness is projected by the pain he harbors from the deaths of his mother and sister.


    By the time we make it home, I can barely keep my eyes open. I march upstairs and hide in my room while Mom and Dad watch an episode of Family Feud in the sitting room.


    I strip down in the bathroom and turn on the heat, until the room is filled with a thick, dense steam that sits in my lungs. Soaping up my sponge, I clean my body, making a mental note to hand wash my underwear and leggings when I get out. Can’t have Mom finding those on laundry day.


    I groan. Unprotected sex…what was I thinking? I was caught up in the feeling of it, too absorbed in his touch, and I made a shitty decision.


    Surely Fiona has one of those morning after pills spare. I’ll have to message her and get her to bring one with her to work tomorrow. Ugh. I can imagine her reaction now. The squealing, the one hundred and one questions...just another consequence of my major fuck up, I suppose.


    I wash my body with angry strokes, making sure I clean him from every pore and every orifice. I hate that he’s made me so mad when I was expecting it from the beginning. I don’t know why I thought that maybe I’d be different...that maybe, given time, he would see me more than the girl he wanted to screw.


    I throw my sponge to the floor and drop my head back.


    Fucking. Caleb.


    I suspected his Bible study was a ruse from the beginning, but to throw it out the window the second he’s finished with me? That’s the coldest thing I’ve ever seen.


    But I get it now...


    I know why we shouldn’t have sex out of wedlock. I thought about it on the way home. Marriage protects us. Marriage ensures the person you give your body to respects you and promises to love you forever.


    Caleb doesn’t trust me enough to talk to me and I still allowed him to use me for whatever his depraved mind wanted.


    I get it now.


    I was wrong. My parents were right.


    And I am a fucking idiot.


    


    * * * *


    


    Thud.


    I shoot up in bed, clenching my blanket to my chest. My hair falls over my face in an unmanageable tangle. I swipe it back, blinking the sleep out of my eyes.


    There’s no noise...which is funny because I swear I heard some—


    Knock. Knock. Knock.


    I gasp as my heart stops and blood drains from my face. You’ve got to be kidding me...


    I throw back my blankets and pause, straining my ears to hear for my parent’s footsteps.


    Nothing.


    Reaching underneath the pillow on the other side of my bed, I retrieve my phone and hit the menu button. The bright light burns my eyes, forcing one of them closed. One a.m.? Is he out of his mind?


    Scratch that. I already know the answer.


    I place my phone on my bedside table, kick back my blanket, and slip from the bed. Gripping the hem of my sleep shirt in my hands, I pull it down to cover my bare thighs. My heart pounds like a drum as I tiptoe across my lush, carpeted room, stopping when I reach the balcony doors.


    Inhaling, I pull back the lace curtain and come face to face with the last person I want to see.


    Caleb “I’ll slip my finger into your butt and then fuck you over” Andrews.


    Caleb hits a button on his phone and I squint as he blinds me with the light. Scoffing, I shield my eyes.


    “What are you doing?!” I hiss in a harsh whisper. “Are you crazy?!”


    His black hoodie is unzipped and it sags over his forehead. A loose white tee with a drawing on the chest of it hangs off his body and his legs are covered by a pair of black sweatpants. Where the hell did he come from? Caleb points at the handle and gestures for me to unlock it.


    “No. Go away.”


    “Do you want me to start singing?” He warns, his voice threateningly quiet. “Because I’ll do it.”


    “You are the last person I’d let into my room” I shift my weight onto my left leg. “I’m not opening this door.”


    “Fine.” Caleb sucks in a large breath and my heart explodes in my chest as panic detonates.


    I shoot forward, flashing him my palms. “All right. Okay!”


    He grins victoriously. I might as well let him in. The consequences are going to be just as bad if my parents catch him on my balcony.


    The lock wiggles, groaning and creaking, as I pinch it between my shaky fingers. I know I shouldn’t open it. Opening it is bad news and I can see the outcome of this predicament before it’s even happened. Two words: not good.


    “Don’t have all night, Cass.”


    I scowl at him as I flick the lock and give him access to my bedroom.


    Where my bed is.


    Where I am…standing in a pair of cotton panties and a loose, pink tee.


    Caleb shuts off his phone’s flashlight and steps into my room, closing the door behind him.


    My nerves are in my throat, but I’m nowhere near as worried about my parents finding him here as I am angry about what happened between us.


    Caleb feels right at home, slipping out of his jacket and kicking off his shoes like he belongs.


    Do I appear that weak? Does he think he can just waltz in here like nothing happened and expect me to forgive him for the way he treated me? I value myself a lot more than that and if he can’t trust me with his secrets, then I can’t trust him with my body.


    In the beginning I thought I could…I thought I could do the whole casual sex thing, but tonight has shown me that I can’t. I’m in too deep…I like him too much. I wasn’t expecting to feel like this. With Thomas it never did—it never ate me up inside that I didn’t know what his favorite color was. I never cared to ask, but I want to know Caleb’s—and not just his favorite color, but I want to know why he is the way he is. I want to know why he blames himself for the tragedies in his life. I want to know if he’s ever had a girlfriend and if he likes Nutella in his donuts.


    I want to know him.


    Our bodies react beautifully together, like opposing chemicals…but what about our souls? What about our emotions and our hopes and dreams? If he doesn’t think he’s worth it, why should I?


    Running a hand down the back of his neck, Caleb exhales…then sways a little.


    I take a step back. “You came here drunk? You are fucking crazy.”


    “I’m in your bedroom at two in the morning, dressed like shit—and yes, a little drunk too—for the sole purpose of apologizing. I’d say the crazy shoe fits.”


    The energy swirling around him matches his dark and aggressive tone. He’s annoyed? What makes him think he has the right to be? He wasn’t the one who was dismissed like a lowly servant. He wasn’t humiliated like I was.


    “You could have apologized through text.” I cross my arms over my chest. “If the real reason you came here is because you think I’m going to have sex with you, you’re out of your mind.” I frown into the darkness, loving and loathing the fact I can’t see his face. “What happened was a mistake and I take full responsibility for it.”


    “A mistake?” He laughs under his breath as he pulls his shirt off over his head and tosses it somewhere. “I tripped and fell into your pussy, did I? You gushing all over me, draining me for everything I have wasn’t supposed to happen, huh?”


    I hold my hands out, a gesture to prevent him from coming any closer. “Stop it.”


    He doesn’t listen. I gasp as my hands slide over his chest and curl round his shoulders. My heart skips a beat as he snakes his hands around my waist and tugs me hard against his body. His skin is a mixture of cold and warm and the mint on his breath hides any trace of the alcohol he was apparently drinking. It takes everything I have not to melt into him, to rest my cheek against his chest and listen to the sound of his heart.


    Caleb’s nose brushes mine and my nerves still, calming like the eye of a storm.


    “Don’t tell me it was a mistake.” He whispers, cupping the back of my head. “Because I don’t know if I’ll be able to handle that.”


    What the hell is happening? Am I still dreaming? He doesn’t really mean what he’s saying, but how can I tell if he’s being sincere if I can’t see his face? Maybe he’s not sincere. Maybe he just doesn’t like the fact I’m not pining over him like I’m sure the other women he tosses to the side do. I know when to cut my losses. I don’t beg for an unstable fixture to remain in my life when I know it will bring me nothing but problems and pain.


    “You’re drunk.” I tell him, my fingers twitching against his soft, smooth skin.


    Caleb presses his forehead against mine. “And I’m here. Let me stay. I just want snuggle you. That’s all.”


    I’ve never shared a bed with anyone before and it can get awfully cold in the mornings…no. This is a bad idea. Caleb is trouble and if my parents find him here, it’s off to Antarctica where they’ll lock me in a tiny, little igloo and sing prayer songs until I bludgeon myself to death on a giant ice cube.


    I shake my head. “My parents will murder me.”


    “I’ll be gone before they wake.”


    The anger and disappointment swirling inside me fades and I grasp for straws as I lose my only defense against him.


    “I don’t think it’s a good idea…”


    Releasing me, he steps back. “I’ll even keep my hands to myself.”


    I wrap my arms around my body, holding myself together as two extremes wage war in my stomach. I shouldn’t let him stay…but I want him to stay. I shouldn’t want to let him stay…but the thought of sending him away makes me ill.


    “Why do you want to stay?” I ask. “Snuggling hardly seems like your kind of scene.”


    “Do you like to snuggle?”


    I shrug. “I’ve never done it, but I like the thought.”


    “Then come here.”


    I step forward and brush against his hand as he extends it to me. I slip my hand into his and he escorts me over to my bed with cautious footing. His palm is clammy and hot against mine, causing sweat to bubble along the surface. He sways occasionally, but recovers quickly. He’s almost an expert when it comes to concealing the drink, it seems.


    “I was an asshole tonight and I want to make it up to you…but if you truly don’t want me to be here, tell me and I’ll leave without a fight.”


    I rake my teeth over my bottom lip, ignoring the logical part of my brain that tells me to kick him out and quick.


    “And in the morning…when you’re hungover and you realize you’re cuddling with a girl you don’t have any romantic interest in?”


    “Who said I don’t have any romantic interest you?” He asks as we reach my bed.


    “You can be real with me, Caleb. We both know you’re not a relationship type of guy and that’s okay. I’m not forcing you to do anything.”


    He climbs onto my bed, his knees pushing into the mattress. “Maybe I want to be that type of guy…with you.”


    Wait…what? He tugs me onto the bed and my knees sink into the mattress. Releasing his hand, I run it over my t-shirt, drying the sweat as he drops against the bed, making me bounce.


    Did I hear him correctly? He wants to be in a relationship…with me? Caleb Andrews? In a relationship? With me? I wait, patiently, for a pig to fly through my window. Did the world end while I was sleeping?


    “What are you saying?” My tone reflects the skeptically I feel on my face.


    He gets back up, shuffling close on his knees and dipping the mattress in front of me. “I’m saying…”


    He plants a kiss on my shoulder. “I’ll be exclusive…”


    A kiss on my collarbone. “…to you if you’ll be…”


    A kiss on my throat. “…exclusive to me…”


    I let him kiss his way to the nape of my neck, reveling in the goosebumps that radiate from the gentle touch of his lips.


    “Exclusive?” I whisper, closing my eyes.


    “I want you all to myself, Cass.” He groans, sliding his hands onto my ass. “I’m not going to lie, I’ll be fucking terrible at it, but what I feel with you is better than what I feel without you.”


    A storm swells between my thighs as my nerves ripple.


    “Eleven years...” He mutters, slipping his hands up my back and down my arms. He takes my hands in his and places them on his chest. “You make me feel, Cassia. Nervousness…excitement…frustration…happiness…feelings I’ve only been able to find on the sharp edge of a razor blade.”


    He pushes his palms down my forearms, around the curve of my elbows, and up my biceps. God. He feels amazing.


    My chest balloons with a feeling I can’t find the word for. It’s like here in my room, our personal little bubble, we are invincible.


    Untouchable.


    But there’s a darkness to it...a warning I can’t quite put my finger on. Don’t get me wrong, everything about this feels right...but it doesn’t feel “right now”.


    “No.” I murmur, sliding my hands to his stomach for comfort.


    His muscles contract under my palms and his hands fall away from my skin.


    “No?”


    “I really like you, Caleb, but with my life being the way it is right now...a relationship with you will only make it that much harder.”


    He scoffs, but I don’t take my hands off of him.


    “What will my parents think? I did Bible study and now we’re dating? It’s too suspicious.”


    “Does every decision you make revolve around your fucking parents? Jesus Christ.” He bites out, sitting back on his heels.


    I lower my hands to my thighs as I drop to my ass. “I’m sorry if you don’t like my decision, but I’m standing firm.”


    Silence wraps around us, threatening to choke us to death. What do I say that hasn’t already been said? I like Caleb. I really, really like him, but I’m not that keen on putting my heart in the line of fire. The list of things that can go wrong is endless…my parents wouldn’t allow it, his father wouldn’t allow it, he’d get bored, I’d get bored. I just don’t see it working beyond sex. At least, not in the way a functional relationship should.


    “I’ll respect your decision.” He grumbles, setting down his phone on the mattress beside the pillow. Its glow exposes his furrowed eyebrows and pursed lips. “I don’t like it, but I’ll respect it.”


    I swallow as the blue light illumines his chest, allowing shadows to pool in the ridges of the muscles beneath it. Caleb watches me too and, suddenly, air is sucked from the room. I feel underdressed as a warm flush sweeps up my spine and engulfs my neck. Thankfully, the screen shuts itself off before he finishes undressing me with his eyes, drowning us in darkness once more. In the silence, all I can hear is the erratic thrum of my heart.


    


    *Caleb*


    


    Fuck.


    Can I be anymore impulsive? One minute I’m locked in my pool house, drinking myself into a stupor in the dark, standing in my bathroom, razor in one hand, her photo in the other and in the next I’ve got my shoes on and I’m jogging down the road.


    My chest hurt in a way it hasn’t in a long time. Why? Because tonight Cassia opened up a lethal can of worms I’ve spent years sealing. Though I’ll be the first to admit I’m a little fucked up, I’ve never had a problem with the way I lived my life. It’s depraved and empty. Every aspect of my life since I was eleven has been stark...and emotionless. I couldn’t make it better—no one could. So I learned to live with it as best I could and the only way to make their tragedies bearable was to treat them as though they never existed. I came to realize that was impossible to do at home with all the pictures on the wall and my father, reeking of disappointment and blame. I tried to move out the second I realized Dad saw me as the reason the other half of his family no longer existed, but he broke down. He persuaded me through swollen eyes and relentless tears that we needed each other.


    Maybe we did.


    After the deaths of my mother and Penelope, I swiftly fell out of love with the church, but I remained a part of it because it made Dad happy. I remained polite, I fake smiled, and I continued to recite the closing prayer despite how dead I felt inside.


    I didn’t mind the day. Day brought distractions. It was only when night time fell...when I was alone in my bed…that it all came rushing back. I learned to stop it from happening over the years...I learned to calm the panic attacks and stop the hysterical crying.


    I was seventeen when my emotions stopped working. It was like flipping a switch. One night I’m rocking back and forth and the next, I’m staring at the ceiling. I felt...dead and it didn’t scare the hell out of me when I knew it should have. Confused, I climbed out of bed, wondering if I’d unnoticeably slipped into hell. Colors were duller. In the shower, I tried fucking my hand, but even the pleasures I’d overindulged in lost their touch, and as I stood there, the water much too hot for my skin, I realized I’d been broken. By not allowing myself to feel the grief my body wanted me to feel.


    Through the fogged glass I saw the razor I use to shave my face sitting next to my gel. As the searing water rained down on me and I stood there without a reaction, I pondered the thought of pushing the sharp slice of metal through my skin. Would it hurt? If it didn’t? What would I feel? Whatever it brought me, couldn’t be worse than what I was feeling.


    I shut the shower off and stepped out, not caring that my bare, wet feet left puddles on the slick, gray tiles. At the sink, I reached for the razor and stared at it. It didn’t look intimidating…was it for my mother before she hacked at her wrists with a kitchen knife? Did she feel how I’m feeling now?


    Dad flashed through my mind and the guilt that usually accompanied a thought of him was a no show. I was all alone. Just me and this heavy bucket of concrete on my shoulders. The only good that came from the thought of my father was the decision to slice my thigh instead of my wrists. I might not have had anything left to live for, but Dad was trying and I wouldn’t leave him to deal with it on his own.


    I didn’t feel nervous as I lowered the sharp end of the razor to my thigh. I didn’t bat an eyelid or hesitate. I just did it.


    And the feeling that followed, as blood trickled down my thigh, was intense. Gasping, I tossed the razor into the sink and flinched backwards as all the emotion I thought I lost slammed into me with the weight of a freight train behind it.


    My guilt.


    My pain.


    My anger.


    All of it.


    I chuckled to myself as these emotions destroyed my body from the inside. I had found my release and that was the only way I knew how to make myself feel…or at least it was until I met Cassia.


    She’s different…though I can’t pinpoint why or how. In the beginning, I was drawn to her, like a moth to a flame, the second her father stepped out of the way and introduced her to me. We made eye contact and something fluttered…somewhere. It was the way she stared at me with wide blue eyes, her long, blonde hair framing her beautiful face. She was supposed to be a girl who provided a quick rush of adrenaline—like the others. That’s why I set up Bible study. To fuck with the chance of getting caught. That’s how I like it. On occasion, I facilitate a normal class, but that’s only when Gerard, the usual guy, can’t make it.


    Then I met her again…and again…and again…and the initial flutter in my chest grew into genuine interest. Am I interested in her romantically? Possibly. Does the thought of being in a relationship with her suffocate me? Absolutely, but I’m not an idiot. Girls like her don’t come around often. Girls that can make you feel what no one else can are the kind of girls you need.


    I need her.


    And I’ll be damned if I’m going to let someone else take her from me while I’m still sorting my shit out.


    So, tonight, when I was standing in my bathroom, holding my razor in one hand and her photo in the other, I made my choice. I couldn’t help but wonder that, maybe, the Universe was giving me another chance. If Cassia can force me to feel something then maybe there’s hope for me to be human again…and it was with that thought I realized I fucked up tonight.


    So I ran to her place, desperate not to lose my last shot at being happy. To be honest, I’m surprised she even opened up the door to me. I wouldn’t have.


    “Caleb?”


    Her quiet voice drags me back to reality, my thoughts dissipating into nothing, swallowed by the steady pulse of my heart. She blows out a soft rush of air, her chest expanding against mine. Cassia tips her head back, her lips brushing my chin. I don’t recall getting under the blankets with her or pulling her into me.


    But here she is.


    Her hands on my chest…her hips against mine…my leg between hers.


    “Hm?”


    “You’re holding me too tight.” She points out and I notice the tension in my biceps.


    I relax my arms, unravelling them from her body, and she inches back, giving herself room to breathe. She snatches my wrist in her hand as I pull it back and wraps it around her waist.


    “You don’t have to let me go.” She says, chuckling. “Just don’t suffocate me.”


    I kiss the tip of her nose and close my eyes. Alcohol swirls in my empty stomach, burning like acid. I can’t remember the last time I drank and didn’t pass out. I usually hit it until I’m curled up by the toilet bowl and don’t resurface for days.


    It feels good to reign it in. It feels good to be here...to be wanted.


    


    I don’t know how much time passes before she falls asleep in my arms, her forehead pressing against my chin. Her body is heavy against mine, moving against me with every breath. My eyes are heavy and my head is dizzy. I’m tired, but I can’t sleep because of the ball of anxiety in my chest. This is real.


    What I’m feeling right now is real. I was wrong about redemption…maybe it is possible. For the first time ever, I desperately want it to be. Why? I guess I’m still trying to figure that one out.


    I read on the internet that it can take as little as four minutes to fall in love. Four. In four minutes a special someone can change the trajectory of your life. Is that what’s happening here? Am I going through some emotional change because of her?


    Because my mind and my body thinks I’m in love?


    …am I?
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    I shift on the bed, rolling my shoulders and curving my back. My eyes flutter open and I squint into my dimly lit room. Outside, the sun drags itself into the sky, coating everything in a dull, light. Soon, it will be morning.


    Actual morning. Ugh.


    Groaning, I roll onto my stomach and close my eyes, hoping to doze back to sleep. Unfortunately, my full bladder has other plans. I blow air out of my nose and kick off the blankets. My eyes remain shut and to open them is painful. It’s like my lids are desperately trying to hold up heavy slabs of concrete. Despite that, I push myself to my feet and turn toward the bathroom.


    “It’s morning already?” Caleb groans, making me jump.


    My eyes shoot open and I press my palm to my chest, feeling my racing heart as it pounds just underneath the surface. Right. There’s a half-naked guy in my bed and his body is insane. Gina, my friend back in Bismarck would freak the fuck out if she knew about this.


    I forgot he was here. He sleeps to one side, in his own little bubble. I woke up completely oblivious to his presence. Cautiously, I glance down. Oh. Will you look at that? I still have my underwear on. It’s a miracle.


    “Uh…” I blink away the tiredness that dances along my eyelids, trying to lull me back to sleep. “Kind of…”


    “I have a killer headache.” He groans, pushing himself into a sitting position as he rubs his forehead.


    Caleb’s hair is in disarray—more so than usual—and will someone tell me how the hell he makes sleepiness look so damn sexy? He drags his hands down his face and onto his chest. Yawning, he scratches a smooth portion of skin below his belly button before slipping his hand underneath his waistband. I laugh under my breath at the sight before me. Classy.


    “My mouth tastes like ass.” He adds, grimacing.


    “There’s aspirin and mouthwash in the bathroom.” I whisper with a smile. “Help yourself.”


    I stroll across the room, rubbing sleep from my eyes when I feel him right behind me. I stop as I reach for the handle, its metal surface cool against my palm, and glance over my shoulder. Caleb quirks a brow at me.


    “Are you going?” He asks.


    “I need to pee.”


    His eyebrows pull together, confused. “Okay…?”


    Is he serious right now? He really doesn’t see anything wrong with this scenario? With him being in the same room while I use the toilet?


    “Alone. I don’t want you in there watching me while I do it.”


    He shrugs. “So look at the floor or something.”


    Look at the floor? He’s kidding…? Caleb doesn’t blink. Okay. So maybe he’s not kidding. Shaking my head, I open the door and slip inside, leaving no room for him to follow me. I almost shut it behind me, leaving a crack small for me to peer through.


    “Stay.” I tell him. “You can come in after I use the toilet.”


    Sighing, he folds his strong arms across his chest and leans against the door frame. “Fine.”


    I close the door and wait a few seconds, expecting him to kick it down.


    He doesn’t.


    I think it’s the first time he has respected my privacy. I thought I was going to have to lock the door, but will you look at that? His ears are functional and not painted on just for looks.


    I use the toilet, ignoring Caleb’s “This is pointless. I can still hear you” comments while I do my business.


    Finishing up, I amble over to the sink and wash my hands. The second he hears the sink, he opens the door, flicks on the light, and steps inside.


    “Here.” I say, opening my bathroom cabinet. I retrieve the aspirin and the bottle of mouthwash. “Take this and then you have to go.”


    I pop the lid on the headache pills and set the mouthwash on the basin.


    “What time do your parents wake up?”


    Caleb holds out his hand, expecting me to pour the pills into his palm. I peer up at him. Who does he think I am? His mother? I open my mouth to relay the comment, then decide against it, for obvious reasons.


    I shrug, tipping the bottle over his palm. I tap the rim and two small, white pills fall out. “In a few hours.”


    He slaps his palm against his mouth, shooting the pills into his mouth. I return the lid to the bottle as he twists the cold tap.


    “How many? Two? Three?” He asks, bending low, cupping the water in his hands.


    I slip the aspirin back into the cabinet. “Four.”


    Caleb swallows mouthful after mouthful of warm tap water and when he’s done, he straightens his posture with a satisfied exhale. I bite back a smile as a rogue drop of water rolls down his chin.


    “Good. So I have plenty of time to catch another two-three hours of sleep.”


    Ha. Yeah. Right. “Not here.”


    He laughs—and it’s a bit fucking loud for my liking. “Yes, Cassia. Here. With you.”


    “No. Absolutely not. You’re already pushing it.”


    His movements are calm and relaxed, like he has all the time in the world, as he grabs the mouthwash and removes its lid. I lean against the bench as he pours a mouthful of the minty liquid into his mouth and swishes it around. He spits it out and washes the sink, then clears his throat. Loudly.


    I flinch forward. “Shush!”


    “Lighten up.” He mutters, kissing my lower lip. “And come back to bed.”


    With a smug grin, he saunters from the bathroom and I glare after him. Come back to bed? Does he want to get caught together?


    I grab the mouthwash and pour some into my own mouth. I frown at myself in the mirror as I swish it around. My blonde hair is a mess, my eyes are heavy and my cheeks are puffy.


    Come back to bed.


    Fuuuck. I’ve never had such exciting words directed at me before and to be honest, I’m really struggling on a resolution here. Do I go back to bed? With Caleb? Or do I show him the door? The angel on my left shoulder fights with the demon on the right in an epic battle of good vs bad. I don’t realize until the minty mouthwash has burned the top layer off my tongue that my angel is an advocate for my parents. It preaches their beliefs:


    Do not sleep with that boy.


    Do not engage in sexual behavior.


    Do not have fun.


    Sinners don’t go to Heaven.


    And my demon…well…I spit out the mouthwash and rinse my mouth with water. My demon tells me to do whatever makes me happy.


    Sinners may go to Hell, but at least they’re having a good time getting there.


    Blowing out an exhale, I rake my fingers through my messy hair, managing to make it look semi-decent. My blood burns under my flesh. How can I go back to sleep now? How can I leave this bathroom knowing what’s out there waiting for me? I don’t know what it is about Caleb that makes me feel so inadequate, but I can’t shake it. It’s part of the reason I said when he asked if I wanted to be exclusive with him. How can I compete with him? How will I ever keep up? I’m not blind. I know I’m not an ugly girl, but I sure as shit don’t hold a candle to Caleb and his freakish good looks. Females will always make a play for him, taken or not, and since I’ve never really dealt with jealousy before…I don’t know how I’d react. If the bitter fire igniting in the pit of my stomach at the mere thought of another girl draping herself over him is anything to go off, I’ll say my reaction won’t be good.


    I smooth my palm down my stomach and grip the hem of my loose tee in my hand. Maybe I should shower and clear my head. It’s not unusual for me to take showers this early so Mom and Dad shouldn’t even stir from their sleep and I do have work in six hours so it’s not totally unwarranted. I cross the room and close the bathroom door. I’d lock it if my parents didn’t have the fucking lock removed. Yep. They even took the lock of my bathroom door. A friend of theirs suggested they do it to prevent me from ‘ringing the devil’s doorbell’ which is ‘masturbation’ to normal people.


    Strolling over to the shower, I pull open the glass door and reach for the taps. As I turn the handles, cold water shoots out of the circular shower head and I slip my hand into the stream. The jets of water turn from warm to hot and I step back, pulling my shirt over my head.


    My heart beats in my chest and I peer at the door and wait. Will he come in? Do I want him to? Stupid question. Of course I want him to. I just wish it were under different circumstances.


    I toss my shirt to the floor and push my underwear over my knees, kicking it to the side when it pools at my feet. Holding my breath, I pull my hair over one shoulder before stepping into the shower.


    Hot water blasts my skin and it feels amazing, like it’s washing away ten years of dirt even though I had a shower when I got home from Bible study last night.


    Before the billowing streams fully wet my body, the bathroom door opens and in slips the man of the hour. My stomach tightens itself into a little ball as he saunters over to the shower with indecent excitement glowing in his eyes.


    I tip my head, not bothering to cover the most important parts of my body with my hands.


    “What are you doing?” I ask.


    Damp hair sticks to my forehead and against the back of my neck as thick steam settles on my skin. Caleb grabs the top of the shower and leans forward, the muscles in his arms tightening in the best way.


    “I walked here. A shower will do me good.”


    Quickly, the sharp lines of his physique become muted by heavy steam as it clings to the glass. I reach up and rub at it, clearing for a few seconds. Arousal seeps into my blood at the sight of his handsome face, flipping the switch to my common sense. I don’t know what he’s waiting for. Permission maybe? I bite my tongue. I know better.


    Caleb interprets my silence as approval and casually pushes his pants down his legs. I keep my stare on his as he rounds the glass and grasps the door handle in his large hand. He holds an air of indifference as he opens the door and slips inside. I back up a step, my ass pressing slight against the cold tiles. Closing the door, Caleb slips into the stream, letting it hit the back of his neck and cascade over his shoulders. God. He even looks good when he showers.


    “You’re not afraid of being caught, are you?” I ask, crossing my wrists at the apex of my thighs, shielding myself from him.


    He catches it with his stare and his lips twitch at the corner, but he doesn’t allow it to spread into a full smile. He flicks his gaze back to mine.


    “Afraid of being caught by your parents?”


    I nod and he shakes his head with a chuckle. “I’m not afraid of your parents, Cassia. I could stroll down those stairs butt naked, you still slick on my skin, and join your father for breakfast without hesitation.”


    I smile. “He’s a proud owner of a gun, you know.”


    “He’s a devoted Catholic and he owns a gun? Oh, the hypocrisy”


    “Hypocrisy?”


    Caleb grabs the pink sponge that hangs on the handle of the cold tap and runs it under the water. “Thou shalt not kill.”


    “Oh. Right.”


    I’ve never thought of it like that.


    I reach for the body wash that hangs upside down from a steel rack in the corner of the shower. Following my lead, Caleb holds the sponge underneath the bottle and I squeeze soap into its rough surface. All I can do is watch as he runs the soapy sponge down the front of his torso and then back up again. I compare watching him now to the times I watched him at church. I imagined him naked…but not like this. I never imagined him standing in my shower, cleaning his body. How can something so casual be such a damn turn on?


    “And what about your father?”


    He shakes his head, running the sponge behind his neck. “God is his gun.”


    “I’m not asking if he owns a gun.” I squeeze body wash into my hand. “What will he say? If he found out about what we’re doing…if he found out about what we’ve done?”


    Caleb shrugs his broad shoulders, dropping the sponge to his feet. “Forgiveness is his thing.”


    I frown. Even he doesn’t sound so sure about that. I run my hands over my body, washing my tummy and the underside of my breasts. It isn’t until I slide my hands into my armpits I realize Caleb is staring at me. He slips out of the water, allowing me to step in. I flinch at the searing hot jets as they burn my shoulders. Cursing, Caleb eases the cold tap, cooling the water, making it bearable against my sensitive skin. Bunching my hair on top of my head so it doesn’t get wet, I ease into the stream, letting it wash the bubbles down the length of my body and into the drain. I close my eyes and pretend there isn’t a smoking hot playboy staring at me.


    It’s harder to ignore when he slides his palm across my hip and over my abdomen. My lips part and my stomach cramps of its own accord. Pleasure swirls between my thighs and I’m certain the pound of my heart can be heard over the gush of water.


    “You have a beautiful body.” He murmurs, his mouth close to my ear.


    I open my eyes as he shifts in front of me and glides his hand his north, toward my breast. Caleb bends low and air is stolen from my lungs as he sucks my nipple into his mouth. I shiver and almost lose my balance as he teases it with his tongue, cupping the underside of my boob gently in his hand. I blink at him through heavy lids as he pulls back, leaving me tightly coiled and ridiculously aroused.


    “Where do you keep your towels?” He asks with a casual smile.


    “Towels?”


    His face lights up in amusement, the green in his eyes almost luminescent under the bathroom lights. “The strips of fabric you use to dry your body.”


    “Oh!” I shake my head. “They’re in the cupboard next to the sink”


    Caleb exists the shower, taking his tall, beautiful body with him. It occurs to me as he retrieves a towel that I didn’t look at his penis or his leg scars.


    Not once.


    That alone is testament to the charm of his face and the allure of his torso. One small smirk and the casual brush of a hand over his striking chest is all it takes to flood me with arousal, to convince me to go for what I want no matter the consequences.


    If only it were that simple…


    


    * * * *


    


    Back in bed, the damp tips of my hair are pressed against my back by the weight of Caleb’s torso. His arms are around me, his nose is buried into my hair as he rests his head against the back of mine. I feel weightless like this…I can’t think of another way to explain it. His knees bend with mine, our legs adjacent to each other until we entwine at the ankles. Tingles dance along my spine with every inhale he takes and fans into my chest on his exhales.


    It’s perfect.


    Caleb brought me a pair of underwear and a short, little nightgown to slip into when I got out of the shower. I called him out for going through my stuff, but I don’t think he listened to a word I said. He did express his disappointment when he didn’t find a vibrator in my underwear drawer though.


    I re-entered my room after I combed my hair and changed my clothes to find Caleb resting in my bed, his eyes closed, and one arm resting on the pillow above his head. It took a lot of muscle power to keep myself moving instead of standing there, staring like an idiot. I knew I wasn’t going to be able to sleep and I knew there was no way I was going to be able to get him out of here, so I climbed back into bed with him. He woke to the mattress moving as I slipped underneath the blankets and he grabbed me tightly, pulling me into his strong arms.


    Which brings me to now…


    There’s a hard cock pressing into my ass and it’s too obvious to ignore. I’m not going to lie, my blood is on fire and there’s an unbearable pulse at the apex of my thighs that I just can’t shake.


    My body knows what he can do to it and it wants him to do it now.


    I swallow hard and shift forward, giving him more space. I tip my head back, pressing my palm to my stomach to help calm my nerves.


    “Caleb?” I whisper, nudging his ankle with mine.


    “Mm?”


    “You’re poking me.”


    A light smile touches his lips. “Ignore it. It will go away soon.”


    Ignore it? How the hell am I supposed to ignore it? It’s like telling a crack addict to ignore the cocaine, water, and baking soda as it sizzles away on a spoon right in front of them.


    Tucking my hands underneath my pillow, I close my eyes. I don’t know if I fall asleep or not. All I know is, when I open my eyes again, the sun is a little higher in the sky and I have a desperate need to fill my body with something. Caleb is still hard against me, but his grip on my body has loosened. I glance over my shoulder and he doesn’t make a peep. There is no twitch to his lips or a fluttering of his eyelids as I gaze at his face.


    He’s asleep.


    And so. Damn. Hard.


    I inhale through my nose and quietly blow it out as I lie my head against my pillow and try to forget about the insatiable pulse between my legs. I’m wet, my panties are wet, and I can’t keep my head on straight.


    I try to ignore it, but my entire body burns with a tension I can’t ease and it only gets worse when Caleb shifts, slinging his arm around my hip, and pulls my lower half harder against him. My chest rises and fall with air I can’t seem to hold in my lungs. At this rate, I’m going to need another shower.


    I barely touch his forearm with my fingertips and he groans, pushing himself harder against me. My head spins, overflowing with thoughts and desires I want to put into action right now. I become hyper aware of his fingertips lightly touching the hem of my underwear.


    Hyper.


    Aware.


    Pins and needles buzz along my skin, up and down my torso before settling between my thighs. I gasp as a rush of air sweeps from my lungs. My body knows how good he can make it feel and that’s all it cares about as it works hard to convince my brain to get onboard.


    It doesn’t take long.


    I sink my teeth into my lower lip as I slide my hand against the back of his, sliding his fingers underneath the flimsy cotton fabric that separates his skin from mine. I close my eyes and focus on controlling my breathing as I guide his hand into place. I open my thighs and his finger slips from the outer area and onto my sensitive clit. My teeth leave my lip as a subtle gasp falls from my mouth. Shit. I’ve never been so turned on. Never in my life.


    Instinctively, I flex my hips, pushing myself harder against his thick fingers, and a ripple of pleasure tremors through my body.


    “You fucking tease.” Caleb groans, circling the pads of his fingers and startling me.


    My eyes shoot open.


    Busted.


    A wicked smile forces its way across my lips as I peer over my shoulder. Caleb keeps his eyes closed, but I don’t need to see them burn to know how aroused he is. It stabs into my ass, unyielding in its desire to be consumed by my body. I push against him, purposely rubbing myself against his cock. Is it normal for your blood to rush this way? For your brain to pulse like mine is? Is it normal to want it this bad? ‘Cause I want it bad.


    Really, really bad.


    I roll my hips and cover his hand with mine, forcing him to rub me faster. Caleb’s breath rushes out as fast and as heavy as mine as he sidles closer bringing his mouth to my ear.


    “If you keep going, I’m not going to be able to keep my no sex promise.”


    “No.” I whisper, a hitch on the end of the word. “Keep it.”


    Removing my hand from his, I reach behind me and glide down his clenched stomach and into his pants.


    “You’re sending mixed signals again, baby.”


    I grip his cock in my hand, causing him to suck air between his teeth.


    “Fuck. Don’t make me keep it, Cass.” He kisses my neck. “Please don’t make me keep the promise.”


    I stroke him until I’m about to come, until Caleb is thrusting, fucking my hand that is now wet and slippery with his precum. Feeling him behind me, his firm body pressed against mine, his mouth on my neck, his cock in my hand, is a beautiful kind of Hell.


    It’s so right...


    ...yet so fucking wrong.


    And I don’t even care.


    “You don’t have to keep it.” I tell him. “Give it to me.”


    The way he curls his fingers around the hem of my panties is savage, his aggression undeniable as he pushes them down my legs.


    It’s as if having my body will save his life, as if what I’m offering is the only thing that can sate him.


    Removing his hand from between my legs, he lifts his hips off the mattress and shoves his pants down his legs. The absence of his skin between my thighs is bitter for a fleeting moment, until the anticipation for its replacement becomes too much to bear.


    “Finally...” He groans, sliding his hand over my hip and along my stomach. “I’ve wanted this since I showed up. It has been fucking torture sleeping here with you.”


    He tugs me against him with a rough grunt, pushing my upper half forward with a heavy hand between my shoulder blades. I curve my back and his bare cock slides against my ass.


    Gripping my ass in one hand and my hair in the other, he lines himself up, pushing ever so against my opening. He teases me with suspense, until the same yearning that took over me last night rears its tragic head. Without warning, he slams into me and every muscle in my body clenches with pleasure.


    Caleb moans, deep and loud in his throat and holds himself inside me. His body shivers, his fingers tighten in my hair, and his cock twitches inside me. In response, my blood hums, my lungs close, and my womb vibrates, eager for anything he is willing to give.


    “Quiet.” I tell him, throwing a panicked glance over my shoulder. “You have to be quiet.”


    He rakes his teeth over his bottom lip. There’s desperation in his eyes—desperation to fuck me as wild and as questionable as he likes and it burns brightly. Caleb inhales through his nose, and his body ceases to vibrate with uncontrollable sexual energy. Instead of gripping my ass, he caresses it and his fingers loosen their grip on my hair.


    “Quiet.” He repeats with a nod.


    Something in my chest flutters as a look of uncertainty flickers over his features. The second I see it, it disappears. The uncertainty was almost—dare I say it—virginal.


    Chuckling, I pull away from him and roll onto my back, kicking my undies off of my feet. Caleb slips between my legs, resting his stomach against mine. His body is firmer than mine.


    He plants a soft, awkward kiss on my cheek and I scrunch my nose, unable to stop the giggle from bubbling up my throat. His green stare darts elsewhere as he swallows hard and pushes into me, his hips slow and careful.


    I tip my head at his obvious discomfort of being face to face in the missionary position. His attention flicks back to my face and his brows pull in when he realizes I’m watching him in amusement.


    “What?” He asks, thrusting at a tempo he’s not used to.


    “You’ve never had slow sex, have you?” I tease, resting my palm against his cheek.


    He shrugs me off. “Sure I have.”


    “Uh-huh. I’m assuming it was a while ago.”


    “So?” Caleb grabs my arm and wraps it around his neck. “Slow sex is fucking weird. Tell me this doesn’t feel weird to you?”


    “No.” I pull him close, crushing his chest to mine. With my free hand, I drag the tips of my fingers along his ribs. “It feels nice.”


    “Nice?” He thrusts hard and I gasp at the pleasure it sends radiating through my body. “Nice is for married couples.”


    I scoff. “I’m not asking you to love me or marry me, Caleb. I’m asking you to fuck me nicely.”


    “Cassia...”


    “It’s the only way I want it.”


    It’s the only way we won’t wake my parents.


    He drops his head to my chest. His hot breath warms my skin as he slides his forehead between my breasts and onto my ribs. Silence fills the room a silence I pray doesn’t drag on forever. Regardless of how nice it is having him here, I want him gone before my parents wake up.


    Thankfully, a small eternity later, Caleb’s worried, green irises flick to mine.


    “Just this once. All right?” He agrees. “Just know I’m not comfortable with it.”


    “I wasn’t comfortable with you slipping you finger into my ass, but it happened.”


    “And you loved it.”


    I wrap my legs around his waist, pulling him deeper inside me. “Well, you’ll love this. It’s less demonic…more human.”


    I push my fingers through his hair and force him to kiss me. He resists at first, but his weak little protest caves and he melts into me the second I flick my tongue along his lower lip.


    Moaning, Caleb licks my tongue and pulls back to look me in the eyes.


    “You are magic.” He murmurs, flicking his hips to an enthralling rhythm only he can hear.


    The bridges of our noses are line up perfectly, the tips kissing ever so slightly. Energy crackles between us like lightning at the forefront of a tropical storm. It’s a different kind of energy than what I’ve felt from him before. He seems more focused, less erratic.


    “How’s redemption road?” Caleb asks with a smile. “Still think you’re getting into Heaven?”


    I groan, rolling my eyes as guilt slices through me. So much for redemption. So much for Paradise Valley being the place I make things right with the guy upstairs. If anything, I’ve made it worse. God folded on Satan’s bluff, losing the hand to a pair of twos. The winnings? My soul. Lucifer is dragging my sorry, sinful ass to Hell.


    “Shut up.” I growl, pushing on Caleb’s shoulders and flicking my hips.


    He loses balance and we fall from the bed. We slam against the floor with a heavy thud and I land on top of him, digging my knee into his stomach.


    “Shit!” I giggle, sliding onto his hips. I rest my elbows on his torso and winces as their sharp edges press between his ribs.


    “Are you okay?”


    He half laughs, half growls.


    “Fucking dandy.” Caleb drags in an inhale and pushes it out. “You almost broke my dick.”


    I clench his face in my hand and plants kisses on his mouth.


    “I’m sorry.” I tell him between kisses. “I forgot I was on the edge.”


    “Well, you were.”


    I plant my hands either side of his head as he glides his palms over my hips, resting his fingers on my ass.


    “I guess the roll off the bed is sexier in the movies…” I say, smirking. “How is it?”


    “The main thing is, it’s in one piece, but if I’m being honest he’s a little low on morale.”


    “Is he now?”


    Caleb nods, his eyes glowing with humor and mischievousness. “Now that you mention it. I think it needs a hug…” His lips twitch. “…from your vagina—or your mouth. He’s not fussy.”


    “A hug?”


    He nods. “Just a little one.”


    I rake my teeth over my bottom lip and squeeze Caleb’s slim hips between my thighs. How am I turned on right now? Is that the kind of person I’ve become? One who gets turned on by possible cock trauma or when someone speaks about their penis in third person like it’s a separate entity with its own thoughts and feelings? God. I hope not.


    “I will blow your mind if you promise to never refer to your cock as a separate being ever again.”


    “Ouch.” He grins, charmingly. “I’m very attached to him. We’ve been through a lot.”


    I frown. Oh boy, penis puns. I’m such a lucky girl.


    “The trouble we’ve plunged into…head first…”


    I roll my eyes. “Caleb…”


    “He thinks your decision blows and I fear he’s going to erect an uprising.”


    Aand he’s successfully sucked the mood from the room. “I get it.”


    “One more…” He laughs, pinning me against his hips. “One more.”


    I sigh. “Go on then.’”


    “Some might say he feels shafted by your ultimatum and is praying you come to your senses.”


    I sit up, straightening my spine. “Okay. I think we’re done here.”


    Caleb opens his mouth at the same time I hear the handle of my bedroom door creak. Fuck! No! No! No! NO! I slap my hand over Caleb’s mouth. My heart leaps into my throat as a panicked heat floods my body. I’m going to puke.


    There’s a light tap on my door, but it allows no time to hide Caleb in the bathroom. I am screwed!


    Mom opens the door and pops her head in. Her hair is tidy and her make up subtle. I wonder how I look to her? How does my room smell? Can she sense there’s a boy in here? How long until she notices the clothes thrown around my room don’t just belong to me?


    “Cassia? Honey? Are you awake?”


    She spots me beside my bed and I’m thankful she can only see me from my shoulders up. She has no idea my bare vagina is currently pressed against the abs of Father Andrews’ son. Please don’t let her come in. I beg God. I will say my prayers every day and I’ll even cook a meal for the next homeless dinner the church hosts.


    “Uh…yeah?”


    Oh, God. She knows. I can see it on her face. I’ve never been good at hiding the truth. Underneath me, Caleb’s body vibrates with silent laughter, his hands rubbing and pinching at my skin.


    “I thought I heard a bang...” Mom wonders aloud, her finger curling around the door frame.


    I almost broke a penis.


    I glance around. “Oh, yeah. My drawer jammed. I had to kick it.”


    She inches inside and I swallow hard, focusing on her floral button up shirt instead of her curious stare. FUCKING STOP!


    She stops and leans her hip against the frame. “What are you doing down there?”


    “Just…um…” Shit. I tuck my hair behind my ear. “Painting my toenails.”


    “Before breakfast?”


    “Yes. The nail polish is easier to apply…before work. In the morning.”


    “Okay.” She eyes me suspiciously before nodding her head. “Your father had to leave for work earlier than expected...so it’ll just be you and me for breakfast and then I’ll take you to work. Pancakes sound good?”


    The last thing I want to think about right now is food. I’m already trying to keep down an empty stomach.


    “They sound great.”


    With a light smile, she closes the door. I hold my hand over Caleb’s mouth until I’m certain she’s gone. Exhaling, I rake my fingers through my hair and take a deep breath, desperate to calm the rapid beat of my heart. “Holy shit that was close.”


    Caleb’s slides his silky hands up my flat stomach, inching my shirt as he goes.


    “I’m going to assume I’m not invited downstairs for pancakes.” He says, gliding his palms over my breasts to toy with my nipples.


    They strain against his touch and ache like nothing else as he rubs them between the soft pads of his fingers.


    “No.”


    He feigns offence. “I feel used.”


    I chuckle. This is not how this was supposed to go. I can’t believe he showed up here last night. I can’t believe I let him in, let him sleep in my bed, and allowed him to shower with me. What is happening to me?


    “You have to go.”


    He smirks and snatches the collar of my nightgown in his hand. With a rough tug, he pulls me forward, my chest flat against his. “I’d rather not.”


    “Caleb…” I mutter, rapidly losing oxygen in my lungs.


    He smells amazing.


    He always smells amazing.


    “I don’t know if this is worth the risk…”


    “Of course it is.” His eyes flick over my face. “From the second I saw you it was always worth the risk.”


    My heart stutters, stops, and picks up at an erratic pace, fluttering like the wings on a butterfly. Whether or not he means what he said, I don’t know, but it sure is nice to hear.


    “And how many girls have you said that to?”


    “Including you?”


    Scowling, I nod.


    “One.”


    Again with the stupid heart fluttering. This is dangerous. His words are dangerous, like stones hiding in a block of milk chocolate. I wait for him to play it off as a joke or turn it into something dirty. But he doesn’t...and the possibility of him actually wanting to be together is realer this morning than it was when he asked me last night.


    I glance at his mouth. “Do you remember what you asked me last night?”


    He laughs. “I remember the harsh burn of rejection when you said no.”


    “Oh, don’t be so dramatic.” I rake my teeth over my bottom lip, choosing my next words carefully. “I wasn’t sure if you meant it…or if it’s the right decision to make.”


    “I meant it—I mean, I’m almost one hundred percent sure I meant it.”


    I frown. “Almost?”


    “I’m not an easy person to understand. I don’t even understand myself I just…I know what makes me feel good.” Caleb brushes my long, blonde waves over my shoulder and away from his face. “You make me feel good. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with that—with you—but I know I don’t want it to go away.”


    Chest to chest, my heart melts into his. To be told I make him feel good and that I shed a tiny bit of light on his dark existence fills me with a warmth I can’t describe. I’m a woman of many words and yet I find myself speechless. Maybe I would like to be with him exclusively and maybe my parents can go fuck themselves if they don’t like it.


    I kiss him on the mouth and as my heart drips into his, sizzling against the coals of his troubles, my feelings are realized.


    Caleb Andrews is fucking mine.
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    We fucked.


    Again.


    And it was everything I needed and more.


    Banging Cassia is like sticking your dick in a cotton candy machine. I don’t know if that’s a good thing, but I love cotton candy so…it says it all, really.


    I couldn’t find my t-shirt so I just threw on my hoodie, slipped into my pants, put on my shoes, and climbed down her balcony. I made a fucking racket and almost broke my ankles, but it was worth it. To be honest, I haven’t been this happy in a long time. When I stepped out into the sun I was actually excited to see it in its full glory. It’s brighter than I remember, much brighter than its dull counterpart from yesterday.


    As I was cutting through her backyard, uncaring if her mother saw me, I got this crazy, insane craving for pancakes. If only I knew of a place close by that would make acquiring pancakes possible. The grin that spread across my face was the evilest thing I’d ever felt.


    Which brings me to now.


    I hit the door bell and rap my knuckles against the fine, oak wood. I wait all of ten seconds before Linda opens the door to me.


    “Good morning, Caleb.” She greets me, pulling the door wide open. “Is everything okay? How can I help you?”


    “Everything is fine.” I tell her and for once it’s not a lie.


    “Who is it, Mom?”


    My insides go all gooey at the sweet tenor of Cassia’s voice. She is going to kick my ass for this, but it serves her right. You can’t own a stallion and not feed it. It’s cruel.


    I peer over Linda’s slender shoulder and when Cassia’s eyes lock onto mine, they widen as fury floods her delicate features. I love an angry woman.


    Her hair is damp, her tight, black work uniform clinging to her body like a second skin.


    Lord, have fucking mercy…give me the strength to resist the temptation her sinful body arouses in me…or I’m going to bend her over the breakfast table and eat her for breakfast—in front of her mother, too. Amen.


    I return my attention to Linda. “I was jogging through the neighborhood and thought I’d slip in to share a quick morning prayer.”


    “Oh, that would be lovely. Have you had breakfast? We’re just about to sit down for ours.”


    I play it off as intrusion. “Oh, no. I couldn’t possibly…”


    But I’m already crossing the threshold.


    “It’s no trouble at all, Caleb. Please, take a seat.”


    Like I need to be told twice. In her ridiculous, multi-colored floral blouse and her bright, red knee length skirt, Linda closes the front door and bounces all the way into the kitchen. If only Cassia was as easy to please as her mother.


    The death glare Cassia gives me with her beautiful, blue eyes is sharp against my skin, but I can’t take it seriously. Not when her soft lips are held in such an immature pout.


    I mimic her expression.


    “What are you doing?!” She demands.


    “I’m showing you what you look like.”


    She rolls her eyes—a habit I notice she does a lot. “Not that. What are you doing here? In this house? I thought you were going home.”


    “I was going home, but then I decided I needed to refuel. Some sexy, sexy female drained all of my energy out through my cock this morning.”


    “You can’t be here.” She hisses, a bubbling of sweat forming along the hairline at her forehead.


    I don’t know why she lets her parents get to her so much. Her mom has no idea I’ve been tucked up in her daughter’s bed since one this morning and she certainly doesn’t know Cassia was coming and gushing all over my dick barely twenty minutes ago. The girl comes unlike anyone I have ever witnessed. It gets wet—fucking soaking. Like water, it rolls down my thighs and drips off my nutsack. Her pussy is the closest I’ll get to Heaven, I can tell you that right now. It’s good for the soul. Good for the confidence.


    I step closer to her and she visibly tenses. “I let you come all over me and you deny me breakfast? You’re cold.”


    She swallows, her lightly glossed lips pressing together for the briefest moment. “Not as cold as your corpse will be if you don’t get the fuc—”


    I snatch her collar in my fist and pulls her close. Her breath hitches in her throat, her hands fly to my chest to stop herself from slamming into me.


    “Golden syrup or maple, Caleb?” Linda shouts from the kitchen.


    I don’t let Cassia go. I don’t even take my eyes off of her. “Maple, please, Mrs. Claire.”


    I glide my free hand up the inside of her thigh. Her muscles tighten and tremble at my touch. She is insatiable, an anomaly I need in my life in order to keep my brain where it should be.


    “Caleb....” She warns me with a rock of her hips. “Stop.”


    Always with the mixed signals. It’s as though I cast a spell on her whenever I’m near, the poor girl can’t even make up her mind. I confuse her as much as I confuse myself. It’s almost tragic.


    I slide the tip of my index finger along her pussy and its delicious wetness is blocked by the useless fabric. How can I be hard again? I’ve got nothing left to give. If I get any more pressure against my seam and I’m going to tear through my sweatpants.


    “You are naughty. You’re going to let a man like me stroke your pussy through your panties while your mother is in the kitchen fixing us breakfast?”


    She shakes her head, her long, blonde waves framing her face in a wild way.


    “Don’t…Stop...”


    Don’t. Stop, or don’t stop? I can’t tell. I slide my hand out from underneath her skirt and drag the tip of my index finger across her lip. “I’m hungry, Cass, and not for fucking pancakes.”


    Cassia suck an inhale between her teeth. “We just had sex.”


    “I don’t want to fuck. I want to eat.”


    She exhales, her blue eyes widening with her lips. I turn away from her, timing it perfectly.


    “Okay.” Linda sighs, entering the room, her arms filled with plates and cups.


    She’s a professional at placement and balancing. If it were me, I’d have dropped them on the floor by now. Even though she seems to have it covered, I step around the table and free the plates from her hands. She thanks me for being ‘such a good boy’ and it makes me sick.


    Good. Yeah, I’m good, but not for the reasons she thinks.


    I sit down and Linda moves a plate full of pancakes and blueberries and maple syrup in front of me. My mouth waters, but my stomach turns as the fumes of the alcohol I drank last night tickle my stomach lining.


    Cassia sits on the other side of the table and Linda perches on the chair beside me. Holding hands during the prayer is the only time I touch Cassia and it’s not enough. I find myself catching glimpses of her whenever her mother manages to shut her mouth. She truly is beautiful. I mean, she eats like an animal, but there’s an innocence to her that I can’t decipher. She’s untainted by grief, unlike me, and she cares about people in ways I can’t even fathom. She is my polar opposite. The color to my greyscale…


    I never thought I was capable of giving a shit about a girl long enough to develop an intimate relationship…but Cassia…I don’t know. It was purely sexual in the beginning. All I wanted to do was stuff her with my dick and maybe a rosary bead or two, but now I don’t mind the thought of spending as much time as I can spare with her. I can’t believe I’m admitting this, but although she’s sitting just on the other side of the table, I find myself missing her already.


    Fucked up, right?


    


    * * * *


    


    I make it home in one piece. I’m tired, but I’m safe, filled with a warmth I haven’t felt in a long time. Or at least, I am until I open the front door and come face to face with my little sister. Not my real sister. A photo of her, a huge one printed on a memorial canvas. It’s the one from her funeral. Dad brings it out in preparation for her memorial service every year and I’m forced to look at it.


    Which is soon.


    All of the neutral and healthy feelings I managed to store inside my body after my night and morning with Cassia are sucked out through my pores and replaced by a sickness that almost paralyzes me. I flinch in pain as my heart shrivels and I’m transported back to that day.


    “Don’t fall!” I shout with a giggle, nudging Penelope who walks along the log she can’t help but try to balance on every morning on the way to school.


    To save herself, she jumps off and lands awkwardly on the grass. Her chubby little hands clench the green blades as she digs her fingers in. Whipping her head up, her reddish-blonde waves swish around her face, almost touching the ground.


    “Caleb!” She screeches with a frustrated chuckle. “I almost beat my record! You ruined it.”


    I smile.


    “You never would have made it anyway.” I tease, gripping the straps to my backpack. “You’re too clumsy.”


    She straightens her spine and brushes off her hands. “Am not.”


    “Are too.”


    Penny plants her muddy hands on her hips, undoubtedly dirtying her white and black polka dot dress. “You’re clumsier. Just ask Mom.”


    I tip my head. “Why would I ask her?”


    “Because she was there when you tripped over your own shoelace and hit your chin on the step.”


    “That was a long time ago. I’m better at hopping now—probably the best.”


    I am the best. I beat Jorge who has the longest legs in my grade. I beat him by seven whole hops. That’s a new world record.


    Penelope steps forward, her shins disappearing in the tall-ish grass.


    “You’re not as good as Andrea.”


    I frown. “Who’s Andrea?”


    “She’s my best friend and she holds the class record for the best hopper.”


    Whoever this girl Andrea girl is she couldn’t possible beat me, especially if her legs are as small as Penelope’s.


    “That’s ‘cause she hasn’t versed me.”


    Pen shrugs. “You’d lose.”


    Why does she think I’d lose? Why doesn’t she think I’m the best hopper in the world? I’m her big brother. I help her brush her teeth. “Would not.”


    “Would too.”


    I fold my arms and look away, staring down the long, isolated road. “Impossible.”


    She doesn’t utter a word and when I glance at her, I’m met by a small, piggish pout.


    “I don’t know why you have to be so mean, Caleb. Mom told you that you have to be nice to me.”


    Oh, no. Not this. I hate it when she gets all sad at me, sulking like a puppy. “I am being nice to you.”


    Her lower lip trembles as her eyes flood with unfallen tears. “You pushed me off my log and I...I like to balance, Caleb. You know that.”


    “I’m sorry. All right?” I reach out. “Give me your hand. There’s a busy road up ahead and I told Mom I wouldn’t let you get squished.”


    “I can balance on the way home?”


    I nod. “You can balance after school.” I clear my throat as she slips her small, squishy hand into mine. “And you can even hold my shoulder to help you balance…if you want.”


    I look down at her and her brown eyes light up. Penelope and I don’t look alike. Not really. Her hair has strong, red highlights and there’s a heavy spattering of freckles on both of her cheeks. I made a joke that she was adopted once…she didn’t take it very well.


    A loud screech pulls me from my thoughts as a white van slams its brakes in front of us. Penelope squeals and I squeeze her hand, forcing her to stop walking. I don’t have time to register the fear in my tummy as the back door to the van is thrown open and two men jump out. They race toward us and I still don’t move. I don’t even know what’s going on.


    “Penelope!” One of the men call out.


    How does he know her name? He has red hair, his shoulders are wide and he’s tall.


    Penelope begins to cry and I pull her into me, doing my best to console her. I glance behind us, but the road is long. There’s no way we can outrun them.


    “Penelope, sweety. It’s me.” The man says, his voice gentle, but strained.


    His friend, the one with the black, curly hair, urges him to grab her and hurry up. I step back and my stomach sinks into my shoes as I stumble over a rock and we both crash to the ground. The red haired man reaches out with his large hands and my pulse kicks into overdrive.


    “No!” I scream, until my throat feels like it bursts. “Go away!”


    I kick my legs, but the man reaches over them and grabs my squealing sister.


    “Caleb!!!” She screams as she’s plucked from underneath me, her hand torn from mine.


    I rush to my feet only to be shoved back down. The damp ground seeping through my black shorts and blue tee. I scream and cry, unable to save her…


    Unable to stop them from taking her away…


    The red haired man cradles Penelope to his chest, his hand stroking her hair, shushing her like he’s concerned for her wellbeing. With an arm outstretched, she screams my name and her face is red and wet with tears.


    And then she’s gone…and the white van disappears down the road. My entire body shakes, my tears uncontrollable. I push myself to my feet and swipe at my face. What am I going to tell Mom? Or Dad? I drag my shaking body over to Penelope’s log and sit, hugging myself tightly.


    What am I supposed to do?
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    “You’re awfully chipper today.” Dad points out, winding up the windows and turning on the air-conditioning.


    I can’t help it. I smile as green trees and small cottages ship past us.


    “It was a good day.” I say, pulling my handbag onto my thighs.


    I barely held my secret for longer than a second when I arrived at work this morning and the squeal that rang around the store as I explained everything to Fiona in graphic detail was the cherry on the top of my sexually elated sundae. Though I glowed red when I asked her about the morning after pill, she barely batted an eyelid. Knowing I can’t exactly buy condoms, she offered me a bunch. I hesitated at first in fear of being caught with them, but I figured it was better than being caught by pregnancy. After this morning’s sexual encounter, I clarified with Caleb that unprotected sex isn’t something I feel entirely comfortable with. At first I think he was offended, but he played it off well. He claimed I was the only girl he’s had unprotected sex with. Whether or not that’s true, I don’t know. You think he’d at least be a little hesitant about diving in if it were something he’s never done before. Either way, he assured me he’s as clean as a whistle. I don’t really know what that terms means, to be honest.


    “Was Oleg there today?” Dad asks with an eerie, casual tone to his voice.


    My smile falters. He doesn’t like Oleg and I understand why. Oleg doesn’t exactly know how to respect boundaries. His choice of words when he met Mom brushed Dad the wrong way. Oleg doesn’t mean any harm he just doesn’t understand why somethings are unacceptable to say…like commenting on the curve of a woman’s backside and the plumpness of her bottom lip.


    “Yeah. He was there.”


    “I hope he respected your personal space…”


    I snort. “Oleg doesn’t ‘rob cradles’ as he likes to put it and the guy is thirty-eight years old. I’m sure he has refined his tastes to MILFS and other mature aged women.”


    “MILFS?”


    I laugh, tucking my hair behind my ear. “Yeah. You know, mothers…who are attractive.”


    Dad frowns, pulling in his thick eyebrows. “Okay, but what is a MILF?”


    “I just told you.”


    “MILF is obviously an acronym. What does it stand for?”


    “You seriously don’t know?”


    He shakes his head.


    I clench my bag. “It stands for ‘Mother I’d like to…you know.”


    Dad flinches, his face pinching into a scowl. “He’s going to Hell.”


    My chest shakes with a laugh I’m unable to hold. The look on his face—the downturn of his lips and scrunch of his nose. I laugh the rest of the way home, unable to stop it until he pulls into our drive.


    When the car rolls to a stop, I unclip my seatbelt and slip from the car. As I shut the door, I notice the white sedan parked out the front. Along the side it says: “Paradise Valley Catholic Church”


    My stomach sinks and flutters at the same time. Clenching my bag in my hand, I stroll toward the door with Dad by my side. He glances over his shoulder at the car.


    “Father Andrews is here.”


    I hum. “I wonder why?”


    “I know he was picking up a few dishes for his charity ball, but that’s in a few days.”


    I shrug. I don’t know anything about a charity ball. Dad fishes in his pockets for the house keys.


    “Your mom tells me Caleb came around this morning.”


    I swallow hard. “Yeah. He, uh, he was in the neighborhood and felt the need to share a prayer with us. Mom invited him in for breakfast.”


    “He’s a little hard to read…” Dad mutters, pulling out a set of keys. “But he’s a good Catholic boy and a good influence on you.”


    Well, I wouldn’t go as far as to say he’s a good influence, but he’s definitely not a bad person. I grin. Whether or not he’s good isn’t what’s important here. Did Dad just give Caleb approval? If I were to date him, will he actually be okay with that?


    “You’re smiling.” He points out, slipping the key into the lock.


    I try to stop it, but I can’t. “I just never thought I’d see the day you’d approve of any boy…”


    “Don’t twist it, Cassia. I’m not approving a relationship between you and Caleb.” His jaw tightens. “I’m merely stating he is a good influence on your soul. Father Andrews tells me Caleb will go on to make a good pastor or priest…and you will only hinder that.”


    I flinch and my eyebrows draw in. Is that…an insult? Why can’t I be a good influence on Caleb’s soul? Why is the finger of judgement always pointed in my direction? Swallowing, I drop my stare to my black flats. I’m such an idiot to think for a second I’d finally done something right.


    “You’re still young. You’ll find a nice Catholic boy on pilgrimage somewhere, one who doesn’t want to be a part of the clergy.”


    I snort. “Pilgrimage?”


    If he knew me at all, he’d know I hate travelling…and I hate praying too. I hate being selfless and cautious. Honestly, fuck it all.


    “Yeah. It’s where you—”


    “I know what pilgrimaging is.” I snap, impatiently shifting my weight onto the one leg.


    He turns the key and pauses. “Did I say something wrong?”


    Oh, no. Not at all. You only managed to crush my heart underneath your fucking shoe! I bite my lip and shake my head. “No.”


    With a tired exhale, Dad pushes the handle and the door opens. Stepping to the side, he gestures for me to go in. I step inside the house to see Mom and Father Andrews sitting on the leather couch, clutching cups of coffee. I quickly glance around the room, but Caleb is nowhere to be seen. My chest kind of…deflates. It’s weird.


    “Father Andrews.” Dad greets him as Father Andrews rises to his feet. “Good to see you.”


    They shake hands. It’s strange seeing Father Andrews in normal clothing—in a pair of jeans and a navy polo. Here I was thinking they practically lived in their all black getup with the robes over the top.


    “Caleb’s not with you?” Dad asks, glancing around like I did moments before.


    “Ah, no.” Father Andrews peers sideways at me in a way that stops my heart dead in its tracks. “He is a little…incapacitated…at the moment. I was pulling the memorial canvases out from underneath the stairs this morning when he came home. Sadly, he doesn’t handle this time of the year very well.”


    “I’m so sorry to hear that.” I say, pulling my bag up onto my shoulder.


    I gotta get out of this room before I combust. The way Father Andrews pins me down with his accusatory stare is unnerving. Either he suspects something or Caleb has had a meltdown and told him everything. Regardless, all I want to do is go upstairs and call him. He didn’t text me at all today. Not once. It’d be a lie if I said I didn’t check every ten minutes.


    I go to walk off, but a choked sob from Mom pulls my attention to her and forces me to stay. Dad heard it too and rushes to her side. He wraps a comforting arm around her shoulders and pulls her in to his chest.


    “Linda? What is it?”


    “I…” She sobs again, covering her mouth with her palm.


    Frowning, I inch closer, until I’m resting my hip against the back of the couch. Jesus, who died? Or maybe she ran out of flour for her upside down pineapple cake again.


    Reaching behind her, she hands Dad a t-shirt. A white one. With a stupid moose on a skateboard drawing on the chest of it.


    My stomach sinks. Oh, fuck. Heat burns underneath my skin, simmering my organs in their own fluids. He forgot his damn shirt? Fire scalds my cheeks, but I manage to keep myself together. Defensiveness will make me guilty. I have to play this off like I have no idea.


    “Dad spill ketchup on his shirt again?” I joke, simpering awkwardly.


    Mom swipes at her nose. “I found it in her room.”


    Dad clenches the shirt and avoids my face. My belly cramps painfully, my fingers clenching the back of the couch. His silence is what’s terrifying. He’s almost never silent.


    “My room?” I say, half laughing. “Of course. It’s Fiona’s.”


    Mom shudders as she forces her tears back. Patting her eyes with a tissue, she glances up at me her blue eyes all doey and swollen. Light trails of mascara stain her cheeks and her hair is a mess.


    Honestly, with the way she’s reacting you’d think I was their twelve year old daughter who got high on crack, lost my virginity to the senior football team, and fell pregnant with the second string quarterback’s baby. Chill the fuck out.


    In other news, I’m going to kill Caleb when I see him. How could he be so careless?


    “Fiona owns a boys t-shirt?” Dad asks, finally looking at me.


    He doesn’t seem convinced. I ignore Father Andrews who watches me, his arms folded over his chest.


    I shrug with a nod. “She packed loose clothing in her bag the night she came over to watch a movie.”


    “A boys shirt?”


    “Apparently.” I shrug again. “I don’t dictate what she should wear. It’s comfortable for her. It’s what she likes.”


    Fiona is going to kick my ass when she finds out I’ve created a lie about her wearing men’s clothing. She’s quite proud of her designer collection of dresses and shoes.


    “Marcus, did you want a coffee?” Father Andrews asks and I finally give him my attention.


    He stares at me with his intense eyes although he addresses my father. It’s safe to say he recognizes the shirt.


    Dad pushes himself to his feet and tosses Caleb’s shirt over his shoulder. “A coffee sounds good.”


    He leaves the room and I loosen the grip I have on the couch.


    Clever.


    He knows my dad prefers to make his own coffee.


    “Linda,” He turns his stare to my mother and I watch as his eyes soften. “You don’t happen to have any of those shortbread biscuits, do you? I just love those.”


    Like a bunny, she bounds to her feet. “I sure do.”


    On her way to the kitchen, she squeezes my arm and mutters a pathetic apology. I tell her it’s okay.


    And I feel like shit doing it.


    Sighing, Father Andrews strolls around the couch and I turn in his direction as he stops a few feet away from me. He slips his hands into his pockets and kisses his teeth.


    “I do my very best to be the priest the people deserve and the priest God wants me to be.” He states, dragging his gaze from my feet all the way up my body to my face. “We don’t have to tell your parents, but you need to be straight up with me. I can’t help you unless I know the truth.”


    I scoff. Bullshit. He’s pulling the same shit teachers do in school. They convince you tell them something and when you do they phone your parents. Not my first rodeo, old man.


    “We don’t have to tell my parents?” I fold my arms across my chest. “They ask you a question and you’re obliged to tell the truth. You’re a priest. It’s a lie otherwise.”


    He shakes his head. “Though we’re not in a church, I assure you your confession will be bound to me. Your secrets are not mine to tell and if I have to lie to protect my son, to protect my church…well, that’s something I’ll have to work out with God at a later date.”


    I thin my eyes and analyze his face. He looks a lot like Caleb. Though some of the features they share are weaker on Caleb’s face because they’ve been watered down by the genes of his mother.


    “I can assure you I’m not sleeping with your son.” I lie, my body coiling tightly at the memory of last night and this morning.


    I can imagine his face if he were here right now…the cockiness, the amusement.


    Butterflies flutter…


    My lips try to curl…


    I’ve got it bad, don’t I?


    Clearly frustrated, Father Andrews brushes his hand over his face. I don’t know what he wants me to say? Yes, I’m banging your son. Yes, he makes me come like fucking crazy. No, he’s not a good boy. He’s actually Lucifer’s apprentice. The stories I can tell the Father…the lies, the cutting, the pain, the girls…his son is on a war path and it’s leading him directly to Hell. Father Andrews needs to stop playing and see it for what it is. It’s too late for Caleb and I don’t mind taking part in his adventure if it means he doesn’t have to do it alone. I like his company. He’s funny, and spontaneous, and completely inappropriate. He is my kind of person.


    “The thing is…” Father Andrews says, scratching his head. “I was having a bit of trouble locating him during the early hours of the morning and then he miraculously shows up at your house for a prayer session before breakfast?”


    “He’s enthusiastic.”


    “About prayer?” He laughs. “On a Saturday, the only thing Caleb is enthusiastic about is sleeping until lunch. That I know for a fact. What I haven’t figured out is how he lost a shirt during prayer?”


    “I already told you that’s not his shirt.”


    Am I seriously getting interrogated by a priest right now? Father is fierce.


    “He’s a good boy, my Caleb.”


    Ha-fucking-ha. “So everyone keeps telling me.”


    “When your mother called me and hysterically begged me to come over because you had gone off the rails I wasn’t the least bit surprised.”


    I’m confused…is he calling me a whore? Is he allowed to do that? I frown at him. What an asshole.


    “I was, however, surprised to see Caleb’s shirt clenched in her trembling hands when I arrived.”


    I shift my weight on my left leg. “If you’re so sure Caleb is a good boy, then you have nothing to worry about. I’m telling you that isn’t his shirt.”


    “I said Caleb is a good boy, but I feel I should mention he’s also lazy.” A smirk touches the corner of his mouth. “Who do you think does his laundry? Hm? God?”


    I swallow. Is this fucking check mate? Did I just get check mated by a priest?


    “Stay away from my son, Cassia. I’ve spent too many years keeping him on the straight and narrow and I won’t lose him now. You’re young. There’s still plenty of time to repent and change your ways. The church can help you.”


    The church can help me? How? I’ve invested my faith in the church for months and still my parents don’t trust me. I’m done with the church. If my parents want me to keep playing good little church girl, I will, but it’s only until I gather enough funds to get the hell out of here. I want Paradise Falls in my rearview by the end of the month.


    I inch closer to Father Andrews, until his eyebrows pull in with a frown.


    “Change my ways?” I almost laugh. “I happen to like my ways just fine.”


    Your son does too.


    I clench my bag strap and circle the couch. Father Andrews watches me, his face void of any judgement, but I know it’s bubbling just underneath the surface. His son is the only piece of family he has left…there’s no way this doesn’t affect him emotionally. I grab Caleb’s shirt and tuck it underneath my arm.


    “I should have this returned to Fiona.” I say, offering him a smile.


    Without a glance over my shoulder, I storm up the stairs and lock myself in my room to have a complete mental breakdown.


    You know, my usual Saturday antics.
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    Women. I think the word says it all. Beautiful. Addictive. Fucking crazy.


    I read her text message again.


    


    


    You left your shirt and Mom found it, but I played it off as Fiona’s. The best part? Your dad was here and identified it. :( I’m also 99% sure he called me a whore...so there’s that. It was fun, Caleb, but I don’t think continuing “this” is something we should do. I’m sorry.


    C.


    


    


    I read it again. And again. Each time the text packs more and more of a punch. I don’t respond to it. I just read it.


    Before I know it, Saturday is over, it’s Sunday morning, and I’m still staring at the words she typed. Did I sleep? Fuck. I don’t know. I probably dozed off here and there, but I definitely didn’t get my eight hours.


    Dad came out to the pool house around dinner time last night. I didn’t open the door, but I listened to him apologize for leaving Penelope’s photo in the hall.


    I shudder and lock my phone. I don’t even want to think about it. I’m back in the black hole and it fucking sucks.


    I toss my phone to the other side of my bed and tuck my hands behind my head. Mass starts in an hour and a half. The thought of going to the church and pretending today isn’t something I want to do. Would Cassia’s parents even bring her? Talking to her is the only thing that’ll get me out of this bed. I reach for my phone and hit the home button.


    Knock. Knock.


    Dad taps at my door, but I ignore it. I need a few more minutes to get my game face on. I scroll to Cassia’s name and hit the message button. Her message pops up again, the one I’ve been staring at since yesterday. I delete it and type a fresh new one.


    


    


    You going to church today?


    


    


    She texts back immediately and I can’t help the smile that curves my lips. Did she spend the night waiting by her phone? Did she wait up in anticipation, expecting me to show up on her balcony? I thought about it…but when I’m this numb I can barely move my legs.


    


    


    Yes. Caleb…I meant what I texted you. We. Can’t. You stay on your side of the church and I’ll stay on mine.


    C.


    


    


    Fuck that. I want her on my lap. For now, the mere thought of seeing her again is enough to get to me out of bed. Her oceanic blue eyes, the golden waves in her hair…slim hips...long legs. I drop my head back and swallow.


    Jesus. Fuck. I’m in deep.


    


    


    See you soon.


    


    


    I text her, raking my fingers through my flat hair. I roll my shoulders back and shake my head. Sunday Mass. Walk in. Sit. Read prayer. Walk out. That’s all I have to do. I have three Bible study classes on today, consecutively after lunch, but I’m going to cancel them all and maybe take Cassia to the carnival—or to see a movie. Maybe I’ll ask her dad’s permission. If he says no, I’ll take her anyway. What’s he going to do? Fight me?


    Excitement leaks through the thick, black vines that restrict my chest. This is a good feeling…and I hold onto it tightly. If I have to spend another minute in this depressing state of mind I’ve managed to sink back into I just might do something stupid.


    My phone vibrates in my hand as Dad calls my name.


    


    


    Why does that make me nervous?


    C.


    


    


    “Caleb?”


    I drop my phone on the bed and cross the room to the glass doors. I pull back the thick, beige blind and Dad and I come face to face. He’s in his getup and his lips are pursed impatiently.


    “Yeah?”


    “We have to leave in fifteen minutes. Are you ready?”


    I glance down at my naked torso and gray sweatpants. Do I fucking look ready? I flick the lock on the door and he tugs it open.


    “Give me a minute. I gotta find a shirt.”


    I amble across the floor toward the oak set of drawers against the far wall by the fish tank.


    “If you need a shirt, I can retrieve the one you left at the Claire house. Specifically in their daughter’s room.”


    Ooh, how passive aggressive of him. Maybe what she said is true. Maybe he did insinuate that she is a whore. I wonder what her reaction was. She’s not a whore, but hearing it come from a priest kinda makes it comical.


    A smile spreads over my lips and I glance over my shoulder. “I left a t-shirt? In Cassia’s room?”


    He tightens his jaw and threads his fingers at his thighs. “I recognized the shirt the second I saw it.”


    I laugh as I pull out the second drawer. “What do you think breakfast and prayer leads to exactly? Have I been doing it wrong this whole time? Should I be taking off my clothes?”


    “This is serious, Caleb.”


    I shrug. “It wasn’t my shirt.”


    It most definitely was my shirt. I took it off when she let me into her room hours after I fucked her silly in the hall behind the church and hours before she rode my dick on the floor of her bedroom. I came in her, filled up her womb with my come until it dripped from her cunt. She took it all. Her body lapped it up like water on a sponge. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if I had a baby Caleb in here crying its ass off in nine months’ time.


    “I saw the shirt. Your shirt the white one with the moose.” He argues.


    He can dispute my word all he likes, but I have evidence to back it up. Albeit false evidence, but, hey. Tomayto, Tomahto.


    “Cassia is a bad influence on you.”


    I roll my eyes as I rummage through my shirt drawer. Lucky for her, I’m particularly fond of the Crazy Moose tee. I bought two of them. I pluck the shirt from my drawer and toss it to Dad.


    Frowning, he catches it and opens the shirt. I rest against my drawers, crossing my feet at my ankles. The look on his face makes me feel smug. If only Cassia could be her to watch me save her ass.


    Guilt flashes over Dad’s aging face, whatever he said to her...he definitely regrets every word now.


    He analyzes the shirt before throwing it back to me.


    “My mistake...”


    Catching it, I nod. He doesn’t have to apologize to me. I’m not the one he shat all over. Cassia deserves the apology—even though it was my shirt they found in her room. I feel bad for the girl...it’s not fair she has her character dragged through the mud. It’s just not.


    Dad turns around, his ridiculous vestment brushing the brick steps at his feet. I don’t know why he feels he has to wear it. It looks outdated as hell and the stares we get when he’s pumping gas is fucking embarrassing.


    “She’s a good girl, Dad.” I blurt out, scratching the back of my head.


    He turns around, his face the perfect picture of indifference.


    “She’s not what her parents make her out to be. She’s...all right? You know?”


    He nods, clearing his throat. “I believe you.”


    


    * * * *


    


    I wait on pins and needles from my spot on the altar. People flood in through the doors, but I don’t see Cassia. Every time a blonde female steps over the threshold my hear leaps into my throat, only to be let down seconds later. I thought about texting her five minutes ago, but if she’s with her parents she won’t see it. What am I talking about ‘if’. Of course she’s with her parents. They don’t take a shit without her in their sights. It’s a miracle they even let her work a day job and sleep in her own room.


    As another throng of people slip through the door and shake my father’s hand, I spot a familiar face—a face I haven’t seen since that vague Sunday morning.


    Natalie.


    I watch her curiously, raking my eyes from her shoes to her head just to make sure she isn’t concealing a gun somewhere in her low cut tank top. She was pretty mad when she left…Thankfully, she sits down with her family and doesn’t even blink in my direction. Natalie pulls her chocolate hair over her shoulder and tightly folds her arms over her chest. Good. Here’s hoping she ignores me for the rest of the morning.


    Exhaling, I lean back against my chair. Where is she? I didn’t get out of bed for her not to show up. If she doesn’t show, I’m driving to her house. Fuck her parents.


    Family by family, person by person, the church fills up and my hopes crumble.


    Until she’s here.


    I straighten my spine. Holy shit. My mouth dries up at the sight of her in a lengthy white dress that ties up behind her neck. The plain, white fabric cradles her braless tits, the firmness of her nipples seen from miles away. Her blonde waves shield her beautiful face as she glances down at the Bible in her hands. Behind her, Marcus is engaged in a conversation with Anthony Minesota, a shit house stockbroker from New Jersey. I’ve never liked Anthony or his children…but then again, I don’t like most people.


    Marcus is so busy chatting about God knows what he doesn’t even notice Anthony’s eldest son, Jeremy, slip in next to Cassia. I frown at him and his stupid gray jacket. Who wears a sports jacket with fucking sweatpants? Honestly. This guys a fucking asshole and he’s embarrassing himself.


    I lean forward, resting my elbows on my thighs as he opens his stupid mouth. Cassia whips her head in his direction. He must crack a joke because she fucking laughs and tucks a lock of hair behind her ear.


    I’m off my ass before I know it, the bottom of my shoes tapping against the varnished flooring at my feet. Church attire. It sucks.


    I tug at the hem of my black button up shirt and smooth my hands down my chest. What does he think he’s doing anyway? He might be fooling her with his kind and boyish smile, but he’s not fooling me. The guy is a fucking savage. I’ve seen him at parties, raging out of his mind. I know I’m not good for Cass, but he is definitely not good for her.


    Besides, he’s a fucking brunette. Cassia would never suit a brunette.


    Cassia spots me coming and sidesteps toward the confession booths. Jeremy cuts her off and their fucking parents keep walking without a glance. She glances at me as Jeremy brushes his hand along her shoulder in a faux display of comfort. I will punch this guy right in his mouse-like face.


    A few feet away, I hear her tell him she’s fine and that she doesn’t need fresh air. Where the hell did this guy come from anyway? He hasn’t approached her before so why is he touching her now? Whatever the reason, it needs to stop.


    Cassia doesn’t look at me as I saunter up to her and stand close, but Jeremy does. He quirks a dark eyebrow and drops his hand back to his side.


    “Chase a different skirt, Jeremy.” I tell him. “This one is mine.”


    His black eyes widen, his eyebrows curving into soft arches. “Oh. You two are—”


    “—not dating.” Cassia chips in, pinning me with an annoyed glare.


    Not technically. I smile at her and my stomach flips, filling me with untapped excitement. You beautiful bitch.


    “We’re totally dating.”


    Jeremy runs the palm of his hand over the back of his head. “This isn’t confusing at all…”


    She laughs, awkwardly, and sways hard enough to elbow me in the ribs. Hissing, I clench my side. She’s out of her fucking mind if she thinks I’m going to walk away. I like her.


    I really like her.


    What I don’t like are dicks like Jeremy who think talking to her is…okay. Yes, I’m aware that sounds ridiculous, but the thought of him doing something as harmless as talking to her rubs me the wrong way. Maybe I’ve finally fallen off the deep end.


    “Let me clarify it for you.”


    “Caleb.” Cassia warns, wrapping her hand, her skin as soft as silk, around my wrist and squeezes.


    “I don’t mean any disrespect, Jer, but I fuck her incredibly well. Incredibly well.”


    “Caleb.” She hisses, dropping my wrist.


    “There’s absolutely no way your teeny tiny little dick could ever please her the way she so desperately needs to be pleased.”


    Cursing, Cassia storms off and hides inside a confession booth. Was it something I said?


    “That’s a whole lot of information I could have done without.” Jeremy says, narrowing his eyes.


    I shrug. “The more you know.”


    He shifts uncomfortably, his shoulders sagged. “So...you two...you’re really...?”


    And his hopes and dreams shattered before his eyes, the possibility of sinking his micro-peen into the sweetest pussy I’ve ever had the pleasure of sticking disintegrates into thin air.


    “Fucking? Oh yeah.”


    “And she likes—”


    Tsking, I clench my fists. “Think about your question and then ask yourself if it’s worth getting your ass kicked for.”


    He glances around. “We’re in church...”


    Slow clap. I should slow clap. “Not much gets by you, does it?”


    Jeremy scowls and straightens his jacket and I’m bored already. I step around him and head for the confession box.


    “For the record, I wasn’t trying to sleep with her.”


    I laugh, peering over my shoulder. “Lying is a sin, Jeremy, and so is snorting cocaine. You know, since we’re already listing your fuckups.”


    Worry etches over his young features for the briefest moment before he pinches his face into a scowl. Of all the parties I’ve seen him at, he hasn’t noticed me once so he has nothing to throw back on me.


    “You’re an asshole.”


    I simper. “So I’ve been told.”


    Jeremy walks away, his hands stuffed into the pockets of his jacket. He’s not the worst guy, but he sure as shit ain’t good enough for Cassia.


    “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Cassia sighs as I slip into the confession booth beside her. Her sweet perfume—vanilla today—swirls around me, lulling me into a sense of security.


    It’s quiet in here and warm, its close walls providing a feeling of comfort.


    “I’m mad at you.” Cassia growls from the other side over the divider. I slide open the small, wooden door and peer through the dark, cane grating. I can barely see her which is fucking depressing.


    “You’re mad? I was doing you a favor.”


    “Doing me a favor?” She hits the wall and it vibrates up my arm. “I was having a casual conversation.”


    “With Jeremy Minesota.”


    “So? You don’t get to decide who I can and can’t talk to.” She leans in close and in the dim light, I see the hollow of her throat and the gloss on her lips. “And even if I decided to bang Jeremy Minesota—which I wouldn’t—that’s none of your business. Your cock isn’t the be-all end-all of cocks, Caleb.”


    Jesus. I’m so fucking hard. “Say that again.”


    “What?”


    I stroke the lattice with my index finger. I want to touch her mouth. “I love the shape of your lips when you say that word.”


    Her lips part as she lets out a shaky exhale. “You have to go. I don’t want to be seen with you.”


    Impatience dances with frustration inside me and I clench my jaw. Oh, this girl is driving me insane.


    “I want to be with you, Cassia. Who the fuck cares what anyone else thinks?”


    “You want to be with me? For real?” She snorts. “Are you feeling okay?”


    “No. No I’m not feeling okay.” I rake my fingers through my hair. “There’s a swirling in my stomach that won’t stop and a thumping in my chest that prevents me from sleeping. I don’t know what it is, but I know it’s linked directly to you. When you’re not with me, my palms sweat and my brain scrambles. I feel needy and tired, and…I just want you.”


    Who would have thought I’d be the one begging her for a relationship? That’s not how this usually goes.


    “I sent you a text yesterday.”


    “Fuck your text. I deleted it. What are you so afraid of? Hm? Failing your parents? Here’s a newsflash for you, Cass, they’re the ones who failed you. I mean, look at you. Look at your life. What nineteen year old lives in a cage?”


    Her slender fingers grip the lattice and she pulls herself closer until her face is an inch from mine. “Oh, I’m the weird one? You are so worried about hurting your father you completely hide yourself, molding into the good boy he wants you to be. You’re not good. You’re depraved, you’re sadistic, and you’re unstable.”


    Ha!


    “You don’t think I fucking know that? But since we’re rubbing salt in each other’s wounds here’s a few more traits you can use against me. I’m selfish, spoiled, angry, and unreliable. I’m arrogant, stubborn, and masochistic too, but unfortunately for you, you are the one I want.”


    The burning anger in my chest fades away. Is this all a waste of time? She truly doesn’t want to be with me? Is the connection I thought we built only one-sided? Maybe I misinterpreted her…this whole time I thought she’d helplessly fall for me, but as it turns out, I’m the idiot who has fallen for her.


    “I thought that maybe you like me enough to take a risk and do something for yourself for a change. Your parents are sucking the life out of you. If that’s worth more than what I’m offering you, fine, but don’t come crying to me when you realize what they want is unachievable and you’ve wasted a good portion of your life chasing an invisible accolade. You want to live like a nun, be my guest, but I’m done trying to convince you that what we’re doing is normal.”


    Letting go of the lattice, she settles back into the seat, disappearing into the dark. I wait for a response or a curse word—something, ANYTHING—that clues me in on what she’s thinking. All I get in return is a muffled sob and it punches me in the gut.


    “You’re crying?”


    I don’t want to make her cry, I just want her to understand that I’m willing to toss it all up in the air for her and wait for the dust to settle.


    I’m in panic mode. Why? Because I haven’t cut myself in a while and now the only thing I have that stops me from doing that doesn’t want to see me anymore. My ribcage vibrates in my chest and threatens to tear it open.


    I can’t be here.


    I can’t be in here with her—with her crying and her sweet scent. It’s driving me mad.


    I kick open the door and step out into the bright light. Everyone is settled in their seats, none of them aware that my feelings are being crushed underneath the heel of a dainty foot. To go from feeling nothing…to feeling everything...and then have someone try and stuff it all back into a suitcase that’s much too small is agony. Eleven years of torment unleashed with no one to keep it in check.


    “Fuck!” I shout at the top of my lungs, raking my fingers through my hair.


    Everyone whips around and gapes at me in horror. Screw all of them! What have they done for me? My sanity unravels rapidly and my blood rushes, filling me with misplaced adrenaline. I spot Marcus and Linda and their shocked expressions in the middle of the room. I clench my fists and storm across the floor to the door. To attack them in front of everyone else will only make things worse.


    I slip outside in need of fresh air, but it doesn’t help. I pace back and forth while Dad addresses the church, palming my outcry off as an ‘overwhelming time of the year’ due to the deaths of Penelope and Mom. Maybe it is. Maybe it’s the reason I’m feeling so erratic. Hell, maybe it’s the reason I’m clinging so desperately to Cassia.


    I don’t know, but what I do know is, it fucking sucks. I’d take feeling numb over this any day. At least when I was numb, I had control over my own body.


    I stroll away from the door as my father begins his sermon and drop my ass against a wooden bench. Funny enough, it’s the same wooden bench Cassia was sitting on when I first spoke to her. She was absolutely killing it in that blue dress.


    I rest my elbows on my thighs and lean forward, dropping my face into my hands. Today is not a good day.


    “You have some nerve, young man.”


    I whip my head up only to meet Agnus in a salmon maxi dress and matching coat. She clenches her cane and hobbles over to me.


    “Swearing in the Lord’s house like that—and on a Sunday no less.”


    As she nears, I stand up and offer my hand. She takes it and I ease her onto the bench. I should have known she’d come after me.


    I exhale and sit down beside her. I don’t know what to say. Talking is the last thing I want to do.


    I roll my shoulders. “Sorry.”


    “Your father said—”


    “I heard what he said.” I cut in, earning a tight pout from Agnus. “He has no idea what he’s talking about.”


    She makes a tight, thoughtful noise in her throat, planting a second hand on the curve of her walking cane. “Girl trouble?”


    I shrug. “Of a different kind.”


    “Finally got bitten by the love bug, eh?”


    I flinch and push myself to my feet. The love bug? Let’s not make mountains out of molehills. I bend low and scoop up a flat stone. I turn it in my hands, rubbing the smooth edges along my index finger. I’m not in love…I’ve fallen, but I haven’t hit anything yet. If anything, I’m still in freefall mode, waiting for Cassia to meet me at the bottom at least.


    “I’m not in love.” I cock my arm back and toss the rock over the parking lot and into the trees. “We’ve been fooling around less than a month.”


    “It’s not impossible…my late husband and I fell in love in the span of one dinner and we were married within two weeks.”


    I face her. “And how long did that last?”


    Her thin, textured lips tug at the corners. “Almost sixty years.”


    “Not too shabby.” I say, smiling.


    A sixty year marriage. Fancy that…


    Agnus chuckles. “No, it’s not. These days, they say love knows no bounds, but then criticize those who dive in too early. The stigma surrounding love in today’s society takes the fun out of the experience and that’s all it is, Caleb. An experience. It’s okay to be in love for a minute, an hour, a day, and even a year because being in love isn’t the point. The point is the happenstance of it happening in the first place. Love is timeless and it can be as short lived as it is everlasting. You can fall in love once, or a million times and each time is just as elating and as beautiful as the previous. I’ve loved three men in my life and I had wonderful experiences with all of them, no matter how brief. You’d be a fool to let it go.”


    I rake my teeth against my bottom lip and kiss my teeth. “She doesn’t feel the same as me. She’s held back by family judgement.”


    “Ack.” Agnus spits, flicking her hand at me. “Family judgement? There’s no such thing. My parents hated my husband and you know what he said? He said; if they judge you, they’re not your family. She should know that.”


    I sigh and inhale. Inch by inch, the frustration I felt drains out through my feet. I wish Agnus could go in and talk to Cassia. Agnus makes sense. She’s old and wise as hell, there’s no way Cassia wouldn’t take anything she says to heart.


    Agnus coughs, pulling me from my thoughts. My lungs burn with the air I didn’t exhale and I rush it out quickly as Agnus pushes on her cane and lifts herself to her feet.


    “Come on.” She says, holding out her hand.


    I bend my arm at the elbow and she wraps her fingers around it, shuffling uncomfortably.


    “I’m not going back in there.”


    “They understand, Caleb.” She clears her throat. “You’re not missing Sunday Mass over a girl. God deserves your undivided attention.”


    Uncertainty twists my stomach, but I walk her back inside anyway. If I don’t, I’ll never hear the end of it. No one notices us slip into the church and take our seat on the very back pew. My father does, but he barely makes eye contact. A white movement to my left pulls my attention and I turn my head to see Cassia slipping down the side of the church, moving toward her parents. She keeps her head ducked, her face shielded by her hair.


    My heart does that stupid fluttery thing and I cringe. What am I going to do?


    “I take it that’s the girl?” Agnus asks, leaning in.


    I pat her hand, the one that’s still around my elbow and nod.


    “That’s the one.”


    Agnus and I watch Cassia as she perches on the end of a bench. Tucking her hair behind her ear, Cassia flicks her sights over her shoulder and locks me in her stare. I’ve never been good at reading expressions so Cassia either feels sorry for me or she’s still pissed I destroyed the budding conversation between her and Jeremy. Admittedly, I did make a dick of myself, but that’s how it is. It’s who I am.


    “She’s beautiful.” Agnus whispers, nudging me in the ribs.


    That’s the fucking understatement of the century. Bile rises and burns at my throat. Agnus is right. She is beautiful, but she’s also funny and smart. She has a big heart too.


    “Yeah. She is.”


    


    * * * *


    


    Agnus dozes off during the sermon and her head end up against my shoulder. I can’t help, but chuckle every time she snores. I’ve witnessed her pass out a few times, not that she’ll ever admit it, and it never gets old. She’s a sweet old lady…


    When the time for the closing prayers comes, I expect Dad to call on me. Thankfully, he saves me the humiliation by selecting someone else—someone I never expected.


    Cassia.


    I glance up at the ceiling. How convenient. It’s not enough that she doesn’t want me in return, but now I gotta look at her too?


    Swallowing her obvious discomfort, she reads the prayer flawlessly, but she doesn’t look happy. This isn’t the life she wants—the parents, the church—but she puts up with it anyway. I peer over at Marcus and even though I can only the see the side of his face, his pride and his happiness is obvious. Beside him, Linda clasps her hands at her chest, ever the proud mother. It’s almost sickening to watch them beam at her.


    “Amen.” Cassia says, closing her Bible.


    “Amen.” We say, our voices a deep murmur.


    Agnus jolts awake and I roll my eyes as she straightens her posture and makes a comment on the way Cassia delivered the prayer.


    “She’s did wonderfully.”


    I chuckle. “Yeah.”


    Clenching her Bible, the one with the black leather and gold pages, Cassia steps down. Her big, blue gaze flickers to me and sympathy flashes across her features. Painful tendrils of anxiety burrow through my chest.


    Sympathy.


    I drop my stare to my shoes.


    Yep.


    Being numb is definitely better than this.

  


  


  


  
    [image: ]


    


    I am in love.


    Maybe.


    At least, I’m pretty sure I am. I mean, I googled it and it told me that when you feel it, youreallyfeel it. I don’t know what that means, but if it’s talking about a heavy punch to the gut that doesn’t go away then…yeah. I’m in love.


    But I’m also in fear. If that makes any sense.


    Since the morning I was humiliated by my parents in Bismarck, I’ve spent a good portion of my time building walls and protecting myself from further embarrassment. It’s no secret that Mom and Dad go out of their way to hurt my feelings and put me down constantly, but I’ve somewhat built up a tolerance to it. Their disdain is something I expect now. A normality I’ve grown accustom to.


    They’re the reason I’ve distanced myself from a relationship with Caleb. I came up with excuses instead of facing the reality. I don’t want to date Caleb because I’m jealous of him—jealous of the way he lives his life. No one is watching him like a hawk, waiting for him to screw up. He drives his own car, has his own phone, and socializes at parties. I can’t date him because my parents hold him above me. They’ve put him on the very same pretty pedestal I fell from. He is the good, incorruptible Caleb and I’m the slut daughter who apparently stuffs cock into every hole the second she gets the chance.


    It’s bad.


    It’s so bad Mom doesn’t let me help her peel the penis shaped vegetables. I offer to peel the zucchini and she hands me a round potato with a suspicious glint in her eye. Messed up, right?


    You know the saying no man is good enough for your daughter? Well, according to my parents, I’m not good enough for Caleb. He is the son of Father Andrews and will go on to be an important figure of the faith. Meanwhile, it’s assumed I’ll be whoring it out in a dirty back alley somewhere, spreading nothing but herpes.


    I also said no to Caleb not because I’m worried about how my parents will see me or what they’re going to say, but because I know they’ll lose all respect they have for him. They’re going to pick him apart. They’ll take one look at us and know we were involved from the very beginning. Then they’ll see it as betrayal, like I’ve been telling lies this whole time. It’ll be one huge cluster fuck—one I don’t think I have the strength to endure.


    But I miss him…


    It has been a week and a half since I saw him, since he bared his soul in the confession box. He didn’t show up on church this Sunday, he hasn’t texted me, and I wait up, expecting him to come to my balcony…he doesn’t.


    “Cassia?” Mom calls from the stairs.


    Groaning, I roll onto my belly and stuff my phone underneath my pillow. I brush my hair out of my face and drop my head against the soft mattress. I haven’t brushed my hair in two days. It feels gross.


    I feel gross.


    “Cassia?” She calls again and I don’t budge.


    If she wants to talk she can come to me. Sure enough, impatient stomps vibrate the walls and she shoves my door open. I don’t bother lifting my head. Maybe if I lie here long enough I’ll suffocate and don’t have to deal with my shitty existence. Hell has got to be better than being locked inside this freaking house. I’m going stir-crazy.


    “Did you hear me?” She orders, her purse jingling with random items.


    Yes. I fucking heard you. The whole damn neighborhood heard you. I shake my head.


    “I was calling your name.”


    “I didn’t hear you.” I snap.


    It was meant to be fierce. Instead, it came out as a pathetic muffle. Ugh. I don’t have the energy to deal right now.


    “We’re leaving and we’ll be home in a couple of hours.” Her purse jingles again. “There’s a pot of spaghettiBolognese in the oven. Will you please eat tonight? You can’t afford to lose another pound. It’s delicious and should stay warm for a while.”


    Food? Who wants to eat food when they’re contemplating their existence? When they’re seriously considering going on a rampage and smashing everything they own? I don’t want food. I want to see Caleb. I want to apologize and maybe have decent make up sex. Is that so bad?


    “I’m not hungry.”


    “I can’t hear you when you talk into the blanket.”


    I whip my head up, uncaring that a ball of frizz falls into my face. “I’m not hungry.”


    Mom looks beautiful in her sleek plum dress and matching heels. She’s cut her hair. It now sits in a pretty little bob around her chin. Of course she looks nice. She’s has everything she wants. It seems, in this never-ending, soul sucking, familial relationship I’m the only one who goes without. I’m the only one who has to suffer in order to appease everyone else.


    I don’t want to do that anymore.


    I spoke to Fiona on the phone this morning. She’s moving to New York soon and she invited me to come with her. Maybe I will. Maybe I’ll finally make something of myself…maybe I’ll finally start a career in something. I don’t even know what I’m good at...


    “You haven’t eaten in days.” Mom points out, adjusting her small hoop earring.


    “Sure I have.” I stuff my hand underneath my blanket and pull out three empty chip packets.


    Chicken, cheese and onion, and salt and vinegar. All of them tasted like failure and gave me a serious case of heartburn.


    “That’s not food.”


    Tastes like it. I drop the rubbish.


    “Your stomach must be empty.”


    Good. Now it correlates with my hopes and dreams.


    Mom huffs, blowing agitation out of her cheeks. “Eat the spaghetti in the oven. We’re locking the front door from the outside, all right?”


    I roll my eyes. “And what if there’s a fire?”


    “Don’t be so dramatic, Cassia.” She orders, pulling her violet handbag higher up her arm. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you since last Sunday, but you need to sort it out. Your father is getting particularly agitated with your laziness and your attitude.”


    Is she kidding?


    “My laziness?” I push myself up onto my knees, uncaring that I’m not wearing a bra underneath my lacey tank top while sporting a pair of black short shorts. “I’m not allowed to go to the damn gym because you think I’ll trip and bang every dude in the building. You treat me like a bitch in heat. I’m not even allowed to run the block! And Dad is sick of my attitude, huh? I live in a fucking cage so forgive me if that makes me irritated!”


    Mom gapes at me, her dark, painted lips curving into a perfect circle. Shaking, she presses her palm to her chest. Great. Now I’m the bad guy.


    “Linda? Everything all right?”


    Mom startles and glances over her shoulder. “Everything is fine.”


    Everything is fine. Of course it is.


    I sink into myself and lower my head. What’s the point in this? What’s the point in anything?


    “Don’t worry.” I tell her. “I won’t answer the door to strangers, answer the telephone, or touch the chemicals you leave in the cupboard underneath the sink.”


    Despite how badly I want to. I wonder if she can sense my sarcasm. She must because her shocked little face pinches into a scowl. Without a goodbye, she grips the door handle in her hand, steps out into the hall, and closes the door behind her. I exhale. Surely shit has to get better?


    


    Tap. Tap. Tap.


    


    I jump and whip around. Was that a knock at my balcony door? I wait, my heart in my throat, excitement leaking from my pores. Caleb?


    Caleb.


    Blood drains from my face. I look like shit, my room is a mess, and I’m in need of a shower. I rake my fingers through my hair and clench my teeth. This is the worst!


    


    Tap. Tap. Tap.


    


    I leap off the bed and pace the floor. My fingers twitch with the urge to open the door, grab his face, and suck his mouth until his lips are permanently swollen.


    “Sia?”


    I pause at the feminine tone in the voice. Slowly, my heart begins to deflate.


    Oh.


    Fiona.


    In that case…I drag my disappointed feet over to the balcony and pull the doors open. Fiona’s mouth pulls into a smirk. “Boo.”


    I sag my shoulders and I can’t tell if it’s due to sadness or relief. Fiona looks immaculate in a cherry red dress and a pair of heels to match. Her long, auburn hair is swept back into a loose ponytail and purposely pinned to make it look ‘messy’. If I didn’t know any better I’d assume she was going to the same charity gala as my parents. According to Dad, Father Andrews hosts a charity gala every year before he makes his trip to South Carolina. Starting tonight, Caleb will have the house to himself for six days…


    The damage we could do in six days…


    “Why aren’t you using the front door?” I ask, tipping my head to the side.


    She looks so nice I want to drown myself in a barrel of donuts and icing.


    “It’s good to see you too. Please, contain your excitement. It’s all too much.” Fiona pushes past me and groans at the state of my room. “Jesus Christ. What happened in here?”


    “I didn’t tidy up today.”


    Fiona shakes her head, her face scrunched in disgust as she glances around my room.


    “This isn’t a lazy pajama day kind of mess, Sia. This is some real I haven’t changed my underwear since last Tuesday kind of shit.” Her pretty, dark eyes meet mine. “Who died?”


    My fucking soul. “Nobody died. I’ve just been a little tired lately.”


    Fiona’s concerned expression stretches into amusement.


    “So I didn’t clean my room.” I shrug. “Sue me.”


    “Funnily enough, that’s almost exactly what Caleb told Drew when we went to his house to see how he was.” She taps her chin, feigning thought. “Maybe it’s a coincidence that Caleb has locked himself inside his ostentatious little pool house for as long as you’ve holed up in this…whatever the fuck this is.”


    My traitorous heart beats in my chest, but I manage a nod. “Yeah. A coincidence.”


    “Oh, cut the bullshit.” She laughs, turning her back on me. “I know you two have something going on—something more than casual sex.”


    Fiona starts gathering loose pieces of clothing and rogue snack wrappers.


    “Is that so?”


    “Yep.” She scoops up his t-shirt and tosses it on top of the pile in her hands without a second glance. “He was pretty good at hiding whatever it was he was feeling, but his indifference is no match for my instincts. I thought it was weird that he had junk food wrappers scattered everywhere and an open Bible on his bedside table, sitting next to a very thick romance novel, but what I found most peculiar were the four little photographs he had of you in his bathroom lined up along the mirror.”


    Four?! How does he have four? I distinctly remember him taking two and two only.


    I grimace. “I bet they’ve seen better days.”


    “No, actually. They were in perfect condition. As if they were plucked straight from a frame.”


    My insides skink. I’m a terrible person. If I’m being honest, I knew Caleb cared, but I didn’t know he cared that much. I expected him to go back to old habits, to sweep me under the rug and write it off as a fling. Somewhere along our timeline, we slipped under each other’s skin and festered until the infection was too far along to ignore. I cling to him because he makes me feel normal. He exudes the certain kind of normalcy that I need in my life. Instead of fearing my desires he allows me to revel in them—to understand them and to explore them. In return I breathe life into him. I make him feel. That’s what he wants more than sex—more than anything.


    “Why didn’t you tell me, Cassia?” Fiona asks, pulling me from my thoughts.


    She closes the bathroom door after throwing all the rubbish and clothes inside.


    “Tell you what?”


    She plants a hand on her hip and narrow her eyes. “You and Caleb. That’s what.”


    “We had sex. Twice. That’s it.”


    “That’s it?”


    I nod.


    “I don’t believe you for a second.”


    I wish I could tell her that she was right this whole time, but I can’t. I’m humiliated to admit that she was right. My parents do smother me and I do have daddy issues. What was I thinking trying to convince them that I’m not the succubus they think I am? It has opened up a rabbit hole.


    Church.


    Praying.


    Celibacy ceremonies.


    They’re never happy and I’m done with it all. I don’t want to be their puppet anymore. I’m not perfect, but show me someone who is? Even Father Andrews has his hang ups when it comes to his son and the guy is a priest.


    She sighs. “Have a shower and get dressed, traitor. We can talk more on the way.”


    I frown. “On the way? I can’t leave—”


    “Don’t give me that shit, Sia. You’ve had a boy in your room. You don’t get to use your parents as an excuse anymore.”


    I cross my arms as she saunters toward my wardrobe.


    “And if I get into trouble?”


    Fiona chuckles. “Trust me, they can’t possibly punish you more than they already have.”


    I guess that’s true. What’s the worst they can do besides cry at me? I swallow hard, desperate to quench the uneasiness growing in the pit of my stomach.


    “Where are we going?” I ask.


    And I already know the answer, but I still wait on pins and needles. Fiona makes me simmer in anticipation while she ravages my wardrobe, tossing dresses of all varieties onto my bed.


    “Caleb is throwing a party. It’s a small get together, nothing crazy. Drew thinks your presence might pull Caleb out of his slump.”


    “Or make it worse.” I point out. “What if he doesn’t want to see me?”


    Pausing in her ransacking, she gives me a condescending smirk. “Honey, unless you blew his brother, his best friend, or his cousin, I think you’re going to be okay. Now, go and wash all of that pathetic sadness off of you. You’re making me sick.”


    I snort. Right. Fiona isn’t the kind of girl that mixes emotion and sex. Some days I wonder if she can feel anything at all. I clench my jaw at yet another attribute that makes Caleb and Fiona a perfect match.


    I hate it.


    The thought of sharing Caleb with anyone doesn’t sit well with me. Imagining his body against someone else’s…his fingers in her hair…his lips on her skin…it fills me with white hot rage. What if we get to the party and he’s there with another girl? Caleb is wired by sex. There’s no way he’s gone without it this whole time. I’ve never felt the need to use this term before, but if there’s a girl on his arm when I get there, I swear to God I will cut a bitch.

  


  


  


  
    [image: ]


    Exhaling, I drop back against my mattress. Why’d I think a party was a good idea? Oh, because I was drunk Facebooking again. That’s right. Thankfully, my drunk self remembered to set the event to private and didn’t accidentally include family members or people from church. He did, however, send an invite to a few girls I’ve banged in the past. Grace. Ivy. Hannah.


    Shit.


    I guess drunk me was horny.


    The party started an hour ago and it’s already out of control. Fourteen people quickly expanded to forty, which has since multiplied to a hundred easy. My house is huge, but one hundred people is definitely pushing it. There’s no way this isn’t going to get back to Dad, but honestly, at this point, I couldn’t care less. I’m done pretending. Let him throw holy water at me and pray for my soul. I’m done being the good little church boy.


    My phone vibrates underneath my thigh somewhere and I shoot up, unable to stop my muscles from coiling in excitement. Has she finally decided to text me? Before I swipe my screen, I’m reaching for my keys. The amount of times I’ve scrolled to her name and clicked it is insane…and yet, I could never go through with the call or compile the message. Why? Because I don’t want her to see how desperately I depend on her. I’ve cut eight times over the past nine days…and not once did I feel anything.


    Maybe I’m destined to be trapped in this dense, gray bubble. After all the things I’ve done…it wouldn’t surprise me.


    Excitement is sucked from my body when I read “Drew” on my screen. Of course she didn’t text me. Why would she?


    


    


    Fiona is here with Cassia. What do you


    want me to do? Send them away?


    


    


    I run my palm over my mouth. I shouldn’t seek her out. Seeking her out shows her that she holds all the power. Obviously, she does, but that’s not something I’ll ever admit to her. Once a girl knows she holds all the power, you’re pretty much fucked. They go from zero to tyrant real quick. I slip back into my sneakers and push myself to my feet. I’m not going to leave her out there. God knows who’s lurking around the house. I’ll get her and bring her in here and we can wait this monster of a party out together. Preferably naked, but clothed is fine too. I just want to be near her.


    I text Drew back: I’ll be right there and step out into the crowded backyard. I cringe at the house music blasting through the air. I’m surprised the police haven’t showed up yet.


    I glance around the littered yard as people dance and grind. The air is thick with smoke and sweat, and glow sticks flicker in every direction. This has clearly gotten way out of hand. I don’t know who spread the word about my party…whoever it was needs a good, firm kick in the ass.


    I squeeze between people I don’t know, making my way to the back door. Last I saw, Drew was in the kitchen. If he saw Fiona and Cassia he would have called them over. I hope he called them over. I have no chance finding Cassia myself in this fucking mess.


    As I make it to the door, firm hands grip my hips and a tiny body slips in front of mine. I lower my stare to the girl hanging off me. Her blonde hair is wet and her heavy eye make-up smudged, making her look like an angry raccoon. Pushing onto her tiptoes, she brings her mouth to my ear. She presses her body against mine and the water from her wet bikini seeps through my white shirt and dampens my skin.


    “Come swimming with me.” She says in a sugary pitch.


    I pull back to take her in. Her clothes are missing, leaving only a teeny-tiny bikini to cover up her more “private” areas. I’m ninety-nine percent sure this girl is underage. I grip her slender shoulders and gently pull her off me.


    “Not today, jailbait.”


    I nudge her in the opposite direction and continue my trek to the kitchen. When I get there, I find Drew in the corner talking to Fiona who extends an open palm full of pills to him. Where the fuck is Cassia? I push onto the tips of my toes, but she’s nowhere to be seen.


    “Drew!” I shout, catching his attention.


    Whatever Fiona gave him, he stuffs it into the pocket of his denim jeans. Real subtle.


    “Cassia? Where is she?”


    He does a quick glance around the kitchen and shrugs.


    “She’s a big girl, Andrews.” Fiona calls out with a giggle. “She can take care of herself.”


    Somehow I highly fucking doubt that. Growling, I shoulder barge and shove people out of my way. Drinks are spilled under me, around me, and over me, but I don’t care. I have to find her. If not for her sake then at least for mine.


    I search all over, high and fucking low, but I still can’t find her. Panting, I rest against a wall in the hallway, ready to give up. At the last moment, something pulls my attention and I turn my head only to see a petite blonde peeping through a crack in the door to my father’s bedroom, wearing a flowing little black dress. My dormant heart flutters to life.


    There she is.


    


    *Cassia*


    


    “Oh! Yes!” The girl screams as the man thrusts his hips hard against her ass.


    The strangers move with vigor. Clenching. Clawing. Groaning. Desperately wanting what the other is providing. It’s…well, it’s hot! The tingles swirling between my thighs are undeniable as my finger twitch against the door frame.


    The woman is bent over the back of the bed with one leg hooked on the mattress. The room is almost black save for a dim light emanating from the gap in the bathroom door. With an aggressive grunt, he shoves his hand between her shoulder blades and pushes down on her torso, forcing it against the bed. My mouth runs dry as he pushes her white dress further over her ass, bunching it at her waist. Her white knuckles grip the sheets as he rams into her over, and over, and over again. Faster and harder. Deeper and longer. I bet it feels amazing…


    “I know you like to push the limits, Cass, but voyeurism? That’s sick. Even for me.”


    I freeze, my stomach colliding with my heart in a flurry of excitement and embarrassment. I whirl around and air leaves my lungs as Caleb’s green eyes drop to my legs and slowly make their ascent to my face. God, he’s attractive. When our eyes lock, I damn near breakdown. I missed him so much…I didn’t notice how badly until now. His lips twitch and I wonder if he missed me. He seems pretty content. Does his heart pound like mine? Or was everything Fiona said, about him being as distraught as I was, a lie to get me out of the house.


    “I was looking for a bathroom.” I say, feeling awfully small in his presence.


    And what a presence it is. His plain, white tee is tight as it stretches over his broad shoulders. I glance at his chest and the damp patches high on his stomach. I tilt my head. Are they breast shaped? I glare at him. Sulking my ass. I bet he’s been having all sorts of fun.


    “That’s a bedroom.” He points out and I cross my arms over my chest.


    “I can see that.”


    His stare lights up with amusement at my attitude. This so isn’t the reunion I thought it would be. In fact, I kind of wish I never came.


    “Can you point me in the direction of the bathroom?”


    He points his thumb over his shoulder. “There are people banging in the bathroom, but I’m sure you can slip in and use the toilet without either of them noticing.”


    Christ. Is this a party or a brothel?


    I grimace. “Ew. I’d rather hold it. Thanks.”


    Tension crackles between us as we watch each other. I don’t know what he expects from me. I don’t know what I expect from him. I mean, there are a million things I want to say, but it hardly feels like the right time.


    A small eternity later, he exhales and pushes his hand through his unkempt hair.


    “Come on. You can use my bathroom.”


    I step forward. “Your bathroom?”


    “Yes. As much as I’d like to see you pee yourself in front of all these people as payback for what you did to me that shitty Sunday, I don’t want to have to clean it up.”


    I flinch. “What I did to you? You said some pretty hurtful things too, Caleb.”


    His eyebrows draw in. “It was the truth.”


    “That doesn’t make it sting any less.”


    He snaps forward, swallowing the distance between us. I back up until my ass connects with the door and it swings open, alerting the couple inside. The girl shrieks and the guy shouts, but Caleb doesn’t care. He keeps his intense gaze on me.


    “What do you want from me, Cass? Why are you here?”


    “Hey! This room is taken!” Mr. Fuck Boy booms and Caleb finally releases me from his relentless glare.


    “Not anymore. Get out.”


    Caleb tightens his jaw and purses his lips. I drop my stare to the floor, embarrassment burning in my cheeks. The thought of interrupting someone having sex is mortifying to me, however, Caleb has no qualms about stepping in and putting a halt on their session.


    I don’t lift my stare as the couple adjust their clothing and saunter out the door. The girl flees so fast I barely catch a glimpse of her face, but the guy, a broad shouldered, black haired footballer (probably), takes his time. On the way out, he calls Caleb a cock blocking asshole which brings a smirk to his face.


    A second later, we’re alone again.


    Alone.


    “Caleb! There you are.”


    Okay. Maybe not.


    Caleb curses under his breath, his eyes fluttering shut for a brief second. I turn my head as a tall blonde bounces over to us. Her face is bright with excitement, her dark eyes wide and hopeful. Her gold bikini barely covers her large boobs and I frown as she tucks her long, blonde hair behind her ears. Sighing, she smooths her palm down the front of her bare belly, her thumb swiping a dazzling navel piercing. The movement draws my attention to her jeans—jeans that aren’t zipped up. She’s a pretty girl. I don’t expect anything less for Caleb.


    “I have been looking all over for you.” She says, her voice husky and annoyingly pleasant.


    Caleb groans, surprisingly bothered by her appearance. “Hannah...great timing.”


    Hannah? Hannah leaves a bitter taste in my mouth. Ugh. Jealousy is a bitch.


    “If you can give me the directions to the bathroom. I’m sure I can find my own way and you can get back to doing…” I glance at the damp, breast shaped patches. Now I know where they came from. “Whatever it is you were doing.”


    “Wait outside.” He orders, turning to face Hannah. “I’ll be there in a minute.”


    “Can you just tell me where so I can—”


    He snaps his head in my direction, his green rises flaring as he bares his teeth. “Damn it, Cassia. Wait for me outside.”


    I can’t help it. My face pinches into a glare. I shouldn’t do what he says, but the need to pee is substantial and the chances of peeing myself is becoming a very real possibility.


    “Fine.”


    Turning away from Hannah and Caleb is hard, but I hold my head high, as if the two of them together doesn’t bother me in the slightest. As I walk away, it takes everything in my power not to look over my shoulder. It’s one thing to feel jealousy, but to let Caleb know it? I won’t let him have that power over me.


    


    * * * *


    


    I lean against the brick wall of the house, my leg bent at the knee. Barely a foot in front of me, topless meatheads are sucking beer down a funnel and cheering each other on. It’s a real sausage fest and it’s clearly the only sucking action they’re going to get tonight. I smile to myself.


    “Don’t get too excited, Cass. Ten bucks says they’re going to go home empty handed and end up blowing each other instead.”


    I startle as Caleb slides in beside me, a confident grin plastered over his devastatingly handsome face. He thinks I was checking them out? I wonder if that annoys him as much as seeing him with that blonde annoyed me. Speaking of which, I’ve been standing here a while, waiting. Did he fuck her? Dread slices through my chest, but I play it off with a smile.


    “You’re full of shit.”


    “Take a look around. There are half naked girls everywhere and these guys are standing around watching each other suck off a hose?”


    I shrug. “Maybe they’re happier spending their time with friends instead of chasing girls.”


    Caleb tips his head on an angle and a challenge burns in his eyes. “Another ten bucks says these guys didn’t know each other before tonight.”


    I snort. “You don’t know shit. Not everyone operates like you.”


    I open my mouth to take it back, but I swallow my words. He’s still grinning that arrogant grin. He barely flinched at my insult.


    “What does that mean?” He asks and I get the feeling he already knows.


    “I’ve been standing here for half an hour.” I point out.


    Caleb smiles. “It’s only been twenty minutes.”


    I bite my tongue. I’m not going to say it. I’m not going to say it. I’m not—


    “She was so pretty you couldn’t last thirty minutes, huh? Was it the piercing or the gold bikini? Is that the type of thing you’re into?”


    Ah, fuck. I said it.


    His smile widens. He’s enjoying this, isn’t he?


    “What are you talking about?”


    “You know what I’m talking about.”


    Realization flickers over his face.


    “Ohh! You think I—” He laughs. “With Hannah? While you were waiting for me outside?”


    I push off the wall and stand on tippy toes. A few yards away, I spot the wide glass doors to what I assume is the pool house. I don’t need his directions.


    Caleb calls after me as I force myself between sweaty bodies as they grind up against each other. It takes longer than it should and I’m groped, fondled, and shoved the whole way to the door. I sigh in relief when I make it, only to grab the handle and find out it’s locked.


    Tonight is not going well.


    With all the time in the world, Caleb casually saddles up beside me, a silver key in his hand.


    “I didn’t fuck her. If that’s what you’re insinuating.” He shouts into my ear.


    “And the wet patches on your shirt?” I shoot back as he turns the key and slides the door open.


    I zip inside before he answers and wait in the darkness. Behind me, he closes the door, locks it, and draws the blinds before flicking the lights on. I squint at the sudden brightness and—wow. His place is immaculate, filled with dark oak and brown leather. This pool house is bigger than most apartments. It’s beautiful. I glance down at the soft charcoal rug beneath my feet. I bet it feels amazing on bare skin...


    “Cassia?”


    I whip my head up. “Hm?”


    “What’d you say?”


    “There are wet patches on your shirt...and they are suspiciously boob shaped.”


    He pinches the hem of his shirt between his fingers and tugs on the fabric, pulling it outward so he can see it better. “Well, I can’t fight them all off now can I? Occasionally, one might slip through my defenses.” He glances at me. “She wanted to go swimming...but I turned her away.”


    I roll my eyes. “Oh, did you now?”


    Sighing, Caleb lifts his arms and grabs the collar of his shirt over the back of his head. “Don’t you need to go to the bathroom?”


    My bladder screams, demanding I release it from this torture. I bet this is how pregnant women feel. Ew. There’s something to look forward to if I ever decide to have children. Caleb points over my shoulder. “There.”


    I whirl on my heel and march to the bathroom. Closing the door behind me, I lean against the wood and exhale. Remind me why I thought coming here was worth it again?


    I glance at the bathroom mirror—where Fiona said she saw the photographs.


    Nothing.


    


    *Caleb*


    


    I lock the door, kick off my shoes, and tug my shirt off over my head. I scrunch it into a ball and toss it at the laundry hamper on the other side of the room. Annoyingly, I miss and it falls to the floor.


    I saunter over to my bed and sit on the edge as the sound of water gushing from the bathroom tap kills the silence. My heart races, pounding like hooves on a racetrack. I need to pull my shit together. What is wrong with me? I keep spewing out snarky comments and I can’t help it. I thought seeing her again would go much, much differently, but it’s a complete disaster. I run my hands over my face. How do I fix this?


    The bathroom door clicks shut and I lower my hands. Cassia leans against the door, holding her elbow in her hand, crossing her forearm over her chest. She’s beautiful…have I mentioned that? Her long, blonde waves drape down her chest, adding color to her black outfit. I drag my gaze down her long legs to the cute black flats that enclose her soft feet. I like the way she dresses. It’s modest. It leaves a lot to the imagination all while driving me crazy. I know what’s underneath the fabric…what her body is capable of doing to mine. I haven’t touched a female body since that Saturday morning I was with her. I thought about being with someone else, but I couldn’t bring myself to go through with any of the calls. I don’t want anyone else.


    “Thank you.” She mutters, slipping me a half-hearted smile.


    I nod. What now? Does she want to stay? Does she want to go? Her stance is awkward—uncomfortable. Is that how I’m making her feel? Uncomfortable? Darkness seeps in at the thought, swallowing me whole. I fake a smile and it’s painful.


    “What made you want to come tonight?” I ask her.


    The question has been eating at me since Drew announced her arrival. Her parents are at my father’s gala, that much I know, but still…she snuck out. Why would she sneak out to come to a party? That’s an awfully big risk for a girl who’d do anything to stay in her parent’s good books. It’s a big risk for a girl with everything to lose.


    “Uh…I…” She chuckles nervously, pushing off the door. “Fiona convinced me that you…I don’t know. It’s stupid.”


    She shakes her head then flicks her hair out of her face, dropping her gaze to the floor.


    “Fiona convinced you that I what?”


    I can only imagine the shit Fiona would spill to get Cassia out of her house. Cassia might not see it, but I don’t think Fiona is a good person. Not like Cassia is. There’s something about Fiona I can’t quite pinpoint. You know, besides the whole femdom shit.


    “That you needed to see me…like I needed to see you.” Her stare sweeps along my shoulders and up my neck. “She said you were a mess…like I was a mess.”


    I swallow.


    “But you look like you’re doing okay so this was all a waste of time, really.”


    I’m not doing okay. I’m so far from doing okay…but I put on a brave face because I don’t want her knowing just how badly she affects me. Like I said, I’d go from an epic fuck to a pity fuck and I don’t want that. No one wants that.


    “You’ve been a mess too, huh?”


    Her lips twitch as she fights a sincere smile. She relaxes her shoulders and her body follows suit. I guess that’s all she wanted to hear.


    “Fiona calls it a mess, but I was just taking the time to come to terms with my feelings.”


    She moves closer, closing the distance between us. The closer she gets, the thinner the air becomes. “I was trying to fight them at first…and when I realized that was impossible, I tried understanding them.”


    I crane my neck to look up at her as her knees brush mine. A pink blush stains her cheeks and my breath catches in my throat when she blinks, batting her long, dark lashes. In the last nine days, how many times have I imagined this scenario? How many times have I had her standing in front of me like this, naked and begging?


    Too many…


    “And how’d that go?” I ask, leaning forward on my knees.


    I smooth the palms of my hands against the sides of her thighs and glide them north of her knees. I didn’t want to touch her, but I couldn’t help myself. Her skin is like silk…


    “I want to be with you.” She murmurs, placing her hands on my shoulders. “I think you’re worth losing my parents over—which sounds harsh, I know, but they don’t see me for who I am. They try to change me…they might love me, but I don’t think they love me the way I want them to.”


    I kiss the inside of her wrist and she moves forward, slipping her thighs either side of mine, lowering herself onto my lap. I keep my hands in a safe place on her thighs, making sure she knows I’m not pushing for anything. Though I’m hard as fuck, I’m content with her just being here, breathing the same air as me.


    “I want to be with you.” She whispers, our noses almost grazing.


    Finally.


    “You don’t want to be with someone like me.” I utter, letting my self-doubt get the best of me. “I can’t give you consistency.”


    In the last nine days, I tortured myself with one hundred and fifty reasons I should just leave this poor girl alone. I’m fucking unstable, an anchor strapped to her ankle.


    Cassia wraps her arms around my neck and shuffles further up my thighs, until her torso presses against mine—until her breasts rest against my chest.


    “I’m not looking for consistency.” She says, matter of factly.


    “You should be. Consistency is safe.”


    Anxiety punches holes in my stomach. What if I scare her away? What if I become too much for her to handle? I’m not who she thinks I am. Most days even I don’t know who I am.


    “Some days I can’t get out of bed, Cassia, and on those days I’m abysmal. I don’t feel happiness or see color. It’s like being trapped underground with only a teaspoon to dig yourself out. And it’s not just that. I’m confusing, ill-tempered, and sporadic. I…”


    I lick my bottom lip. I have to hit her with the truth. She needs to know the risk. I want to be with her, to feel what she makes me feel, but there’s a chance I’ll wake up a day, a month, a year from now and decide I don’t feel anything for her. How fucked up is that?


    “Some days I feel nothing for you and others…”


    Her eyebrows draw in. “Others?”


    A nervous sweat blooms along my collarbone. God help me. “Others…I’m madly in love with you.”


    Her pouty lips part, exposing a sliver of her perfect white teeth. Her gaze flickers over my face, her breaths short and deep. “So I’ll take those days and we can work on the rest.”


    I close my eyes as she slides her hands into my hair and lowers her lips to mine.


    “You deserve one hundred percent, Cass.” I tell her, my lips grazing hers. “Not fifty, not sixty, not even ninety.”


    “I won’t settle for less than one hundred.” She states. “But I’m not afraid to work for it. If you can promise me you’ll try then I’m willing to take a chance.”


    Our eyes lock, our foreheads press together, and I revel in contentment as it washes over me. I’ve never felt this calm. I’ve never felt peace. With her here, I feel like, maybe, the world isn’t out to get me…that the world isn’t going to end every time I take a breath.


    Cassia turns her head to the left as something piques her interest. I follow her stare to a thick book on my bedside table. Damn. The one piece of evidence from my week long sulk that I forgot to stash.


    Looking at me, she cocks her eyebrow, her blue eyes sparkling. “You read romance?”


    “No.”


    “No?”


    “It’s for research not pleasure.”


    She smiles and it’s enough to suck the confession right out of me.


    “The hero always gets the girl.” I tell her, gliding my palms up her thighs and over the curve of her ass. “I was trying to figure out how.”


    “And did you figure it out?”


    “Well, in that particular book, the conclusion was just man up and ask her. Unfortunately, I tried that already.”


    Cassia kisses me on the mouth, quick and sweet. “Now I’m saying yes.”


    I kind of deflate. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve died over and over again waiting for her to deem me worthy, but now that she has…I can’t help but wonder if it’s because I pressured her. She didn’t want to be with me and I reacted negatively. Did that shape her train of thought?


    Cassia kisses me again. “Are you all right? You don’t seem happy…”


    “I am happy.” And it’s true. It’s the first time in nine days I’ve felt anything. “I just want to make sure you’re happy. To be honest, I don’t know how this is going to go.”


    “You worry too much. We’re young. We’re dating. We’re not promising forever.”


    I open my mouth and she cuts me off with a kiss, sucking all of the air from my lungs. Positive energy pulses from her pores and dances along my skin. With every push of her lips and brush of her tongue, my body ignites like the Fourth of July. The urge to shout eats at me, wrestling with a desire to dance or fucking cry.


    To feel…


    …to feel…


    …to feel…


    That’s all I want. That’s all I have been searching for this whole time.


    Cassia takes me back. She takes me back prior to the day I lost my sister. She fills me with nervous, boyish energy and exciting uncertainty. She fills me with something I never found between the pages of a dusty Bible or on the sharp edge of a razor blade.


    Love.


    Self-love.


    A selfless love.


    A love that transcends the Heavens.


    


    *Cassia*


    


    I questioned the purpose of my existence for nine days. I questioned God’s plan for me and why he allowed someone like Caleb to waltz into my life if following the righteous path was indeed my destiny. I didn’t know the answer until it hit me when he smiled against my lips.


    I took a dark soul and showed it light. I don’t know about celibacy, but I do know Caleb needs me like no one else does. He needs my companionship, my support, my emotional solidity, and my sexual ability. Maybe helping him is my purpose…


    I rock my hips against his thighs and he hisses in pain, his muscles tensing underneath my ass. I pull back, frowning. Is he hurt? Caleb doesn’t allow our eyes to lock as he clenches his beautiful jawline and tugs me closer for more kisses. I let him kiss along my jaw and down my neck as his hands slide underneath my dress and over my ass. Frowning, I rock my hips again and his hands clench me, his lips tightening against my skin.


    I lower my hands from his hair and grab his wrist. He exhales as I lift myself from his lap and stand in front of him.


    “Are you all right?” I ask, swiping hair out of my face.


    He tips his head, his eyes as dark as night. “I’m fine.”


    I glance at his jean clad thighs. He’s been at it again, hasn’t he?


    A sharp arrow of guilt pins me in the stomach. Is it because of me? Because I didn’t want to see him anymore?


    I kneel between his legs and he frowns as I reach underneath his shirt for his belt. He watches, his stare burning my skin.


    “Stand up.” I say, shuffling back to give him space.


    Exhaling, he pushes himself to his feet and I unbuckle his belt. He sucks air between his teeth as I curl my fingers around the hem of his jeans. I pull them down, catching his boxers at the same time. I hold my breath as they slide down his hips before dropping to his knees. I gasp at the state of his thighs. The old scars…the healing cuts…I’m so transfixed I completely bypass the erection that stands so proudly.


    A strange tingling sensation radiates in my cheeks and spreads over my face, pooling behind my eyes. Some scars are thin, barely a scratch. Others are thick, so thick they’re worthy of stitches. The surface of my thighs burn.


    This has to stop.


    I don’t chastise him. I don’t make him feel stupid for what he does. Instead, I kiss his thighs in all the places he hurts. Under my lips, his thigh muscles tighten and in the silence, his hard swallow is thunderous.


    “Cassia…” He squeezes out, his voice tight and uncomfortable.


    “I don’t want you to do this anymore.” I tell him, planting a kiss against a white scar at the top of his thigh. “It hurts me.”


    He snatches my wrists in his hands and pulls me to my feet. Caleb locks me in his stare, his green eyes pinched into pained slits.


    “It hurts you?” He asks and I nod.


    “Yes.”


    The thought of him being alone here…the thought of him being so lost he feels he has to inflict pain on himself is heartbreaking. No one should feel like that. No one.


    With patience, Caleb closes the distance between us and kisses me. It’s soft…and magical. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever felt from him before. He slides his hands up my waist, over my breasts, and onto my shoulders, where he curls his fingers around the thick straps of my dress. A rush of air blows out of my lungs as he gently pushes them over the curve of my shoulders. They slip down my biceps, the sagging fabric threatening to expose my pink nipples.


    “I’ll stop.” He promises in a whisper. “If it hurts you, I’ll stop.”


    Swallowing hard, I give my arms a small shake and the straps of my dress fall further, taking the only fabric that covers my breasts with it. Caleb sucks air into his lung the second my body is exposed to him. One last, subtle jitter is all it takes for my dress to pool around my ankles. My heart is in my throat.


    This already feels different.


    We already feel different.


    He tucks his index fingers around the hem of my underwear and pushes it down my legs, lowering himself onto the bed when they reach my knees.


    Neither of us utter a word. Why? Because nothing needs to be said. I’m a firm believer in the beauty of silence. Sometimes, more is said in absolute silence than in an hour long conversation.


    Caleb tugs me into his lap, my thighs resting either side of his. I position myself carefully, cautious not to pull on his healing skin and kiss him, desperately. His hands snap to my hips as I rake my eager fingers through his hair and squeeze, pulling his mouth harder against mine. His firm, bare cock is squeezed between our bodies, the base of it torturously pressing against the apex of my thighs. He whispers my name, making something in my chest flutter, and drops his forehead against my collarbone.


    This isn’t about pleasure.


    This is about pain—his pain—and trying to manage it with his drug of choice.


    Me.


    


    Bang. Bang. Bang.


    


    I jolt, dropping my hands to Caleb’s shoulders as angry fists slam against the door.


    “Ignore it.” He groans, catching my skin between his teeth.


    What if it’s Father Andrews? I lied to his face about a sexual relationship with his son. He’ll be furious. I swallow nervously as Caleb kisses his way up my neck. The soft press of his lips is enough to lull me back into my stupor and ignore the rest of the world. They no longer matter.


    “Caleb!” A deep, scared voice shouts. “You gotta come out.”


    My heart beat accelerates. He sounds really scared. Caleb growls and eases me off his lap. I grab my dress and slip into it as Caleb pulls his pants back up his legs and buttons his jeans.


    


    Bang. Bang. Bang.


    


    He storms across the room, furious for being interrupted. With quick, angry hands, he flicks the lock and snatches the handle.


    “What?” He snaps, as he tugs the door open.


    From the bed, I bend a little, trying to catch a glimpse of who is on the other side. What’s so important?


    “Drew needs your help.” The stranger I can’t see gasps. “His girl has overdosed.”
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    Fuck.


    Cassia shoves past me and rushes into the crowd of gyrating men and women. I call her name, but she doesn’t stop. She screeches for people to move, the panic in her voice sounding like it’s tearing her voice box apart. My brain throbs in my skulls, bruising itself against bone. Fuck! Will someone please remind me why I thought having a party was such a good fucking idea?!


    I bend low and pull my shoes on. “Where are they?”


    “They’re in the kitchen.” Max says, nervously rubbing his hands over his shaved head. “I’ve got to call an ambulance and you gotta get these people out of here.”


    Shit. “Don’t call the ambulance.”


    I rake my fingers through my hair and dive into my room. I run to my t-shirt drawer, pull one out and toss it over my shoulder.


    “Don’t call an ambulance? Caleb, Fiona’s in bad shape.” He shouts from the door.


    “I’ll take her.” I grab the keys to my truck and slip my driver’s license into my back pocket. “You and Jason work on clearing everyone out of here. Drew, Cassia and I will get Fiona to the hospital.”


    Taking Fiona to the hospital myself is the only option. The police could show up at any second and I’m totally fucked if a girl dies on my kitchen floor. Not to mention the shitstorm that will ensue when they discover all the different kinds of drugs that are floating around the house—and what about Dad? He’s not going to be able to handle this kind of scandal. His flock will turn on him like a thirsty pack of wolves.


    I rush out the door, launching into the throng of fucked up people. They’re oblivious to what’s going on inside. Slick, stranger skin slides against mine and it’s gross as hell, but I keep pushing through.


    Before long, I’ve slipped into my gray tee and I’m standing in the empty kitchen watching Cassia and Drew roll Fiona onto her side. She’s foaming from the mouth, her body shaking violently. Her eyes are white, her skin blue. Half of the house is dead still, looking on like it’s a damn theatre show. The other half are as oblivious as the assholes outside.


    “What did she take?” Cassia demands, pushing her hands through her hair.


    Drew pushes himself to his feet and backs up, panicked. “I don’t know. Some pills. Coke. Weed. Whatever the fuck else she got her hands on.”


    The front of his forest green shirt is wet and sticks to his skin.


    “And you didn’t stop her?” Cassia demands, tears rolling down her face.


    “You try telling the girl no. She’s a fucking nightmare!”


    I step into the kitchen as Cassia jumps to her feet and shoves Drew hard in the chest. “You should have kept an eye on her!”


    He bounces back a few steps before launching forward, shoving his face an inch from hers. “I’m not her fucking father! Where were you?”


    “Enough!” I push Drew back a foot. The fucking nerve of him. “We have to get Fiona to a hospital.”


    Looking at Drew I can tell he’s not sober either. His skin is clammy, his oily pupils dilated, and there’s a nervous twitch to his movements. He might not be sober, but at least he knew when to stop.


    “Help me get Fiona into my truck.” I tell him. “We can deal with the rest later.”


    He glares at Cassia over my shoulder. She should tread lightly because he’s going to snap. Panic glistens so clearly in his dark eyes. He already blames himself. He doesn’t need anyone else shoveling it onto him.


    Drew nods. “I’ll carry her.”


    Cassia moves out of the way as Drew steps around me. He bends low, scooping Fiona into his arms like she weighs nothing. Her body is limp. Lifeless.


    “She’s going to be okay, right?” Cassia asks me, slipping her hand into mine.


    I squeeze it and swallow my uncertainty.


    “Yeah.” I tell her, tugging her into me. She wraps her warm, slender arms around my waist and I plant a kiss on her damp forehead. “She’ll be okay.”


    I swear my ribcage compresses with my lie, constricting my heart. I don’t know if Fiona is going to be okay. I don’t know if we’ll get her to the hospital in time or if we’ve already taken too long…


    …I just don’t know.


    


    *Cassia*


    


    We reach the hospital in record time. I sit in the front with Caleb while Drew cradles Fiona in his lap on the backseat. I glance over my shoulder as he smooths his hand over her head and wipes her face with his t-shirt. She doesn’t look good…her lips are blue and her skin is pale. I can’t tell if she’s breathing or if she’s even alive. I should have stayed with her. I should have used the bathroom and then went straight back to her. Maybe I could have prevented that final hit. I sniffle as I reach for my seatbelt and struggle to unclip it. I growl in frustration as Drew gets his door open, but I can barely undo my damn seatbelt! Caleb reaches over, slipping his hand underneath mine. With a gentle push, the seatbelt releases me. A tear rolls off the tip of my nose and drips onto the back of his large hand. I swipe at my face as Caleb slides his palm onto my thigh. I look at him and his expression turns sympathetic. I normally find reassurance in the depths of his beautiful green eyes…but not tonight.


    “She’ll be all right.” He tells me, stroking my skin with his thumb.


    I nod and the back door slams shut. Outside Caleb’s big, white truck Drew hands Fiona to Caleb who holds her weight effortlessly in his arms. Caleb glances at me with a frown, obviously as confused as I am.


    Drew’s hands shake and he stuffs them underneath his armpits to stop it. “I gotta go.”


    I flinch. Did I hear that correctly? He has to go? Where the fuck does he have to be at this time of night? When Fiona is flirting with death on his watch?


    “Are you kidding me?” I snap, clenching my fists.


    “I can’t…I’m not…” He runs a hand over his dehydrated lips. “They’ll question me and I’m fucked up.”


    “You’re the only one who knows what she’s taken.”


    Drew turns his back on us, clenching his hair in his fists. He tilts his head up to the sky, wasting precious seconds that could save Fiona’s life.


    “Cassia, please.” He begs, his voice tight. “I’m going to be a lawyer…”


    “Oh, well, isn’t that so fucking great for you.”


    Drew apologizes over and over, but it doesn’t mean shit. He still turns his back on us and trudges down the street, walking against traffic.


    What a pussy.


    I keep my hand on the side of Fiona’s face as Caleb carries her towards the door. Nurses explode out before we make it and rip Fiona from Caleb’s arms. My heart wrenches in my chest and I barely mutter the word overdose before they’re shouting orders about beds and rooms, drugs and doctors. Sobbing, I cover my mouth. I’m so, so, sorry.


    “What’d she take?” A woman demands as four nurses carry Fiona inside.


    “We don’t know.” Caleb tells her. “We found her like that.”


    The mature aged nurse pulls a small notepad from her chest pocket and quickly jots down a note or two. I step closer to read what it says, but she slaps it shut and slips it back into her pocket.


    “Don’t go anywhere.” A woman orders as four nurses carry Fiona inside. “We’re going to do our best to stabilize her and then we’re going to need some answers.”


    I nod and she storms away, disappearing into the hospital. Caleb slips in front of me, gripping my shoulders in his hands. “I hate to say it, Cass, but Drew is right.”


    I wince, shrugging away from his hands. “You’re not serious?”


    “They’re going to ask questions. We have to think about the consequences. She took the drugs, not us.”


    He reaches out again and I swat him away. “I’m not letting her wake up alone in a damn emergency room. She needs somebody here when she wakes up.”


    Caleb shrugs. “So they’ll call her family.”


    How can he be so indifferent about this? He wouldn’t stay for Drew if he was hospitalized? Would he stay for me if I was where Fiona is right now? My parents are going to skin me alive, but I have no fear of that. I’d take any punishment they dish out, over and over, for Fiona—and for him too.


    I shake my head. Un-fucking-believable. Exhaling, Caleb reaches into his pocket and pulls out his cell. It’s ringing. Again. For the first time since leaving his house, I catch the name on the screen.


    Dad.


    Father Andrews. Shit.


    Caleb glances at me, his question as loud as day. I nod. He should probably answer it. He hits the green button and lifts the phone to his ear. “Hello?”


    I hold my breath, waiting for the slightest hint on Caleb’s face to tell me what the nature of the call is. His lips purse and my stomach clenches.


    “Yes.”


    I slip my thumb into my mouth and chew the nail.


    “I don’t know what you want me to say…I get it. All right.”


    His eyebrows pull in, his eyes thinning into a scowl.


    “Screw Marcus. I’ll drop her home.”


    I suck air into my lungs. My parents know... I turn away from Caleb. I think I’m going to be sick.


    “There’s no need—Dad?” Caleb growls. “Fuck!”


    It’s safe to assume the jig is up. Our affair exposed.


    In one night.


    This isn’t how I wanted my parents to find out. I wanted to tell them—to see their faces when Caleb’s name fell from my lips. I wanted the chance to explain to them that I’m in love and that it doesn’t matter what they think. Now they’ll hold it against me forever, acting like they busted me.


    Hanging up and stuffing the phone into his pocket, Caleb rubs the back of his neck. “He spoke to Drew…he told my father where we are.”


    I turn to face him. “And my dad?”


    “He’s on his way.”


    My heart stutters. “What do we do?”


    “We keep Fiona company and we deal with the rest as it comes.”


    Caleb holds out his hand and I glance at it briefly. Now he wants to wait with Fiona? A second ago he wanted to ditch her and save himself.


    “I thought you didn’t want to stay?”


    “I changed my mind. If it’s what you want then it’s what I want too.”


    My heart soars and I slip my hand into his. I step closer, wanting to be in his bubble, wanting to be as close to his comfort as I can get. We were the only good outcome of tonight.


    Us.


    Caleb and me.


    “This isn’t the direction I imagined tonight going.” I tell him as he leads me closer to the hospital doors.


    He peers sideways at me, his hand tightening around mine. “Does it change anything between us?”


    That’s a no-brainer. I shake my head. “Not for me. You?”


    His lips twitch in relief at the corners. “No.”


    The hospital doors open for us, exposing the packed emergency room. We walk in, cringing at the smell of blood, booze, and cigarette. I wrinkle my nose. It smells more like a bar than a hospital…which is weird for a Tuesday night. We don’t get a seat because they’re all filled. Instead, we sit against a wall. I make sure to keep my dress tucked under my ass and my legs closed considering I didn’t exactly have time to put my underwear back on. Ten minutes stretch into twenty which stretch into thirty. We hear nothing from the nursing staff and my father is nowhere to be seen. Forty minutes in, I can’t take it anymore and I’m stressed and tired. I can’t stop the sobs that bubble up my throat and I cry against Caleb’s firm shoulder.


    Classy.


    Caleb shushes me, resting a comforting palm against my head. He tells me everything is going to be okay, but is it? What if Fiona doesn’t make it? What if my father flips his shit, stuffs me into the trunk of his car and drives me to the other side of the country? Better yet, what if he drives me off a damn cliff?


    Shushing me some more, Caleb reaches into his pocket and pulls out his rosary. It’s the very same rosary I saw him stroking that sunny Sunday morning a few weeks ago.


    “My mother gave this to me the night she died. You look like you could use it.”


    I hold out my hand and he drops it into my palm. It’s smooth, each bead crafted to perfection. I analyze the rosary and it sparks questions I’ve quelled since the night I asked about his sister and he told me his mother committed suicide. How could she do that? A little boy who was grieving the loss of his sister had to say goodbye to his mother too? I don’t understand how she could…I inhale, reserving my judgement. A woman had lost her only daughter. God knows what was racing through her head when she decided to take her own life.


    “This was your mother’s?” I ask, sniffling.


    He nods.


    “And she died the same day—”


    “The same day my sister was abducted?” He looks away from me, his green eyes darkening. “Yeah.”


    I roll the small beads between my fingers and watch as nurses race about and sick people come and go. I feel better already. Caleb turns his head and our eyes lock. My heart races in my chest as his intense gaze flickers between frustration and sadness.


    “Penelope and Mom, it’s…it’s not a story a lot of people know, but if it takes your mind of Fiona and your parents…I’ll tell you.”


    He clenches his jaw, his green stare darting over my face.


    “You’d tell me what happened?”


    “I love you.” He murmurs. “That means I gotta start letting you in, right?”


    My heart swells in my chest and fresh tears pool in my eyes. To be trusted with someone’s soul is the most amazing feeling. Knowing they trust you to keep it safe is a privilege you can’t trade for. It’s a privilege money can’t buy.


    


    *Caleb*


    


    I tell her everything…


    About Penelope.


    About Mom.


    I confess every fucked up little tale I’ve stored in my pathetic brain since the day they happened. Explaining what happened to Penelope was hard…but describing Mom…telling someone else how I found her was almost impossible. I’ve replayed the story for myself over and over, but I’ve never said it aloud. I’ve never heard my voice explain every thought and feeling I had that night.


    “I love you.” She whispered, kissing me on the cheek.


    A silent tear rolled off her lip and onto my face. She’d been crying for two days and I didn’t know how to fix it. I tried drawing her a picture and cuddling her whenever I got the chance, but it only seemed to make it worse. I was thankful for the darkness. I couldn’t see her cry when it was dark. I hated seeing her cry.


    “I love you too.” I muttered, pulling my Ninja Turtles blanket up to my chin.


    I expected her to walk out like she’d done the previous nights. She’d get up, walk to her room, and close the door behind her, but not tonight.


    “I have something for you.” Mom sniffled, fishing something out of the pocket of her floral high waisted skirt. “Hold out your hand.”


    Without hesitation, I sat up and held out my hand. She cupped the back of my hand in her gentle palm and placed a thread of small beads in the middle of my hand. I closed my fist around the beads, loosening my grip when the firm end of a cross digs into my palm.


    A smile stretched across my lips. The first smile I’d smiled in days. My heavy heart lightened and fluttered in my chest. Her rosary. I’ve wanted to touch it for ages.


    “It’s yours. You can have it.”


    I frowned. “For me?”


    “For you.” She replied, her voice strangled by a sob.


    “But I’m not allowed them.”


    “I need you to keep it safe. I can’t think of a better person to keep it safe than you. Can you do that for me?”


    I nodded, clenching the beads in my hand. “Thank you.”


    Mom wrapped her arms around my shoulders and squeezed me. The sweet smell of lemons and ginger filled my nose and I inhaled it into my lungs. She was warm and safe. No one was going to jump out of a van and take me while she was here.


    “I love you. You know that, don’t you?”


    Mom started crying again. Her chest vibrating against mine.


    “I know.”


    Tears prickled at my eyes. Why was she crying? Did she miss her rosary already?


    “I love you so, so, so much.” She squeezed me. “Don’t ever forget that, okay?”


    I nodded. “Okay.”


    She planted a lingering kiss on my forehead before pushing herself to her feet. She left my room and I rested against my pillow, clenching her rosary to my chest. It was smooth and warm, filled with a special kind of power that she once said would guide me every day.


    I fell asleep not long after that.


    I didn’t know how long I was asleep for before I was awoken by a slamming drawer in the kitchen. I blinked away the sleep in my eyes and sat up, the rosary still tucked neatly into my palm. I waited, listening to the sounds of sobs as they filtered up the hallway and into my room.


    Something was off. Now that I think about it, I was never allowed to touch her precious rosary. I was barely allowed to look at it and now she was giving it to me? To have as my own? She got it when she was in the Vatican City and it was the most precious thing she owned.


    Was she crying because she missed it? I didn’t want her crying because she gave her rosary to me. If she loved them so much, she should have them.


    I kicked off the blankets and crept out of bed. The soles of my feet touched the cool varnished floor as I plodded down the hall and turned left into the kitchen.


    I froze as red liquid seeped along the white tiles. It kind of looked like beet juice…only it was thicker…and darker…and it poured from Mom’s sagging body.


    I took one look at her arms and realized it was blood. It was so much blood.


    My lungs collapsed and my lower lip trembled as her stare settled on me. Her eyebrows pulled in as she watched me.


    “Mom?” My voiced cracked and splintered my heart.


    Her glazed glare was distant, like she was looking both at me and through me at the same time. I stepped closer and held out the pretty, mahogany rosary.


    “Here.” I told her as a sob bubbled to the surface. “It’s okay. You can have them.”


    She didn’t move. Blood was everywhere. There was so much that I slipped in it and crashed to the floor. It hurt. It hurt my tailbone and my elbows, but it didn’t matter. Tears poured from my eyes, but I still spoke to her. God would save her if she was holding the rosary. He’d have to.


    “Mom…you can have the rosary. I know how much you love it.”


    Blood seeped into my clothing. It was warm and sticky, and it crawled over my skin like a million tiny spiders. I shuddered, but slid closer to her anyway. She needed help, she needed her rosary. Her skin paled, but her eyes remained open.


    I pushed the rosary into her hand and forced it shut.


    “You can have it.” I cried. “It’s okay. They’re yours. I won’t take them again. You can have it.”


    I swiped at my face, painting her blood over my cheek.


    “Please, Mom.” I dropped my head against her shoulder, but it didn’t feel like it usually did. It wasn’t comforting. It didn’t fill me with warmth. The scent of lemon and ginger was gone, replaced by the coppery smell of blood.


    “I’m sorry.”


    I knew what it was about. She hated me because I let Penelope get taken by the man in the van. She wanted to be with Penelope, not with me.


    Because I was weak.


    Because I didn’t put up a fight.


    I saw her face when she found me sitting by myself. The shock. The horror. The hatred.


    She cuddled me and kissed me. She told me it was okay, that it wasn’t my fault.


    And then she killed herself…because she couldn’t bear the sight of me.
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    …but words will never hurt me.


    Throw a stone at my body and the bone will mend, the cut will heal, and the bruise will fade, but words…words are more powerful than any bomb, any rifle, any punch. Words sign peace treaties, words aide negotiations, and help us express our emotions. Words can lift someone up or tear them down in a second.


    …but words will never hurt me.


    If that’s the case why am I in so much pain? Why is anguish exploding in my chest as my heart tears itself apart? His words were unbearable, laced with grief, anger, and guilt. No weapon could hurt me quite like his story did. I knew Caleb was going through some stuff with the death of his sister and his mother. I thought it was a little strange he was still going through it a decade after it happened, but I let it go.


    I had no idea.


    I had absolutely no idea.


    Images of a baby-faced Caleb, slipping in his mother’s blood as he begged her not to leave him will haunt me forever. It makes me want to hold my own mother close and tell her I love her despite our differences.


    “How did you deal with that?” I ask, rubbing my hand over his back.


    Caleb avoids my eyes and fidgets with a pamphlet on smoking, tearing the corners in half. “I didn’t.”


    I swallow. That explains a lot. “Caleb…”


    “You two came with the girl who overdosed? Fiona?”


    Caleb and I shoot to our feet as a nurse with a black clipboard strolls over to us. She scratches her hair line with the end of her pen and checks her watch. How does she know Fiona’s name?


    Caleb clears his throat. “Yes.”


    The woman’s tight, black curls bounce as she nods her head at the notes she holds in her hand. Her golden eyes glow and her lips pull into a tight smile.


    “Your friend—is she your friend?”


    I nod, quickly. “She’s our friend.”


    The nurse writes Fiona’s name along the top of the sheet. “Well, Fiona is going to be okay. She’s unconscious for the moment, but should wake up sometime before morning.”


    “Can I see her?”


    Her glowing eyes dull and I take notice of the light spattering of freckles across her nose. “At this time we’re only willing to allow immediate family members into her room. Friends can see her after we follow protocol and the police have been alerted of the overdose.”


    I clench the rosary in my hand. “Why would the police be alerted?”


    “Well, we tend to alert the police if we suspect the patient has been poisoned or we’ve treated the patient for overdosing on drugs previously.”


    Dread punches me in my gut. “And which one is she?”


    “There are a lot of different kinds of drugs in her system…but there is no evidence that she was poisoned.” The nurse kisses her teeth. “This isn’t the first time this hospital has treated Ms. Lowe for drug abuse.”


    I frown. Isn’t the first time? There’s no way she’d purposely overdose. Would she? Maybe it was an accident? Maybe she lost track of what she’d taken? Caleb slips his hand into mine. What do we do now?


    “Her emergency contact has been called. There’s really no need for either of you to be here until visiting hours commence in the morning.”


    “We want to be here when she wakes up.” I point out. “We’re not leaving her alone.”


    Tired lines spring up on the nurse’s face and she rubs at her forehead. How many times has she dealt with this tonight? “Her mother will be here when she wakes up. Fiona won’t know you’re here until visiting hours.”


    “But I…” I purse my lips.


    I should beg. Will begging work? I can turn on the tears and sob like no tomorrow if I have to. She looks at me, her face indifferent. There’s no convincing her otherwise.


    “Sorry.” She says.


    “That’s it?”


    Caleb smooths the pad of his thumb over the back of my hand and the nurse nods. “That’s it.”


    I open my mouth, but the nurse whips around and walks off, disappearing down the hall and around a corner. That’s it. I slump my shoulders. I really wanted to see her.


    I let Caleb escort me out of the emergency room and into the parking lot. The air is cooler than it was before…or maybe I can feel it now I’m paying attention to it. I glance toward the entrance of the lot. It’s dead quiet. Soon though, my dad is going to tear through there in his SUV wanting vengeance. I hug myself as Caleb leans against a concrete pillar. The gentle breeze blows my hair into my face and Caleb smiles as I tuck it behind my ear.


    “She’s going to be okay, Cass. You can relax now.” He reaches out, pinches my dress between his fingers and tugs me close.


    I wrap my arms around his waist.


    Despite the frustration and the sadness swirling in my stomach, happiness still lingers.


    Because of him.


    Because he loves me.


    “You’re right.” I lean into him, resting the side of my face against his chest. “Fiona is going to be okay and that’s all that matters.”


    He strokes my hair while I listen to the sound of his heart beating so perfectly under my ear. It’s a heart that has gone through so much pain, but it still manages to pump so smoothly. I breathe him in, amazed by how much comfort the feel of his body brings me. This is what I should’ve been chasing from the beginning.


    Love.


    Not casual sex.


    “I love you.” I say, squeezing lightly.


    The thought of going home without him makes me uncomfortable. I want to be with him. I should be with him. Caleb plants a kiss on the top of my head and I tilt my head back to look at his face.


    “That’s the look I was hoping to avoid.” He states with a hard swallow.


    He looks away, but I catch his cheek in the palm of my hand and pull him back.


    “What look?”


    “Pity.”


    I frown. “Pity?”


    “Yes. Pity…I hate it. It makes me feel…” He chuckles darkly under his breath and pulls his face from my hand. “I don’t like it.”


    “I don’t pity you.” Our eyes lock and my belly flips. “I pity the little boy who lost a sister and found his mother in a pool of her own blood. Through that pity, I’ve developed an understanding for the man you are today. The look you see on my face is understanding and appreciation, Caleb. Not pity.”


    His hands glide over my hips as he moves his hands to the small of my back, splaying his finger over the curve of my backside. A smile pulls at my lips as he drags the pads of his fingers back and forth, searching for the hem of my underwear.


    “Did you lose something?” He asks, holding me tight against his hard body.


    Heat exudes from his skin and seeps through the fabric of his clothes, threatening to reduce me to a puddle of goo. Do my smarts count? Because I’ve definitely lost that.


    “They’re on your floor.” I murmur, dropping my gaze to his lips.


    “Where they belong.” The corners of his mouth pull into a smirk.


    He inches closer and runs the tip of his tongue against his lower lip. God. I want to kiss him. I want to sit on his face until his mouth is forever imprinted on my vagina.


    Caleb cranes his neck a little, bringing his mouth to mine. My breath catches in my throat and my heart races, sending searing heat through my veins. Our lips graze, but neither of us push for the kiss. Instead, we let it linger, our foreheads touching, and revel in our basket case of feelings.


    “Thank you.” I whisper, sliding my hands over his chest.


    “For what?”


    “For opening up to me—and not because you had to, but because you wanted to. Words cannot express how much that means to me.”


    He snaps forward with a harsh kiss and I melt into it, only to be pulled apart by the loud sound of a man clearing his throat. Caleb’s body tightens and my heart drops into my shoes.


    Dad.


    I snap away from and smooth my palms down the front of my dress before I turn around and I’m met with my father’s glare. His jaw is tight, his dark irises nestled behind two thin, angry slits. I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. I thought I’d be brave. I thought I’d be able to tell him how it is...but the words don’t come. They’re trapped in my chest at the sight of his obvious aggression.


    I’ve fucked up.


    “Don’t act like you didn’t know, Marcus.” Caleb snaps, pushing off the pillar. “We were under your nose the whole time.”


    Dad strides forward, his finger pointed at Caleb.


    “Stay away from my daughter.” He growls, baring his teeth.


    I step closer to Dad, my arms outstretched, my palms exposed. If someone asked me if I could see my father violently attacking someone I’d immediately say no, but in this moment...I’m not so sure.


    “Or what?” Caleb laughs. “You have no idea what I’ve done to your daughter—what we’ve done to each other.”


    “Caleb.” I hiss, scowling at him from over my shoulder.


    Is he trying to make this harder for me? I can see it on his face, the pleasure he gets from antagonizing my father. It’s sick.


    A wicked grin pulls at Caleb’s lips and he takes a step closer. “Don’t be surprised if she drops a bastard grandchild on your doorstep.”


    Dad gasps, turning his glare from Caleb and onto me. I hug myself.


    “Relax.” I tell him, glancing over the parking lot. “I’ve taken precautions.”


    Granted, I take it after the fact, but it’s better than nothing.


    “Get in the car.”


    I flinch at the cold, calm tone of Dad’s voice. I’ve never heard it sound so…dark. It’s painful to hear—painful to watch—but it’s the last push I need to completely detach myself. His life would be better without me in it. All of the stress he creates within himself…it’s not healthy. Leaving my parents will save their lives. It’d save my life. None of us can live like this. It’s time I sort my life out—have something for myself. Dipping my head, I walk towards Dad and step around him.


    “Call me if you need me, Cass.” Caleb calls out and I stop. “I’ll come get you.”


    I glance over my shoulder. Caleb’s stare doesn’t leave my father’s face.


    “Get in the car!” Dad booms, shoving me.


    I jolt forward and lower my head again.


    “Relax, asshole.” Caleb snaps, but this time I don’t look back.


    Angry tears prick at my eyes. I push my tongue against the roof of my mouth to stop them from falling. I know I bounce back and forth with my decisions. One second I’m all for leaving and then the next I’m sympathizing for my parents, but the penny has dropped. I can’t live like this. I’m turning twenty in a month.


    Not two.


    Not twelve.


    Twenty.


    I need space to experience life the way I want to experience it. They might have been able to keep me from Caleb before, but not now I’m in love with him. I would break their hearts over and over and over just to feel mine race the way it does when I’m with him.


    I’ll go home with Dad now, but I’m not staying the night. I’ll grab my things and come back to the hospital. Fiona is leaving for New York in thirteen days. I have two more days to decide if I want to make the road trip with her and her buddy Lukkah. Maybe I can convince Caleb to come with us…I love him, but I can’t stay in Paradise Valley.


    Not if I want to start fresh.


    He’ll come with me.


    I know he will.


    


    * * * *


    


    His rough hand connects with my face with a harsh burn and I’m tossed to the floor. I squeeze my eyes shut and clench my jaw as fire spreads underneath my skin.


    “Marcus!” Mom shrieks, clasping her hands over her mouth.


    What, did she expect him to smile and laugh? I told him to go fuck himself. Of course he’s going to smack me in the mouth. I open my eyes and glare at Mom. He hits me in the face and she still can’t bring herself to contest him. Weak.


    “We’ve tried everything, Linda! Everything!” He shouts, shrugging out of his black suit jacket and tossing it to the floor. “She’s left me with no choice. Rules don’t work! We’re going to have to slap the slut out of her.”


    I soothe my lip with the cool back of my hand. “Slap the slut out of me? Do you even hear yourself? You’re fucking insane!”


    His nostrils flare, his eyes widening with rage. I clench my jaw, desperately trying to keep my lips from trembling. I don’t want to cry...


    …and I won’t.


    I breathe through my nose, quick and shallow. I hate him.


    He lifts his large hand and I flinch.


    “Mark…” Mom chokes out, pressing a tissue to her lips.


    Dad swallows, his lips parting to bare his teeth. He’s disgusted with me. More disgusted than he has ever been.


    “Go to your room.” He seethes, lowering his hand. “I don’t want to look at you. You make me sick.”


    A whimper seeps out, despite my efforts to stop it and I scurry to my feet. Without a glance over my shoulder, I flee up the stairs. Tears fall as I run. They’re hot and angry on my cheeks. This is good, I think to myself. This makes it easier to let go.


    I storm into my room and slam the door. Downstairs, Dad yells at Mom.


    “I wanted one good night, Linda! One! It’s not a fucking crime to want to enjoy myself for once! For twenty years she has stressed me out!! Twenty! Children are supposed to bring you joy! They’re supposed to make you proud. What has our daughter achieved? Hm? All she does is spread her legs. That’s her great contribution to mankind!”


    I grit my teeth in the silence. How can I contribute to mankind if I’m not even allowed to walk the block? In what universe does my father make any sense? I’ve been boxed in my entire life. How am I supposed to grow when my roots are bigger than my pot?


    “If I’d known this is how our daughter would turn out…I would have forgone having children altogether.”


    I wince. His slap to the face hurt less.


    I push off my door and storm across the room. I cannot believe this is happening to me at twenty. I feel fifteen. I feel like a child, not a woman. I can’t have a computer? A phone? What kind of messed up shit is that? Bending low, I pull open my bedside table and grab my phone. The yelling downstairs continues, but it’s muffled as they move into the kitchen. Mom is probably making Dad a sandwich. Nothing calms him down like a ham, cheese, and pickle sandwich. Where the hell is my sandwich? Where’s a fucking icepack for my lip? I run my tongue over the lump that sits on the side of my mouth and wince as my saliva mixes with a small split in the skin. The coppery taste of blood spreads over my tongue. He split my lip? He actually split my lip…


    I inhale and hold it as I scroll to Caleb’s name and hit the message icon. I don’t exhale until I’ve completed the text and sent it off.


    


    


    Are you alone?


    C.


    


    


    He responds immediately.


    


    


    Until morning.


    


    


    Relief floods me. Nobody makes me feel normal quite like Caleb does. You see, things that I’d call a problem aren’t a problem at all for him. He takes a difficult, clouded situation and makes it transparent, allowing me to think clearly. I need that. I also need to fill my tank. Caleb gives me comfort…and I need that more than anything.


    


    


    Can I see you?


    C.


    


    


    I tap my phone against my thigh, waiting for his response. Two minutes pass before my phone buzzes. To be honest, I’m surprised it’s only been two minutes. It felt like forever.


    


    


    Like you have to ask. You need me to come get you?


    


    


    As much as I’d love to see my parents face as I walk out the front door with a bag over my shoulder and climb into Caleb’s car, it’s not worth the headache. Instead, I’ll leave a note and climb down my balcony. The coward’s way out.


    


    


    No. I could use the fresh air. See you soon. X


    C.
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    I sit my beer down on my bathroom sink and stare at the shiny little blade next to my shaving gel. How many times have I used it? How many times have I stood here staring at it? Too many to count.


    But this time is different.


    This time fear swirls deep in my chest. Fear of pain. Fear of hurting Cassia. There’s a nagging in the back of my head, like the one that use to tell me I needed to smoke…I’m an addict. I know that now. I’m addicted to the slice of the razor and the burning sensation it brings. I’m addicted to the rush of emotions and the whirl of endorphins.


    But I’m addicted to Cassia more. I don’t have to hurt my body for any of those things when I’m with her. She gives them to me freely. That’s what I need. I can’t survive on cutting. I just can’t.


    I grab the razor, slip it inside a blue sponge to conceal it, and drop it into the bin. I went cold turkey with smoking, I can do it with this too. No more.


    Telling Cassia about Penelope and Mom was a factor in my decision too. Saying it aloud freed up a sliver of space inside me, allowing relief to pour in. I’ve spent so long shutting people out I didn’t consider how good it would feel to let someone in.


    The world doesn’t seem so bad anymore…I feel like I have purpose. That I’m more than what I am.


    My phone vibrates against the porcelain basin and I read it as it flickers across the screen


    


    


    No. I could use the fresh air. See you soon. X


    C.


    


    


    Like hell she’s going to walk here at this time of night. It’ll take her at least an hour and a half to get here on foot. I ran it in forty minutes.


    I grab my beer. I’ve had too many to drive now. I’ve downed five since I’ve been home and they’re starting to hit me.


    Damn.


    I tell her to text me every five minutes and to call if she needs it. I may be half drunk, but I’d still risk driving to get her if I have to.


    The time passes quickly. I spend it tidying my pool house and straightening my bed. I find her black panties on the floor and hang them on the end of my bed. A noble trophy for a noble man. I snicker.


    I down the last of my beer, toss it into the trashcan and drop against my bed. I tuck my hands behind my head and close my eyes.


    Apparently, I fall asleep because when I open them. My shower is going and steam billows from the crack in the bathroom door. Squinting, I reach for my phone. Eight text messages, all from Cassia. The last one being:


    


    


    I don’t know if u r awake…but I’m here.


    C.


    


    


    I flick my phone over my shoulder and sit up. As I rub sleep out of my eyes, the shower door opens and closes. Along the foggy glass, her silhouette takes shape and I can’t help but follow it from the gentle slope of her nose to the soft arc of her chin. My muscles tighten as I drag my gaze down her slender throat and over the curve of her generous breasts. To look as good as her…how’d she go so long without being touched? One person before me? Whoever has stumbled across her path has impeccable willpower. If I’m being honest, she had me on my knees the second I laid eyes on her. How’d I get so lucky?


    I push myself to my feet and pull back the blankets. Despite my power nap, I could still sleep for days.


    “Did I wake you?”


    I whip my head over my shoulder and just about die when I see Cassia standing there in a white tank top and gray boyshorts. I sigh in relief. She’s here safe. Her hair is damp against her top, the wet fabric threatening to give me a peek of her nipple.


    “Uh.” I shake my head. “Nah, I wasn’t very comfortable anyway.”


    Her deep, blue stare rakes me from head to toe, taking in my dark, gray sweatpants and shirtless torso. I showered earlier…I wish I’d waited so I could’ve joined her.


    I sit on the edge of the bed and rest my elbows on my thighs. She seems so nervous all the way over there. Am I making her nervous?


    Cassia shuffles forward. “Can I turn out the light?”


    I nod and wait as she crosses the room and switched out the light. In the darkness, I exhale. I like the dark. It’s almost…refreshing.


    I slip under the covers as Cassia slides onto the bed and bounces into a comfortable position. One our backs, we lay a foot apart and stare up at a ceiling we can’t see.


    “I want to get out of here early before your dad comes home…” She whispers, breaking the silence. “If you can take me to the hospital, I’d really appreciate it.”


    Getting her out of here before Dad shows up is probably a good idea. He’s cancelled his trip because of my party and he is going to be pissed. I’d hate for him to shove the blame onto her when she had nothing to do with it.


    I roll onto my side, facing her. “Of course.”


    “And thank you for letting me stay the night.”


    She brushes her fingertips along my stomach and the muscles clench in surprise. I shut my eyes. Her hands feel so amazing…so soft and comforting. My head spins with the essence of alcohol and I hate that it makes it slightly more difficult to focus on the moment.


    She glides her fingers over my ribs and down my hip, rolling her body in my direction. Her slender nose brushes mine and I open my eyes. I can’t see her.


    I wish I could…


    I kiss her quickly and I swear I can hear her smile. I smile too. There’s a sharp pain in my chest, on that conjures the thought that I don’t deserve to be so happy…and maybe I don’t, but I’ll be damned if I’m not going to enjoy it while it lasts.


    I kiss her again, catching her lip between my teeth. Hissing, she plants her hand on my chest and I release her. Instantly, I taste blood on my tongue.


    “Shit.” I swear, pushing myself onto my elbow. “Did I cut you?”


    “No.” She states, sitting up. “It wasn’t you.”


    I sit up and bend forward, rubbing my hands over the blanket until I find my phone. I hit the lock key and light up the room. Cassia hides her mouth behind her hand.


    I reach out. “Let me see.”


    “It’s nothing.”


    I grab her wrist and pull her hand away from her mouth. At the corner, there’s a little split. It’s red and swollen…and it’s definitely not from me. My heart stutters. Marcus?


    I frown. “Did he hit you?”


    She drops back against the pillow. “It’s a tiny cut. It’s no big deal.”


    Rage builds. A different kind of rage than what I’ve felt up until this point in my life. It’s not a rage developed from grief. It’s a rage born of love. And it’s fucking terrifying. Kicking back the blanket, I throw my legs over the edge of the bed and jump to my feet. Cassia calls my name and I barely hear it over the blood pounding in my ears. I race to the light switch and flick it on.


    “Caleb?”


    I ignore her as I cross to my dresser and pull out a t-shirt.


    “Where are you going?” Cassia demands, darting over to me.


    I ignore her panicked voice. She doesn’t have to be scared. I’ll make it right.


    “I’m talking to you!” She snaps, gripping my arm in her hand.


    I look at her…and wince when I see the faint bruise forming on her cheek. Her beautiful face…and he thinks he can touch it? He thinks he can scar it? Her face? I’ll kill him.


    “Where are you going?” She utters, tears welling in her eyes.


    Like she even needs to ask me that question. Is it not obvious?


    “I’m going to see that piece of shit.” I tell her, my voice dead calm.


    I pull my shirt on over my head.


    Her eyes widen. “You can’t.”


    “Watch me.”


    I reach for the keys to my truck, but she moves quickly and snatches them out from underneath my hand. I clench my jaw on and off, trying my hardest not to lose the plot at her. She wants to protect her father and I admire that, but he fucked up. I’ve let his abuse slide this whole time and look what happened. There are teachers and then there are educators. I will leave an impression so deep he’ll never raise his voice again.


    I sneer. “You think I won’t run there?”


    Cassia inches closer, desperation glowing in her eyes. “Caleb, please. He was mad and rightly so.”


    I flinch in disgust. Rightly so? Rightly fucking so?


    “And you think that is an excuse?”


    She shakes her head and reaches out for me. “Absolutely not, but it is a reason.”


    “A reason for what?”


    She slides the palms of her hands over my chest and threads her fingers together behind my neck.


    “I’m moving away.”


    Is that supposed to relax me? I don’t understand. Her parents are going to have a rough time getting through me to make that happen.


    “They can’t make you.” I tell her.


    She shakes her head. “Not with my parents. With Fiona. I’m going with her to New York.”


    Just like that, my rage disintegrates. New York? With Fiona? “What? Cass—”


    “Come with me, please.” She strokes my neck with her thumb. “I want you to be there with me.”


    There’s a soft, sad curve to her blue eyes as they flicker between mine. “Come with you? To New York? That’s on the other side of the country.”


    “It’s far away from my parents.”


    Far away from me. I pull away from her as my ribs threaten to close in on my lungs. “What makes you think they won’t follow you there?”


    She snorts. “New York is their Sodom. They won’t go anywhere near it.”


    New York…I’ve wanted to get away from Paradise Valley for years. Maybe this is my shot to start over somewhere new, but Dad…I can’t leave him. He’ll be on his own. It’s because of me he doesn’t have anyone else.


    “I don’t think I can…”


    She reaches out for me again, this time gripping my shirt in her hands. “At least think about it. Promise me you’ll consider it?”


    I rake my teeth over my bottom lip. Of course I’ll consider it. I’ll consider every option before allowing her to leave without me. I can’t go back to the way I was before I met her. I’m afraid if I revert back to that…it’ll be the end for me. I’m not strong enough to beat it…I’m not brave enough to tackle it head on.


    “I promise.”


    Cassia throws her arms around my neck and buries her face into my chest.


    “Don’t go to my house. Stay.” She mutters, her voice muffled by my shirt. “Stay here with me.”


    I stroke the palm of my hand down her hair and plant a kiss on the top of it. Marcus isn’t worth it. If Cassia now sees that she’s better than them what will my visit achieve?


    She’s won. She beat them.


    Cassia steps back and grips the hem of her shirt. My mouth runs dry as she lifts her arms and peels her tank top from her body, exposing her supple, full breasts.


    Fuck. 


    Her damp hair slaps against her chest as she frees it from the fabric and drops it to the floor.


    “That’s not fair.” I tell her, my entire body tightens, coiling painfully.


    “What’s not fair?”


    “What you’re doing.”


    Her lips twitch. “And what am I doing?”


    Cheeky…


    She steps closer, pressing her firm tits against my chest.


    Nine days is an awfully long time…


    Nine days since I’ve indulged in her body…


    Her hard nipples are felt through my shirt. I glance down and spot a beautiful sliver of goosebumps as they spring along her shoulders.


    “I’m cold, Caleb.” She says, slipping her hands underneath my shirt. “Take me to bed and keep me warm.”


    


    *Cassia*


    


    He bites at the sensitive skin on my neck, sending incredible sensations radiating through my body. Is it possible to feel unbearably hot and deliciously cold in the same second? That’s how I feel. That’s how he makes me feel.


    Caleb groans my name into the nape of my neck and I shiver, committing it to memory. Our bodies slide together, slick with sweat and God knows what else. We’ve been at this for a while. Every time we get close to the edge, he reigns himself in and shoves me over. I come by myself, begging him to follow me.


    He wants more.


    He wants to do this forever.


    He fucks me good and proper…and I know it’s because he’s already decided he’s not coming to New York with me.
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    My eyelids shoot open without any weight behind them. Amazing considering how little sleep I got. I swipe my hand over my face and turn my head toward Cassia who sleeps soundly, butt naked with a leg over my hip. There was no tossing and turning last night just like the night I slept at her house. I’m rested. More rested than I have ever been. I wish it lasted longer. Sadly, we have shit to face.


    Outside my door, beer bottles clash together as they’re dropped into the bin.


    Shit like my father.


    Damn. I wanted to get out before he got home and maybe grab some breakfast to refuel for the epic argument that will undoubtedly ensue the moment he sees me.


    Sighing, I slip out from underneath Cassia’s leg and force myself out of bed. I might as well get the initial shock out of the way so he doesn’t totally lose it if he sees Cassia. He knows she’s here. I have no doubt that Marcus called him. He’ll probably show up here once he realizes Cassia isn’t in her bed.


    I tug on my sweatpants and drag my feet across the pool house. Outside, the sun is freaking bright, its warmth immediately burning my naked torso.


    “How nice of you to wake up.”


    Shielding my eyes, I peer across the totaled yard. Dad clenches a big, black plastic bag in one hand and the necks of four beer bottles in the other. He’s still dressed in the clothes he left in last night. All black with his leather lace up shoes and everything. I should crack a joke about him being such a party animal.


    “You want to tell me what this is?”


    Or maybe now isn’t the time.


    “I threw a party.” I say, scratching my stomach. “It got a little out of hand.”


    He nods, pulling his eyebrows together. “I can see that.”


    I glance over my shoulder and then back to his intense glare. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him this mad. Once, he caught a punk keying the side of his care and he didn’t even frown.


    “Can we have this conversation inside?”


    “You don’t want to wake your lady friend up so soon?” He dumps the beer bottles into the bag and they clang together with an ear piercing clash, making me wince. “You keep me up with your sinful shenanigans long into the early hours of the morning and now expect me to show you and Cassia the same respect you denied me? Do unto othersas you would have themdo untoyou, Caleb.”


    The thought of him listening in on me and Cassia makes my stomach turn. That’s gross, right? Cassia and I weren’t exactly quiet. In fact, we were the opposite. She’s a vociferous comer and I’m an enthusiastic encourager. We were loud, like, super loud—and she makes a beautiful mess…which reminds me, I should probably do the laundry today.


    “You heard us?”


    “I’m sure the whole street heard you two carrying on like a pair of—” He bites his tongue.


    “A pair of what?”


    He releases the bag and straightens his shirt. I can see it on his weathered face. It’s in the shallow lines underneath his eyes and the downturn of his lips. He’s struggling to put his judgement to the side. He’s struggling to distance himself from the situation.


    His frustrated stare locks with mine. “How could you do this?”


    “How could I not? Have you seen her? She’s beautiful. Ten bucks says Jesus would denounce his faith just to fuck her.”


    Dad flinches, his face contorting in disgust. Of course he’s disturbed. This is the longest conversation we’ve had in eleven years about something other than what I’ll be reading at church. He doesn’t know me. That’s the sad reality. He seems shocked by my vulgarity. If he spent a little more time with me, he’d know just how obnoxious I am. Dropping the f-bomb wouldn’t be such a surprise.


    “You’re disgusting.”


    I shrug. Fucking tell me something I don’t know.


    “Priests shouldn’t judge.” I point out.


    “I’m a father first.”


    I snigger. A father first? That’s actually funny.


    “You did the celibacy ceremony…you swore not to have intercourse until you were married. I vouched for you.”


    “I also swore I wouldn’t masturbate. There’s your tip off. What fifteen year old boy would agree to that? As for saving myself for marriage, my virginity went out the window when Bridget Fawn showed me her tits at her birthday party when I was fourteen.” I clear my throat. “You know, in case you were wondering.”


    He shakes his head. “You deceived me…your own father…this whole time?”


    I didn’t deceive anybody. I respected him and his faith. I didn’t bring any girls here, I went to them. I drank in the privacy of my own room and I attended church because he requested it.


    I lower my hand and squint into the sun. “It’s not personal. I don’t do it out of spite. It’s just who I am.”


    “It’s not who I raised you to be.” He shoots back with a growl and I pin him with a scowl.


    “Not who you raised me to be?” I scoff. “By the time you had to show some initiative I was already raised. You didn’t have to lift a finger. The parent who raised me died when I was eleven. I’ve been on my own ever since.”


    Dad flinches, but he doesn’t refute it because he knows it’s the truth. Mom was the one who raised me from birth. She fed me, clothed me, and entertained me. Dad was never home. He was always out, jumping from one good cause to the next. He supported other people’s families, but never his own. It’s good to be selfless, I get that, but at what cost? Dad was supposed to take me and Penelope to school the morning she was taken, but he was called in to pray for a woman on her deathbed. Mom was at an appointment with a neurosurgeon for her sciatic pain so he told us to walk. He put me in charge of Penelope…


    A child in charge of a child…


    “You say it’s not personal, but I’m getting a different vibe from you.” Dad says, stepping closer.


    “Okay. So maybe it is personal.”


    His dark eyes thin in speculation. “Is that what this is about?”


    “You should have driven us to school.” I grit my teeth as white hit rage bubbles from my heart.


    “Oh, stop being selfish.” He spits, scooping up the bag. “It wasn’t just your life that was turned upside down. Mine was too! Yes, you lost a sister and a mother, but I lost a wife. I lost a daughter. You don’t think I suffer like you suffer?”


    He doesn’t suffer like I suffer. He grieves like I grieve, but the details of our sufferance are completely different. He didn’t see the panic on Penelope’s face, the tears that rolled down her cheeks as she cried for me to help her. He wasn’t there to console his own wife as she pressed the sharp blade of the steak knife to her wrist.


    “Penelope was pulled from my arms. I slipped in Mom’s blood. You weren’t there for the impact, only the aftermath. How do you even manage to wake up every morning?”


    “I find my strength in God.”


    I laugh. Of course he does. “Well, I find mine in booze and women.”


    “You find yours in sin and that’s not strength. It’s weakness.”


    It’s not weakness. What I deal with day in and day out is not weakness. It’s because I’m strong that I’ve made it this far. I can opt out of life at any second and I choose not to. That is strength.


    “It’s whatever works.”


    Defeat etches its way over Dad’s face. He can’t unlearn what he’s learned about me today, and I hope he takes how little he actually knows about me into consideration. I hope it helps him to better prioritize his life. God is great, but he isn’t everything. Right now, I don’t need faith. I need my father. I can’t get over this hump I’ve been stuck on for years without him.


    “Caleb?”


    Fuck. I clench my jaw at the sweet tone that caresses my skin. I was hoping Dad would go inside so I could get her out of here without ridicule. I peer over my shoulder and Cassia is frozen still, her cheeks warming with a bright pink blush as she sees my father.


    “Father Andrews…” She murmurs. “Hi.”


    Dad nods, his disappointment leaking from every pore. “Cassia.”


    It could be worse. I mean, at least she got dressed. Nervously, she smooths the palms of her hands down the front of her white blouse and denim, skinny jeans.


    “I don’t mean to interrupt, but we slept in. Can you take me to the hospital now? I don’t want to miss visiting hours.”


    I nod. “Sure just give me a minute.”


    Cassia closes the door.


    “Marcus called…” Dad says, bending low to pick up a green, wet bikini top. “He accused me of lying to him about your integrity and claimed you’ve ruined his family.”


    Curling his lips in disgust, he opens the bag and dumps it inside. Marcus needs to wake up. The only person that ruined that already dysfunctional family was him. He’s the straw that broke the camel’s back and I’m the warm sand that cradles its crippled body.


    “Oh, yeah?”


    “I told him I would take her back home as soon as she wakes up.”


    I laugh once. “Good luck with that.”


    “Caleb, don’t be stupid. This is their business—their daughter.”


    “He hit her in the face.” I tell him, stepping closer. “If you take her back there I’m coming too and you’re not going to like the outcome.”


    Exasperated, Dad sighs. “Caleb—”


    “It doesn’t matter anyway.” I say. “She’s leaving for New York soon.”


    “New York?”


    “Yep. She’s moving.”


    “And I assume Marcus and Linda don’t know a thing about it?”


    I shrug and turn around. “Probably not.” I grab the door handle to the pool house. “Leave the mess. I’ll clean it up when I get back.”


    Uncertainty burrows in the pit of my stomach as I pull open the door and slip inside. It went a lot better than I was expecting…there was no meltdown. There was a little judgement, but hey, nobody’s perfect. I guess he’s just going to pray harder and beg God to guide me back onto the straight and narrow. It’s a futile venture, but if it makes him feel better about me being somewhat of an antichrist then so be it.


    There were a few things I chose to leave out of the conversation. The first was Fiona—for obvious reasons—and the second thing was the fact I’m contemplating leaving for New York with Cassia. I thought about it for the tiniest, sliver of a second, but immediately dismissed it. I’m not going to crush his soul for no reason. I don’t even know what I’m doing. I want to go with her, I do, but there’s more to it than packing a bag and jumping on a bus for me. I have a good job here. Not to mention I’m supposed to be in California in January to work on a new, iconic skyscraper. Am I expected to give that up now that I’m in love with a girl?


    I decided last night I wasn’t going to go…and then she touches me and the feelings she stirs warps me completely.


    “Hm?”


    I’m electrocuted back into reality by the softness of her hands as she slides her palms over my bare hips and around to the middle of my back. I crane my neck, lowering my face to hers.


    “Did you say something?”


    She licks her lips. “I asked you if you were okay.”


    I wrap my arms around her slender shoulders. “I’m great. I feel free, you know?”


    Between telling Cassia about Mom and Penelope, and Dad finding out who I really am, I no longer feel like I live in the shadows. It barely scratches the surface of my problems, but I think shedding any light on my emotional well-being at this point can only help.


    Cassia sighs, pressing her cheek against my stomach. “I can’t wait to feel free.”


    I exhale. It’s not fair that she’s moving to New York. It’s just not. It puts me in a corner and I hate ultimatums. Why do I have to choose between having her and not having her? If I agree, I move to New York. If I disagree, I end up alone. There is no middle ground and that makes me a little anxious.


    “Don’t go to New York.” I blurt out, holding her close. “Stay with me. Your parents can’t touch you here.”


    She pulls back, sliding her hands to my abs. Confusion wrinkles her eyebrows and squeezes her lips into a soft pout. “I don’t want to be in the same town as them, Caleb. Next month I’m out of here and I won’t look back. I don’t want to leave you…but staying here isn’t an option for me.”


    I place my hand on top of hers. “So, you’re saying I have a while to convince you to stay then?”


    Her worry melts a little, making way for a subtle smile that she tries to bite back. “More like I have a while to convince you to come.”


    I smirk, guiding her fingers underneath the hem of my sweatpants. “I promise it won’t take that long.”


    Realization flickers through her beautiful, blue eyes. “Now? After last night? With your dad just outside?”


    I push her hand further, until the soft pads of her fingers brush against my excruciatingly hard cock.


    “When the mood strikes, right?”


    Cassia wraps her hand around my shaft, drawing a hiss from my mouth.


    “The mood is always striking you.” She points out, he lids growing heavier by the second.


    She closes the distance between our mouths, but doesn’t seal the deal.


    “Why don’t you quit talking,” I lick her bottom lip, causing her breath to hitch in her throat. “and put that sexy mouth to good use.”


    A knowing twitch pulls at the corner of her pink lips. “I don’t think you can handle it.”


    “That’s cute.” I snicker. “As long as you don’t grate my cock with your teeth, I think I’m gonna be okay.”


    I’m hyperaware of the hand she has on my dick. Energy frissons up and down my shaft and nestles in the tip. The fucking glorious sensations last all of a second before she removes her hand and grips the hem of her white blouse instead. Oh, God. Not the tits. How am I going to last a decent amount of time when those puppies are out? She grins as she pulls the shirt up, exposing her flat stomach and the cute, white lace bra that hides her perfect pink nipples from view. My lips part, making way for a heavy exhale, as she slips it over her head and tosses it to the floor. Her long, golden waves curl around her breasts and sway gently as she reaches behind her back and snaps her bra clip open. The fabric sags and she cradles it in her hands, holding it snuggly against her tits.


    “You look nervous.” She teases, smiling wickedly.


    I clear my throat. “Me? No. No, I’m not nervous.”


    That was a lie. I’m nervous as hell. I don’t know how I’m going to last long enough to make taking off her shirt worthwhile. Heat spreads up my throat and Cassia spots it as it makes its way into my cheeks.


    “You’re blushing, Caleb Andrews.”


    I shake my head. She is fucking torture.


    “Have you seen you? You’ve got tits that’d make a corpse blush.”


    With one elegant sweep of her arm and a fluid flick of her wrist, she dumps her bra on the floor.


    Holy mother of fu—


    “I want to be naked with you.”


    So much for a blowjob. Seeing her like this makes me want to slide my dick between her breasts and come on her throat, not inside it.


    “And Fiona? We’re already late.”


    With a wicked gleam in her eye, she closes the distance between us. My entire body jumps to attention as she glides the tip of her index finger along the waistband of my sweatpants and brushes her chest against mine.


    “If you drive a little faster I’m sure we can recover the minutes we’re about to lose.”


    “Minutes? You honor me.” I slide my fingers along the underside of her breasts.


    They’re so fucking soft and...and...magical. God. Put me in a pool and fill it with titties. I want to swim in it.


    My cock pulses and I snap my hands back before I fill my pants.


    “Seventeen seconds and I’ll be done.”


    Cassia quirks an eyebrow. “Seventeen? That’s oddly specific.”


    “Twenty, if you nick me with your teeth.”


    Amusement lights up the dark, blue depths of her irises. She has beautiful eyes. It’s like staring into the Caribbean.


    Cassia curls a finger around my waistband. “Are you going to drop your pants or should I do that for you?”


    I lean back against the door. “This is your rodeo, Cass. I’m the bull, you’re my rider.”


    She giggles. “That’s a horrible analogy.”


    It made her laugh. That’s a win.


    “I’m thinking with my alternate head. It’s the best I can do. “


    Smirking, she drags my sweatpants down my thighs. She bends her knees, her eager gaze slipping down the length of my body. I watch, mesmerized, as her stare caresses every muscle and follows every crease, until my cock juts out from underneath its fabric prison. Her gaze doesn’t settle on my dick though.


    It settles on my scars.


    On my cuts.


    The smirk falls from her face and her lips turn down in a subtle, sad pout. My ribs clench my lungs as she leans in and kisses every one of them.


    Every.


    Single.


    One.


    I look away. I tilt my head to the ceiling and count the small, beige squares in each panel. I can’t stand to watch her do it…to press her perfect, smooth lips against something so ugly. Each kiss lingers a little longer than the last, until she’s sliding her mouth to my hip. My abs tighten and I finally tilt my head, allowing myself to look at her. With calculated grace, she wraps her delicate fingers around my cock and kisses her way from the base to the tip.


    She watches my face.


    I watch her mouth.


    Stunning. Flawless. Memorable.


    She slips her tongue and licks the tip, a movement so quick and brief it makes my breath hitch. She smiles wickedly before sucking the whole head into her mouth. My toes curl and my quads threaten to cramp. Why didn’t I get her to suck me sooner? It’s almost cruel that I’ve gone this long without it.


    I quiver, letting my head fall back against the door and I squeeze my eyes shut. Cassia teases me, stroking me with her hands and her mouth in a way I’ve never felt before. It’s tight, and wet, and full of…something. Emotion? Love? Whatever the fuck it is needs to be bottled and sold to men around the world.


    My orgasm bubbles to the surface, doing its usual dance at the base of my shaft. I don’t want to come yet. It’s such a waste. Ah, well. At least I’ll make good on my seventeen seconds.


    Groaning, I rake my fingers through her blonde hair, catching soft locks of it in my fist, and drop my head, locking eyes with the blonde beauty on her knees in front of me. I tug on her hair, pulling her mouth off of my dick, and I bend low, bringing my mouth an inch from hers.


    “Can I fuck your face, baby?”


    Her blue irises flare in delight and she nods her head.


    Perfect.


    Perfect.


    Perfect.


    I slam my mouth against hers and I fuck her tongue with mine, until she’s clawing at my neck and wriggling excitedly. I pull back and straighten my spine, leaving her gasping for air. I tighten my grip on her hair and move my hips, dragging the very tip of my cock across her lower lip. Pre-cum glistens in its wake, like it always does, and Cassia opens her mouth like a good, obedient female.


    And I fuck it.


    I fuck it hard and fast. It takes everything I have to keep my groans and grunts to a minimum. Cassia’s hands are on my thighs a she steadies herself, but she doesn’t stop me.


    She swirls her tongue.


    She moans, sending my sensitive flesh reeling in the sensation of it.


    With enthusiasm, she takes me as deep and as fast as she can until I come.


    Hard.


    Her name mixes unintelligibly with curses and pleas to God. Tremors shake my legs as everything I have to give is swallowed by the love of my fucking life.


    Like it should be.


    When the shakes subside, my balls tighten painfully. I have nothing left to give her. She’s taken every last drop of me and I’ve willfully given it.


    Smiling, Cassia plants a gentle kiss on the tip of my dick and pushes herself to her feet. She sighs as she bends for her bra and blouse and proceeds to put them on. I reach for my own pants and pull them back up my legs. I tie the strings and settle against the door, bending my leg at the knee as she fastens her bra. Say I can’t go to New York…am I supposed to just let her walk out of my life?


    Cassia’s intrigued gaze meets mine and my heart flutters.


    “What?”


    I smile. It’s a no brainer. I can’t live without her.


    I won’t.


    “I’ll go to New York with you, Cass.”
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    Words cannot explain my level of happiness.


    But if they could, I imagine it would go a little something like this: Caleb saying he’ll come to New York with me is like buying a shitty apartment and being given a mansion instead. It’s discovering a glittery unicorn in the majestic barn of that mansion that farts rainbows and poops gold, and tucked away in the corner is a bunch of naked little manservants with asses like David Beckham and lips like Tom Hardy. Happiness level? Delirious.


    “You’re not lying to me?” I ask for the umpteenth time as I peer sideways at him.


    Grinning, Caleb glances at me and then back to the road. “That’s something men do before the blowjob. Not after.”


    Eeep! I squirm in my seat. We’re actually going to do it. We’re going to move away together—to New York City. I clasp my hands at my chest and turn in my seat. Caleb’s truck is big and beautiful. Inside is clean and spacious and there’s something super arousing about the way his gaze flicks to his mirrors every few minutes.


    “You’re really going to do it? You’re going to come to New York?”


    “I’ll come to New York, in New York, and just about any other state or country you part your delicious thighs for me.” He grins and then falters. “Except Canada. Fun is outlawed there.”


    Snorting, I roll my eyes. Keeping his attention on the road, Caleb reaches out for my hand and pulls it into his lap.


    “I convinced you to take a chance on me, Cass. It’s only fair that I take a chance on you too.”


    “Thank you. It means a lot to me.”


    I stroke his hand with my thumb as we pass a sign that tells us the hospital is just around the bend.


    “So, what’s the plan?” He asks, flicking on his indicator. “How long do we have? And where are you staying in the meantime? There’s plenty of room for you in the pool house.”


    Yeesh. Sleeping on the same block of land as Father Andrews? With his son of all people? That is definitely not going to go down well and I just know Dad will show up and try to drag me back home.


    “I would, but I told Fiona I’d stay with her. She thinks she’ll be ready to leave for NYC in two and a half weeks.” I tell him. “You can use the time to gather your affairs and sort out notice with your boss.”


    He nods and smiles, but I see the uncertainty in it.


    Caleb pulls into the hospital’s parking lot and his car rolls to a stop.


    He holds my hand tightly in his and pulls it to his mouth. “Are you sure you don’t need me to wait a little while? What if she’s not in there?”


    My skin tingles as he plants soft kisses along the back of my hand. Chuckling under my breath, I stroke his thumb with mine. I don’t want to say goodbye. I want to get back into bed and cuddle until day slips into night.


    “I’ll be okay. I have my phone so I can text you if I need you.”


    Caleb groans and reluctantly releases my hand. “All right. I guess cleaning the house will keep me busy enough.”


    “I love you.” I tell him, leaning in and planting a soft kiss on his mouth.


    It feels weird saying those words to him. I mean, it feels right and perfect and all that other good stuff, but it’s just strange saying it to him, the guy I admired from a far for so long. He sat at the front of the church, his eyes downcast most of the time, in his formal clothes. He was mysterious, captivating, and completely oblivious to me and how breathless he made me.


    Now we’re here.


    In love.


    How? How do two people go from being strangers to being epically in love? Before I met him, I was going to be the role model daughter. I was going to pray every day, work a boring job, get married, and move into a house across the street to my parents. Now, Caleb and I are shifting to New York to live a real life. Only there can I strip back these artificial layers and discover my true self.


    


    Buzzzzzz.


    


    I’m pulled from my thoughts by the sound of Caleb’s phone buzzing in the cup holder. I spaced out. I don’t even know if he said it back. Sighing, Caleb picks it up and looks at the screen.


    “Dad.” He sighs, hitting the green button and pressing the phone against his ear. “Yeah?”


    Caleb’s eyebrows smooth out before pulling in tightly. He flicks his tongue over his bottom lip and then rakes his teeth over it, seemingly concentrating on what his father has to say.


    “Why? What’s wrong?”


    I swallow, knowing the slightest thing could stop him from coming to New York with me. I say a silent prayer in my head and I bet God is laughing at it.


    “Why can’t you tell me over the phone? I don’t want to see it for myself. Dad—fine. All right. I’m on my way.”


    Exhaling, Caleb drops the phone back into the cup holder and rubs his face.


    “What is it?” I suck in a breath and hold it.


    “Dad has something important to show me and your father is on his way here too.”


    Dread kicks me in the lungs, expelling my breath. Shit. “I don’t want to see him.”


    “You need me to stay?”


    I shake my head and grab my bag. “You deal with your father I’ll deal with mine.”


    I’m sure I can get in and out of here without crossing paths with him.


    Caleb pats my thigh with his large hand. “I’ll call you tonight. Maybe I can take you out for some ice-cream.”


    Looking at him, I quirk my eyebrow. “You want to go out for ice-cream?


    He shrugs his shoulders. “I’ve never been on a date before and I like ice-cream so that’s a good place to start.”


    Cute. I never picked him to be the ice-cream type, more chocolate fondue and fresh strawberries kind of guy. I pull my black bag into my lap.


    “We have to work our way up to milkshakes and hotdogs, huh?”


    “Yep. I have to set my standards now so you don’t take advantage of it. FYI, I won’t eat a hotdog until the third date, at least.”


    I laugh as I hit the button to my seatbelt. “Good to know.”


    Caleb and I look at each other in sweet silence. Why does this have such a melancholy feel to it? We’ll see each other tonight. A few hours isn’t that long.


    “New York will be great.” I say, cupping his face with my hand. “We can go ice skating in winter and find a nice ice-cream place to abuse in the summer.”


    He smiles and my heart flutters. “I can’t wait.”


    Caleb leans forward and kisses me. Air disperses in my lungs.


    Gone.


    Just like that.


    


    * * * *


    


    What am I supposed to say to Fiona?


    Oh hey, you totally overdosed at Caleb’s party and my dad went loco so now I’m gonna come stay with you even though you’re obviously going through some shit of your own. P.s- I’m glad you’re alive.


    I groan and shake my head as I round the corner and approach her room. This is it. The point of no return. I step inside the room and glance at the two beds closest to me. Two old men sleep peacefully, undisturbed by the erratic sound of zippers being closed down the other end of the room. I follow the noise, clenching the strap of my bag. The curtain around the end bed blows out and shakes as a barefooted Fiona shuffles around her bed. Why is she out of bed?


    I grab the curtain and pull it open. She zeros her wide, gray eyes in on me before sagging in relief.


    “Jesus. You scared the hell out of me.”


    I don’t believe it. She’s fully dressed and in clothes different to what she wore last night. I analyze the huge suitcase on the bed filled with clothes and products. What is going on here?


    I frown. “What are you doing? You should be in bed.”


    She shakes her head as she reaches into her suitcase and pulls out a black, weathered cap. “No time for that. We have to go.”


    “Go? Go where?”


    She whips her long, auburn hair into a messy bun and put the cap on top. “Anywhere but here.”


    Fiona grips the hood to her black hoodie and pulls it on over her cap. I watch, confused, as she frantically starts zipping her suitcase up.


    I throw my bag on top of hers, stopping her eager fingers from closing the last zip. “You overdosed. I thought you were going to die. You need to be here.”


    Fiona glares at me, her makeup free face evidence of how much of a toll that overdose has taken on her body. Her eyes have sunken into her face. Her lips are cracked and bleeding and her skin is as pale as snow.


    “I’m fine, Sia.” She says, smiling. “Nothing a little aspirin can’t fix.”


    I wince at the pain that leaks into her eyes though she’s smiling. Did something happen that I’m not aware of? She closes the remaining zipper and glances suspiciously over my shoulder.


    “I don’t under—”


    “They think I’m sick in the head.” She cuts in, shoving my bag onto the floor. “They’re going to lock me up somewhere.”


    She pulls her suitcase, but I grab it, preventing her from tugging it off the bed.


    “They can help you.” I tell her.


    “No one can help me!” She hisses through clenched teeth, tears glistening in her eyes. “Not unless they have a fucking time machine!” Fiona swipes at the tears that roll down her cheeks. “I’m leaving, Cassia, and you can either come with me now…or you can stay.”


    I swallow hard. Who am I to keep her here against her will? Who am I to force her into treatment she doesn’t want? I’ve never seen Fiona as someone who is mentally unstable…she’s always been bubbly and over the top. She’s hiding something from me.


    I let go of her bag and grab mine. The best way to give my support is to show solidarity.


    “Where are we going?” I ask, tugging my bag onto my shoulder. “Back to your house?”


    She flinches. “I’d rather be locked up in a mental house than set foot back in that apartment.”


    I frown. “So where do you plan on going?”


    “New York.”


    No. “Today?”


    She nods, tugging her suitcase off the bed. “And I’m glad you decided to join me. This’d be so much harder without you.”


    I can’t go to New York today. What about Caleb? He needs a few weeks. I shake my head. “Fiona that’s too soon.”


    “I don’t have a choice, Sia.”


    Panic bubbles to the surface as she tugs her suitcase around the end of the bed and slips on her sunglasses.


    “But Caleb can’t—”


    “If he can’t come, he can’t come.”


    I wince and she pouts at me.


    “Aw. First love is sweet, Cassia, but it’s not forever. That’s why it begins with a number. We’ll find you a nice New Yorker. A guy with a crisp suit, shiny leather shoes, and good taste in wine.”


    Crisp suits? What? That’s not my type. Caleb is my type—my only type—and fuck her for thinking Caleb and I won’t last.


    “I don’t want a New Yorker.” I snap at her.


    Why is she shoveling all of this pressure onto me? Why is she making me choose between my happy endings? It’s supposed to come as a packaged deal! Cinderella got the prince and the castle. I’m not settling for one or the other. What is one without the other, anyway?


    “Why do you want to leave so badly anyway, Fiona? Why now?”


    She whips off her sunglasses. “You wanna know?”


    I nod.


    “It started a little while ago, the night after we watched movies at your house. I left work, I came home and I started preparing dinner—as I do most nights. I was alone until seven-thirty….that’s when Stewart walked through the door.”


    I tilt my head. “Stewart?”


    “Mom’s boyfriend.”


    Oh. I remember her telling me about him a little while ago. She only ever had good things to say about him…


    My stomach takes a nose dive as a single tear slides down her cheek. She swipes it away and slips her sunglasses back onto her face.


    “Sparing you the gruesome details, he raped me at knife point and then left.”


    I inch closer and she shakes her head. “Fiona…”


    “The first time I overdosed was the very next day. I took a bunch of pills and overdosed in the bathroom. Mom found me, called the ambulance and I ended up here. I told them it was an accident. They didn’t believe me, but they let me go anyway because they couldn’t be bothered dealing with another overdosing whore. Sick, right?”


    I shift uncomfortably.


    “Fast forward three days and I’ve locked myself in my room. He knocks. I don’t open it. He tells me my mother wants to know something. So, thinking she was there in the apartment, I open the door and cop a second helping. Fast forward to two nights ago, me and Mom were alone in the apartment. I had a bottle of wine or two which spurred me into a complete emotional breakdown. I told her everything and you know what she did? She called me a lying slut. She told me her “precious” Stewart would never put his hands on a filthy whore like me. She accused me of being in love with him because he’s a nice guy and I—apparently—only date losers. She told me I couldn’t handle that she had such a kind and gentle man while I was still kicking it with the “dregs” of society. Funny, considering those “dregs” have never touched me against my will. Finally, fast forward to Caleb’s party. I was tired. I just wanted to forget about it. Things were fine until Drew asked me if I wanted to go to the bedroom…I panicked.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me? You could have stayed with me. I would have made room for you.”


    Fiona shakes her head, tightening her fingers around the handle of her suitcase. “To be honest, I didn’t have the energy to pretend to be the good girl your parents think I am. Besides, you had enough problems. I didn’t want to project my shit onto you.”


    I lower my head, dropping my stare to my flats. I’m a shitty friend. I’ve been so preoccupied with my insignificant problems, I didn’t touch base with her outside of work. If I did…maybe this could have been prevented.


    “Lukkah is outside…if you want to come to New York we have to leave now.”


    Fiona rushes off, her suitcase rolling behind her, and I follow, pulling my phone from the pocket of my jeans. Caleb is all about spontaneity, right? This is so spontaneous he’ll have no choice but to come to New York. I hit his name and bring my phone to my ear. It rings out and goes straight to voicemail.


    Damn it!


    I walk fast, smiling awkwardly at every nurse that eyes us suspiciously, and I do my best not to get left behind as I type out a quick text message.


    


    


    How does New York today sound? We’re leaving…


    


    


    I lift my stare as we fly past reception and out the sliding doors.


    “Keep an eye out for a black Chevy Impala.” Fiona says, taking off her sunglasses. “Lukkah said he was here somewhere.”


    Who is this Lukkah guy anyway? Is he someone we can trust?


    “I’m trying to get through to Caleb. He—”


    I’m cut off by my ringing phone. Caleb’s name flashes across the screen and my heart leaps into my throat. I really hope he isn’t mad. I hope the moments we shared in the car aren’t our last.


    “Caleb?”


    “A few hours, Cassia?” He growls. “What the fuck?”


    I turn my back to Fiona who watches me with curious eyes.


    “I know! I know, I’m sorry, but that’s what she wants.” I whisper back, slipping a finger into my mouth.


    “Fuck her. Don’t go, Cass.”


    “Come with me.” I chew my nail. “Caleb, please. You have to come with me.”


    “I can’t come with you.” He shoots back, furious. “I have a job. I can’t just leave. I need notice.”


    “Notice doesn’t matter. I don’t want to go without you.”


    “So don’t. Stay. We’ll get our own place and do our own thing. You don’t need Fiona. You have me.”


    This isn’t how I imagined this conversation going. I expected a little argument and then after a little discussion he’d realized that love is worth it. That I’m worth it. That’s how the movies go, isn’t it?


    “There’s Lukkah!” Fiona announces and I glance over my shoulder as she waves her hand in the air. “Over here.”


    Tears well in my eyes and I just know they’re going to turn ugly when they fall. “I can’t stay here…I can’t stay in Paradise Valley.”


    Silence swoops in.


    For a moment, I pray that it’s the silence of contemplation, but the longer it drag on I realize it’s the silence of the end. I purse my lips and they tremble.


    “Caleb?”


    “Uh…” He clears his throat. “I’m…I’m going to have to call you back.”


    “We don’t have time for that—” A beep signals the end of the call. “Caleb?”


    


    *Caleb*


    


    My stare is glued to her familiar, yet totally alien face.


    She tilts her head and tears seep into my eyes as I watch her reddish-blonde hair fall to the side, her side parted bangs tumbling over her forehead.


    I rake my eyes down her tall, slender body and absorb her glamorous style. This is what Dad wanted me to rush home for? This is what he wanted me to see.


    How is it possible?


    “Hi, Caleb.”


    Her voice is different, less baby, more…woman. I open my mouth only to clamp it shut as emotions swell in my throat. It’s my little sister only she’s not so little anymore.


    “Penelope?” More tears prick at my eyes and I hate it. “How…? When…? I thought you were de—”


    I cover my mouth with my hands and crouch low as my head spins. Sixteen. She’s sixteen now. All those years gone. All the torment I subjected myself to, all of the death anniversaries that forced me to grieve my loss over and over again…and my baby sister still lives and breathes? How? I want to know how.


    “I’m alive.” She says, crouching low to be level with me.


    A harsh blow of wind whips around us, blowing Penelope’s long hair to the left.


    “How?”


    “The man who took me…he was my father. My real father.”


    Her real father?


    “I don’t know what he told you, but he wasn’t you real father.”


    She shakes her head. “I don’t want to taint Mom’s memory, but if I want to come back into your life you have to know the truth. She wasn’t faithful to David. She had me with Killian, a Scottish biker she met outside of a bar in New Orleans.”


    I flinch. Did she just call Dad by his first name? And Mom…a cheater? I’m not buying it. Penelope might not remember, but Mom was a fucking saint. She would never.


    “You were abducted…your information is practically hearsay.”


    “My father’s mother was a pathologist. I’ve taken tests and I’ve seen photos of our Mom and my Dad together. Mom tried to cover her tracks, but when Killian found out she gave birth to me without telling him, he was devastated—even more so when he discovered Mom already had a family and was trying to pass me off as someone else’s child.”


    My heart squeezes. Let’s pretend for a moment that she’s telling the truth…let’s pretend my mother cheated on my father and this Killian asshole just wanted to be with his daughter…how did Dad take the news?


    “Did you tell Dad?”


    She nods, her thin lips down turning. “He didn’t take it very well…he tried calling the police on Killian too, but that’s pointless.”


    “Why?”


    Her face pinches in pain and she can’t seem to smooth it out. “Because he died of cancer a few months ago.”


    I swallow hard and avert my gaze. I can’t bring myself to say sorry. I don’t give a shit that her kidnapper died. Good riddance.


    “If we go inside, I’ll tell you everything.” She opens her arms, wanting a hug. “I want to stay here with you. I want to have my big brother back in my life.”


    Well, doesn’t this just put me in a slight pickle? I hug Penelope and hold it longer than necessary. For eleven years I’ve wanted to cuddle her and tell her how sorry I am for not being stronger, for not fighting harder. I never thought I’d get the chance, but here she is.


    Penelope…my sister no matter the circumstance.


    I tell her to go inside and pour us some juice while I grab something out of my car. Truth is, I need a moment to talk to Cassia.


    There’s a bitter twang at the base of my throat I can’t seem to shake. I gained one beautiful woman in my life today only to lose another? I can’t go to New York with Cassia and it’s not fair of me to ask her to stay. I hit the green call button next to her name and then cancel it. I do it repeatedly…until my chest burns at the thought of talking to her. I feel like an asshole as I tap the text option instead, opting for the written word over the spoken.


    


    I can’t go with you to New York, Cass. I’m sorry…my sister is here and she wants to stay. I thought she was dead for eleven years and now…I want to be here with her until my family is somewhat stable again. I know texting you is a shitty thing to do, but the thought of speaking the words out loud makes me sick to my stomach. I hope we stay in touch and can see each other again in the future…


    I’ll miss you.


    


    I read it. I read it a few times. It doesn’t get any easier.


    It fucking hurts.


    There’s a chance she’ll convince herself what we had was a fling and leave for New York without looking back. There’s also a chance she’ll tell Fiona to go fuck herself and stay here with me—where she belongs. If I’m being honest, I hope she goes. I hope she finds happiness and discovers her true self without the worry of her parents leering over her shoulder. However, the selfish side of me prays she stays. I pray she shows up at my door, throws herself at my feet and promises never to leave my side. I hit send.


    I guess only time will tell.


    


    *Cassia*


    


    When I can’t possibly drown any deeper in tears, he sends another.


    


    I love you. Always.


    


    He loves me. Always. If that were true, he’d have the decency to call me. I’m happy his sister has come back—it’s a story I’d love to hear—but there’s no denying the bitterness punching holes in my body. Why now? Why did she have to choose today to make her big come back? I know. I’m an asshole for even thinking it.


    Lukkah takes my bag and drops it in the trunk. All I can do is stare at my stupid screen. A text? He sends me a fucking text?!


    “Sia? You all right?” Fiona asks, leaning against the body of the car.


    I swipe at my face and grab the door handle. The metal is hot in my palm and I flinch away from it.


    “I’m fine.” I bite out, wrapping my hand in my shirt and pulling the door open.


    I climb in and sit against the grossly warm leather seats. I read his text again, ignoring the pain that rips my ribcage open.


    He loves me. Always.


    Just not enough to let me down via a phone call, obviously. It dawns on me that this is my first break up…and people willing go through this? Over and over again? I cringe.


    How. Fucking. Depressing.


    I never want to fall in love again. Not ever.


    “Caleb’s not coming with us?”


    My heart clenches and I swipe at my face a little more. He’s not coming to New York.


    “Let’s go.” I mutter, winding down the window in desperate need for fresh air.


    


    * * * *


    


    We drive for hours. Occasionally, Lukkah glances at me through the rearview mirror, his golden eyes wrinkled with sympathy.


    “You’ll find someone new.” He says as Fiona sleeps peacefully against her window.


    “No, thanks.”


    Lukkah scratches his broad, left shoulder and shifts in his seat. That ends the conversation.


    I don’t want someone new. I don’t want to do the whole ‘get to know you’ thing all over again. Caleb knows me. I know him. The struggle it took to get to that point was…exhausting.


    I glance down at my phone for the one millionth time and nothing.


    That’s it.


    Growling, I jolt toward the window and throw my phone out, watching as it shatters against the asphalt and disappears along the empty road behind us. 


    I should have known better.
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    One and a bit years later…


    


    I whip off my apron and toss it on the bar. “I’m done.”


    “Cass, stay back an hour. I need you!” Damon shouts, pouring tequila between the breasts of two college girls.


    Remind me why I work at a backpacker bar again? Tits and ass is all I see and they’re not always female…or young.


    “I’ve already stayed back three!” I call out, squeezing around Tammy and Christy who pour sickeningly sweet spirits into tiny shot glasses. “It’s movie night at my house, you know that.”


    I slip from the bar area, push through the staff door, and slump into beautiful silence. Knock off time. My favorite time of the night.


    I wash my hands in the dodgy, steel basin and grab my coat. I slip my arms in and wrap it around my body. I really need to talk to Damon about changing the uniform. I can’t keep leaving the house in high boots, a black mini skirt, and a shredded, white tank top—especially not in this weather. It’s freezing outside. Not to mention, I get stopped half a dozen times between Damon’s Bar and my house. I only live a block away so that’s saying something.


    I tighten my ponytail and pluck my phone from the pocket of my coat. I text Nick to pick up some pizza on the way home since I no longer have the time to cook his pork. Why he needs to chomp on a pig’s ass while we watch movies is beyond me.


    He texts back immediately.


    


    Will do, babe. Will Fiona b home 2nite?


    


    I respond:


    


    Don’t know. Maybe.


    C.


    


    Hope not. I’ve had a mad boner 4 u all day.


    


    Charming.


    


    You need to work on your sexting.


    C.


    


    He sends me an eggplant emoji and a tongue and I can’t help but giggle. Idiot.


    Nick and I have been dating for four months. We met when Fiona, Lukkah, and I finally made it to New York. Lukkah was moving in with his fiancé (now wife) so there was plenty of room for Fiona and I to stay in the loft. We’ve been living comfortably in the loft for a year now and don’t plan on going elsewhere for the moment.


    Somewhere between then and four months ago, Nick convinced me dating him was a good idea…and he hasn’t let me down so far.


    I race home as fast as I can, desperate to get out of the cold. No one is home when I arrive, but the heater is cranking so I take the opportunity to use the shower to wash all of the booze, saliva, and glitter off my body. I can’t do it in silence because our new neighbor has decided to throw a fucking house warming party and is blasting music like he—or she—is the only person occupying this building. He—or she—is a fucking asswipe and can expect a letter from me in the morning.


    Like always, I take way too long in the shower and the water turns to ice without warning. Squealing, I leap from the shower and slip on the tiles.


    It’s not elegant. At all.


    And it hurts like a motherfucker.


    I reach for the towel on the rack and pull it to the floor, using it as a divider between my wet body and the slick tiles underneath me.


    After I shut the shower off and dry myself adequately, I slip into a pair of loose, white sweatpants and a black, long sleeved shirt. Because I’m late on the washing, it’s the only shirt I have left and there’s a reason it’s always my last choice of clothing. Every five seconds I have to pull it over my belly button. Somehow, it shrunk in the dryer.


    I drop onto the leather couch and scroll Facebook. My mouth waters at the delicious dessert recipes that flood my timeline and I quickly save them to use as a reference for later.


    New York has been good to me. Here, I discovered how much I like cooking and looking after plants. As the thought passes, something falls onto the metal landing right outside my window. It lands in one of my pot plants, bending the leaves of my biggest succulents.


    “Not again.” I groan, lifting my tired body off the couch.


    There’s a crazy woman that lives upstairs who thinks it’s just “so great” to drop her empty tin cans onto my plants. Twelve. I pick up twelve every week, at least.


    In the freezing cold, I climb through my window and out onto the landing. The metal grate digs into my knees and my stupid shirt slips up, exposing my skin to the harsh weather.


    “That’s new.”


    My blood runs cold, freezing in my veins.


    It’s not possible.


    I grab the can, toss it over the edge, and push myself onto my feet. Hugging myself, I drag in an inhale, and I turn around.


    It’s real…this is real…he’s real.


    My heart pounds in my eyes, conjuring a devastating migraine. Caleb. Tears well in my eyes at the sight of him. Caleb Andrews.


    “I…I…”


    I have nothing to say. He’s as handsome as ever—thicker. Less boy, more man. I rake my stare down his body, taking in his black sweater, loose jeans, and white sneakers. In his hand, he holds a cold beer by its neck.


    “When you move to New York you gotta get a tattoo, right?”


    I grip the railing, as it seems to detach from the brick and threaten to fall. His blond hair is ruffled and messy, sitting exactly the same way it did the last time I saw him.


    “How…?”


    “I live next door.” He points out, grinning wickedly. “What a coincidence.”


    His grin fades into a sincere smile and my heart constricts painfully. How can he be so casual?


    “It’s good to see you, Cass.”


    I launch forward and slap the beer from his hand. It crashes against the metal and rolls off the edge. Our eyes lock and a second later, the glass smashes against the concrete twenty feet below.


    “You sent me a text.” I hiss through clenched teeth. “A fucking text message!”


    He steps closer and his familiar smells engulfs me.


    “I know and I’m so—”


    “Sia?”


    Shit. I jump back as Nick pokes his head out the window.


    “There you are.” His dark, brown eyes settle on Caleb. “Who’s this?”


    I swipe at my face. “This is, uh, this is Caleb. He’s our new neighbor.”


    Caleb flinches and the heartbreak in his eyes just about tears my heart from my chest. I scowl at him. I haven’t done anything wrong. He can’t look at me like that. He didn’t come with me!


    Being the nice person he is, Nick sticks his hand out. “Nice to meet you, Caleb. I’m Nick.”


    Caleb doesn’t move to shake Nick’s hand and my stomach turns. I’m going to puke.


    “Nick?”


    Caleb chuckles and I glare at him.


    Frowning, Nick pulls his hand back. “Yeah…Nick. Hey, listen, you mind turning the music down a little? We’re about to put on a movie and I hate using subtitles.”


    My heart pounds in my chest. Nick is such a friendly guy. He’s charming and honest, and doesn’t deserve the disrespect Caleb is showing him.


    “You want me to turn my music down?”


    Nick smiles, hopeful…but he missed the malicious tone in Caleb’s voice. “Yeah.”


    “Not a chance.” Caleb pins me with a glare like this is my fault. “Enjoy your movie, Sia.”


    I swallow hard as he turns his back on me and bends low, slipping back through his window and into his loft.


    I blow out a breath I didn’t know I was holding and watch as it visibly swirls in front of my face.


    Nick snorts. “What a dick.”


    Oh, he has no idea.
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