
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    



    Dedication



    There won’t ever be enough words to tell you all how much you mean to me. Thank you for being my friends and pushing me further than I ever imagined. I adore you all.


    Jesse, Madeline, Stephanie, Nicole, Erin, Amanda, Elizabeth, Jaime, Grumpy Cat and Kolbee
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    Prologue


    “It doesn’t matter if you’re a man or a woman, you’re gonna wanna get in our next contender’s pants … show some love for our hometown legend, The Switch Hitter!” I snort at the name, expecting to walk out and see a fighter carrying a baseball bat. What do ya know? No bat in sight. Extra reinforcements might not have been a bad idea since I’m on fire and ready to bust the bricks off this clown.


    Waiting for the emcee to call my name, I think of all the crazy things in my life that have led me to this point. I’ve experienced more than any one person should by the age of barely twenty-two—few happy moments surrounded by almost constant anguish. What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, right?


    “Being escorted to the cage by the most badass entourage I’ve seen tonight, all the way from Corbin, Kentucky … the newest fighter this side of the Mississippi … The Raven!” At least my name makes sense. Ravens are known for being alone, having no problem flying solo. That’s what I’ve done for the past four years anyway.


    After my announcement, the crowd erupts into cheers that I can hear loud and clear, even over the song streaming out of my iPod through my ear buds. Bouncing back and forth on the balls of my feet, I crane my neck side to side, examining the mass of people. It’s a good sized crowd for this venue. I sometimes wonder if these guys come to watch the fights for the love of the sport or because they like to see the ring girls walking around, barely dressed, carrying signs to designate what round we’re in. Oh well, they paid their cover and that money, if all goes according to plan, will be in my pocket later tonight.


    With my coaches leading the way, I follow, bobbing my head to Down with the Sickness by Disturbed, mentally preparing myself. I run over everything I’ve been taught over the last year—how to get out of a submission hold, finding opportunities to take my opponent down, remembering not to be a cocky asshole.


    It took a lot of convincing for Zan to let me fight tonight. He’s not the kind father figure he portrays himself to be. He says he loves and supports his “children”, but deep down he’d rather me not get in that cage. I know damn well if I blow my first match, it’s going to be a long time, if ever, until he puts me on another card.


    “You ready for this?” Zan asks, pulling out one of my ear buds.


    Smirking, I eye up my competition that’s already inside the cage—a small, tiny thing that doesn’t look to have much muscle mass. I got this. Standing on the opposite side of the mat surrounded by coaches, glancing in my direction, the slightest tinge of fear flashes across those brown eyes, similar to mine. Physically, I’m not very intimidating—weighing in at average weight for my class with an average stature to match, but the menace written across my face is an entirely different situation.


    Since my first introduction into the world of mixed martial arts, it’s all I can think about. It may be cliché, but I live, breathe and sleep MMA. It’s the one place I have any control. Nobody can take a match from me unless I allow them to, and my opponent isn’t going to walk away with anything … maybe disappointment, but I’m taking the purse. I already know I want it more; I can taste the victory and it’s going to be as sweet as I imagine it to be.


    Stepping into the steel cage, I shrug my midnight blue robe off, right into the hands of my coach. Wearing standard MMA gear and my hair pulled back tight, I walk straight to the official who checks my taped hands. Once cleared, I step back to Zan who pops my mouth guard in for me, pats me on the shoulder and whispers in my ear, “It’s only you two. If you want it, make it happen. If not, we can leave right now.”


    “Don’t worry, Z. I wouldn’t bring you all the way here to disappoint you.”


    Zan and the other coaches walk out of the cage and the door slams shut, leaving only me, my opponent and the official inside. Meeting them in the middle, the ref goes over the standard rules for the fight. Both of us nod, bump fists and the bell dings, indicating round one is under way.


    Pacing myself and testing Switch Hitter’s skills, I toss a few jabs in the air, needing to know if we’re on compatible levels. Weight class isn’t everything in the MMA world. Sometimes the smallest contender can be the best fighter. Without even flinching, my advances are shut down and every punch is dodged while some are tossed in my direction as well. None land. I may have to reevaluate my plan. This isn’t going to be as clean as I thought.


    It doesn’t take long before hands are wrapped around my legs. I try my hardest to center myself and stay on my feet, but I’ve been hit in just the right spot. I position my body to flip and mount, like I’ve been taught, but I’m not quick enough.


    Before I know it, a strong forearm, stronger than I assumed, is wrapping around my neck, pulling back to cut off my air supply. Rear naked choke, shit. Taking a few deep breaths, I try to calm my overheated and exhausted body and find a way to maneuver out of this situation. From the corner of my eye, I see Zan signaling me to tap. Not yet. If I’m going to go down, the officials are gonna have to call a medic in here—quitting isn’t an option. Dangerous or not, it’s how I’ve been taught.


    The phrase that’s been drilled into me for months dances around in my head. Don’t let the fight consume you.


    Well, I’m consumed and I’m not giving up. I’ll figure a way out. I always have, I always will.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 1


    From a young age, I knew that I wasn’t like the other kids my age. I was the outcast, the one that was talked about on the playground, the one that didn’t have many friends, the girl with a boy name. The worst part about being the brunt of all the jokes was that none of it was my fault or anything I had control over.


    The problem, which I didn’t really understand when I was seven, revolved around my mother. On any given day, you could find her on the front porch, swaying back and forth with a funny smelling cigarette in her mouth, which I now know was nothing more than a joint, mumbling along with Jimi playing on the radio. She would more than likely be dressed in a floor-length dress and always bare feet. My momma was a hippy—so carefree, so happy, but hiding a tinge of sadness behind her brown eyes that were identical to mine, like she was missing something. I never had a father, so I always assumed she was just lonely.


    As a little girl, nothing was more exciting than getting off the bus, knowing my momma would be in the same place she always was, waiting to hug me and ask about my day. After the grand inquisition was over, she’d toss me a piece of fruit and we’d dance together on the porch, rain or shine.


    She used to dress me in adorable circa 1975 floral print dresses with fresh flowers in my hair. I loved every second of it; I was her personal dress up doll. She would comb my hair for hours and it was all about the quality time I spent with her. The real bullying started when Kyle Jamison decided that ripping the fresh flowers out of my ponytail would make a great game. Every. Single. Day.


    After spending the better part of my childhood miserable, I started to dress more like the other kids—Jordache jeans and high top Converse or L.A. Gear sneakers. The shirt didn’t really matter as long as I could tie it on the side and it wasn’t floral printed. I never did anything else exciting with my hair after the last carnation was ripped out by Kyle; it just hung down my back, crimped or feathered, much like the other girls. I’d traded in my love for Stevie, The Doors and Janis for mainstream music. Some of the songs weren’t so bad once I got used to them, but Donnie and Jordan had nothing on the Mamas and Papas. I couldn’t even compare the two.


    Once I hit junior high, the trends changed and the kids’ words got meaner and more hateful. I tried to adapt to the other girls, but no matter what I did, I still had no friends. Until Garrett Rhodes moved to our town.


    Being a military brat, his family moved around a lot and our town happened to be a few minutes away from the base his father transferred to. Since Garrett was the new kid, he was kind of an outcast like me and we clicked. Once Garrett started to mature and become more a man than a little boy, the girls started to notice.


    Garrett was a grade ahead of me. By the time he was in eighth grade, ready to embark on high school, I started to worry about what my final year in junior high would be like without him. He assured me that it wouldn’t be so bad and we could still hang out every day after school


    He was wrong. My eighth grade year was terrible. The girls were meaner, the boys were harsher and I soon realized exactly why they would make fun of me all the time. I never put two and two together.


    Apparently, along with my mother being a flower-loving hippy, it also meant that she was all about “free love” or whatever. They would tease me, calling my momma a slut, a whore or easy, and since apples don’t usually fall far from the tree, the same had to be true for me.


    I started to develop into a woman that year—getting my first visit from Aunt Flo, growing breasts and my hips started to widen, giving me more curves than any thirteen-year-old girl should ever have. Instead of Kyle pulling flowers out of my hair, he was snapping my bra or slapping my ass any time I passed. With no Garrett around to protect me, I was on my own, helpless against my tormentors.


    My only comfort during those brutal nine months was the fact that every day, after the bell rang, Garrett was waiting for me in front of the school to walk me home. I didn’t know if he knew that the other kids were so disgusting toward me or if he just wanted to walk with me, but he always came and it was the best part of the day—the only part I looked forward to.


    Then the worst possible thing happened that summer. Garrett’s dad was transferred to a new base, meaning that I was left alone to fight off the wolves. My only friend in this entire world was moving over an hour away, far too long for him to ride his bike to my house or walk me home from school. It doesn’t sound like much, but the distance might as well have been lightyears. I slowly felt like I was being tormented more than I was at school. My heart was shattering and I didn’t know what to do or how to act.


    My world came to a standstill and everything around me just kept moving. People were growing up and getting more mature, except for me. I was still that little girl that had her first heartbreak. If only life could have stayed as simple as it was in that time. If only the little lessons that life teaches us were easy like a thirteen-year-old broken heart. Life would be a whole lot more manageable.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 2


    Three years later …


    “Dammit, Daisy, where the fuck is the money?” There’s nothing more special than coming home from school to your mother and stepdad fighting about whatever the argument of the day is.


    “Tom, I already told you, I don’t have any,” my mother whines, cowering on the sofa while my step-dad towers over her. Her once happy demeanor has been gone for about a year now. There are no more floor-length skirts, bare feet or the music of my childhood pouring out the windows from the radio. My mother isn’t the same woman she used to be.


    I’ve been trying to come home later and later so I don’t have to be in the middle of their marital bliss, but leave it to me to forget my cheer uniform at home this morning. When my momma got married last year, I thought it was finally her time for a happy ending. For a brief moment, the sadness in her eyes disappeared. Unfortunately, when you marry the town drunk, it’s not the case and the happiness didn’t last long enough for me to get used to it. Now those same chocolate brown eyes are fogged with emptiness.


    “Bullshit, bitch. You got paid yesterday. You have money, now where the fuck is it?” Tom screams and my mother flinches. I’ve never witnessed him get physical with her before, but something doesn’t feel right. The air is charged with all kinds of negative vibes.


    “Please,” she whispers, her gaze shooting toward where I’m standing in the hallway observing their interaction.


    “I don’t give a fuck about her.” Tom dismisses me and my poor mother looks terrified. I don’t like this one bit; every tiny hair’s standing at attention on the back of my neck.


    “Hey, Tom, she said she doesn’t have any. It’s the second, I’m sure she paid all the bills. How about you lay off, okay?” I walk back to my bedroom, not giving it a second thought until a strong hand fists in my hair.


    “You wanna mouth off like your momma, you’re gonna get treated like a grown ass woman,” Tom seethes, spitting through his teeth with every syllable.


    “Stop, that hurts!” I scream, trying to yank my hair free from his grip, but his hold is tighter than I thought. It’s like he’s got me wrapped around his knuckles.


    Dragging me back to the living room, he shoves me toward the couch, where I stumble at the edge of the sofa, gaining my composure just before tripping.


    “One more fucking time, where is the damn money?” He rears his arm back, and with full force and gravity working on his side, Tom strikes my mother across her cheek with an open hand, sending her flailing deeper into the couch.


    Gripping the side of her face, she burrows into the cushions, but not before looking up at me—her eyes begging me to stay quiet. Something about this situation leads me to believe it’s happened before and I’ve been too blind to see it.


    Call it instinct if you will, I honestly don’t know what’s happening, but after seeing the sheer terror in my mother’s gaze, I ignore her silent pleas and act out. My palm flattens, my fingers tighten together, and just as Tom settles his glare on me, I strike.


    Catching him in the throat, choking sounds fill the air, bringing reality with them. As I realize exactly what I’ve done, I look up to find Tom bending at the waist, holding his neck as he attempts to catch his breath. Openmouthed, I glance down at my own hand when the sudden rush of adrenaline kicks my fight or flight into overdrive. And you bet your ass I’m going to fight. I will always fight for my mom.


    Lunging forward, bracing my hands on his large shoulders, I push down at the same time as I pull my leg back and let my knee fly forward with full force. As direct contact with his testicles is made, he falls forward and crumples to the floor in the fetal position.


    Over the sound of my own blood pumping furiously in my ears, I vaguely register my mother’s cries. I’m too focused on the fight—too focused on the need to inflict pain—to concentrate on anything else at the moment. Crouching over Tom and seeing the look of agony and pure anger in his expression is almost enough to frighten me, almost enough to take my mother and run, but I don’t. My ragged breaths, trying to shove oxygen into my lungs, only increase the fuse lit within me.


    On its own accord, my fist balls and I swing, catching him in the nose. Blood flies in all directions, onto the white carpet and as far as the beige couch. The sight of it—the red spilling out of him—fires to life something deep inside of me and suddenly I can’t stop. I can’t stop… With my hair flying wildly around my face, I hit him again and again, striking him until I can no longer feel my hands.


    The fight has taken over—I am the fight, the fight is me. I punch and scratch until I feel his skin break under my nails and still I continue.


    Suddenly, I’m being ripped off Tom’s body by strong arms. I kick my feet, trying to get whatever lick I can get in before I’m no longer able. Once my breathing is under control, the police standing around the living room startle the shit out of me. When did they get here? Thank God, they’re here to arrest Tom.


    My mother’s standing in the kitchen, gripping her cell phone to her chest with a blank stare. “Rian?” she questions softly with disbelief in her eyes, almost disappointment, as she shifts between me standing in the arms of an officer and Tom lying bloody on her once pristine carpet.


    The EMT’s rush by me in an attempt to save whatever is left of Tom. I really hope it’s not too much. There are not a lot of people that I wish ill will toward, but Tom … he fucking deserves it.


    “Miss, you’re going to come with us,” the cop holding my wrists whispers into my ear.


    Everything comes back in a flash—Tom hurting my mother, me going to her rescue … feeling his bones crush under my hands, the coppery taste of blood in my mouth from where it sprayed from his face, the look in Tom’s eyes as he went out cold.


    “No, no, you don’t understand. I didn’t do anything wrong. Please, don’t!” I scream in panic. I’m being arrested. I’m going to go to prison.


    “We need to conduct our investigation. I’m sure what you’re saying is true, but I have a job to do.” The sound of handcuffs clicking together behind my back causes tears to pool in my eyes.


    My mother’s still standing in the kitchen, shell shocked, not trying to save me.


    “Momma!” I scream, trying to get her attention. She glances at me, but doesn’t offer any assistance. She’s letting them take me away.


    As the paramedic moves in front of me with Tom on a stretcher, he starts to regain consciousness. The death stare, directed straight at me, frightens me to my core.


    “I’ll be back, bitch,” he mutters, the sound muffled by the gurgling of blood deep in his throat.


    My knees lock as the officer behind me tries to pull me from my state of terror. He’s coming back. He’s going to kill me … or my mother.


    “Momma?” I question quietly as I’m pushed in the direction of the door, wanting my mom to do something. Sixteen years old and I’m being arrested and my mother isn’t doing anything to help me.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 3


    After twenty-four grueling hours of police interrogation, doctor’s prodding and poking and therapists analyzing every thought in my head, I’m finally cleared to go home. I’m not sure if I even have a home to go back to. My momma hasn’t called or checked in on me. Thankfully, my Aunt Elaine had the decency to keep an eye on me, since I’m still a minor and all.


    Walking into my house, I wasn’t expecting it to look the same as it did when I was detained—the blood stains still on the carpeting, the coffee table kicked over and everything scattered across the living room and clumps of my hair sticking out from under the sofa.


    I didn’t realize at the time, but Tom got a few good licks in while I was going bat shit crazy. The doctors had to suture a cut above my eyebrow, a gash on my forearm and address the giant bald spot I had in the middle of my head. I checked out alright, but seeing the aftermath just drills the point home.


    The cops told me that Tom was going to be fine. As bad as he looked when he was being wheeled away on a gurney, he has nothing more than a concussion, broken nose, a cracked rib and a few cuts that needed some stitches. He’d spend a day in the hospital, maybe two. They also told me that they’ll be picking him up directly from the hospital, as they want to press charges on him for the battery to my mother. Thankfully, you don’t need a victim to come forward on domestic violence; the state can prosecute all by themselves with enough evidence.


    “Mom,” I call, walking into the kitchen to avoid the recent crime scene.


    Nothing.


    “Momma!”


    Walking down the hall, I pause outside my mother’s bedroom and an eerie feeling washes over me. I push the door open and find my mother lying in bed on her back, still wearing the same clothes as the day I left. The bruise on her cheek has turned a nasty yellow tint and shows the clear imprint of a large hand.


    “Momma? Are you okay?” I whisper, sneaking through the door and climbing in bed with her.


    Nothing.


    No turn of the head, no flutter of eyelids—just nothing.


    “Momma, please talk to me,” I plead, lying down on a pillow and scooting as close to her as possible without actually touching.


    “What did you do, Rian? What did you do?” Tears well in her eyes and I don’t understand it, but guilt crashes over me like a tidal wave.


    “I’m sorry,” I mutter, trying to find the strength to not run out of this room. She should be the one comforting me, not the other way around.


    “What did you do?” Finally we have movement, but it breaks me into pieces. Gripping the side of her pillow, my mother rolls away from me, curling into a ball. Her shoulders violently shake with the tears she’s letting flow. I’d bet money that she hasn’t cried in the last few days, holding it all in until she knew … I don’t know what she needed to know … but she probably needed some sort of reassurance before she let the dam break.


    “It’s okay. Shhhh.” I cover her with my body, holding her, giving her some time to grieve whatever it is that she’s grieving.


    Her husband being in the hospital? That she let him put his hands on her? That her sixteen-year-old daughter protected her against a grown man? Her daughter being arrested?


    I’m not sure. The only thing I know is I want my carefree, hippy mom back.


    ****


    I wake up alone in my mother’s bed, but covered with the quilt she keeps over her hope chest. It must not be me that she’s upset with, seeing as she thought to take care of me.


    Sitting up, my body’s feeling the stress of the last few days and the ache of the muscles in my entire body are screaming in agony. Trying to stretch only seems to make the pain worse. Walking inside the attached bathroom, I find a bottle of over the counter pain killers on the sink. Taking two out of the bottle, I toss them in my mouth and swallow them dry as the only cup in here belongs to Tom. There’s no way in hell I’m touching that.


    Leaving the room in search of my mom, I find her sitting on the loveseat in the living room with only the slight glow of the table lamp illuminating the room. Tiptoeing around the blood on the carpeting, I sit across from her in the recliner.


    Her eyes are vacant of the woman I knew growing up. Any trace of happiness is gone. They’re not just sad, but cold and distant as she absentmindedly stares out the window.


    “Momma,” I whisper, trying to get her attention. Lazily, her gaze follows the sound of my voice and rests when her eyes connect with mine. “Please tell me what’s the matter.”


    “Rian, I don’t know what to say. My husband is in the hospital, bandaged and stitched, because my daughter beat him up. Do you see how absurd this sounds?”


    “But, Mom …” I’m cut off in mid sentence, frightened by the sharp tone of her voice.


    “You hit him, Rian. You didn’t stop. I tried screaming and begging you to stop, but you just kept going. How could you do that? I didn’t raise you this way.”


    “Are you kidding me? One … he’s alive and only has minor injuries. Don’t over exaggerate this. Two … he hit you. Hard.” I rise from the chair, pacing the room, careful not to get near the mess by the sofa. I really didn’t think she would be upset with me. How is this even possible?


    “Rian, I think it’s best that you stay with Elaine for a few weeks. Just until this all blows over and you and Tom can live under the same roof again.”


    Wait a fucking minute. She’s kicking me out? For him? A man that hit her and bruised her face?


    “No!” I scream, startling her. “That’s not how this is going to work. You don’t get to kick out your daughter for defending you against a man that was probably going to beat on you until you gave him what he wanted. You stick up for me. I’m your child.” I stop pacing directly in front of her, staring down at the broken woman sitting before me.


    “I’ve already made the arrangements. Just until things cool off, baby girl. Tom’ll be home next week, after the police finish their investigation, so we have a few days to get you packed up and spend some time together before you go to Elaine’s. This is for the best, Rian. You might not understand it now, but when you’re grown you will.”


    “I won’t ever live here with him again, Mom. You shouldn’t, either.”


    “He’s my husband,” she whispers, turning away from me, almost as if she’s disgusted by the sight of me.


    “I won’t come back. If you choose him over me, I’ll never come back.”


    No response. Not even a glare, a standoff or an illusion that she’s going to try to talk me out of what I’m saying. Just nothing.


    “Next time, Mom, he won’t stop. He’ll hit you until there’s nothing left. He’ll take everything from you.”


    I turn and walk back down the hall toward my bedroom, pausing outside my door, praying for the footsteps of a loving mother I once knew. The mother that no matter what, would be on my side and comfort me in a time of need. That woman is long gone, replaced by a shell of the person I loved and depended on.


    And I was right, by the way. Tom got out of the hospital the next day and was immediately taken to the police department. After a few days with them, the DA decided to not press any charges. Why not? I don’t know, it was pretty stupid to me.


    After three days, he did come back. He did hit her until there was nothing left. He did take everything.


    Including the one thing I could never get back … her life.


    Only, she didn’t die at his hand. She took her own life.


    I’d come home from school the day before I was supposed to go to Elaine’s to live. When I walked through the front door, she was standing in the kitchen making some soup and sandwiches. I knew something was off. It had been months since she even tried to act like a loving mother. My defenses were up and we fought. Hard. I said some things I’ll forever regret. Later that afternoon, I went to check on her.


    Selfishly, she hung herself, leaving behind a note detailing the abuse and an even longer apology to me for not being as strong as she should have been. Regardless of how she died, I know it’s Tom’s fault, and hopefully one day he’ll pay for breaking the freest spirit I ever knew.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 4


    It’s the day after my mother’s funeral. My Aunt Elaine has stayed with me at my house since my mother died. It’s been three days since I found her and it still doesn’t seem real. I guess yesterday wasn’t just a hard day on us, the family, but Tom, too. Not that I care.


    Tom was arrested late last night. Apparently, he couldn’t handle my mother’s death … murder. From everything the detectives told me, there won’t be freedom in his future anytime soon, if ever. The responding officer put in his report that sometime after seven yesterday evening, Tom was involved in a car accident. It goes on to say that he was well above blood alcohol content for the state mandated limits. Tom ended up crashing into a family on their way home from vacation, killing the driver, which only adds to my rage. If only he would have been charged for the abuse to my mother, this would’ve never happened. As happy as I am he won’t be able to hurt anyone again, I get little comfort knowing he’s going away after a father and husband lost his life. It probably would be best if someone just shanked him in the shower.


    “Aunt Elaine, you really don’t have to keep me. I’ll be seventeen in a few months and the courts will probably emancipate me,” I say, letting it all sink in. I’m alone. No mother, no father … just me, and of course my aunt, but you know what I mean.


    “Stop talking nonsense, Rian. I’m family and family takes care of their own. It’s what your momma would have wanted.” A pain I’ll never know crosses her face. I have no siblings so I’m not sure what it feels like losing one. Where I lost a mother, Elaine lost a sister. Someone she’s known her entire life and loved just as long.


    Getting in the car, I reach across the center and pull Elaine to me for a hug. As empty as I feel inside, I can’t help but wonder how she’s feeling. Since we only have each other, we better take advantage of it.


    Pulling up to her small apartment, I cringe. I’m sure that Elaine couldn’t afford my old house, but this is going to be hard—going from having an average size home with a yard and porch to a small, dingy two bedroom end unit with no patio. Add onto that a new school to finish my junior year … I could give Grumpy Cat a run for her money.


    Walking inside carrying all the belongings I was able to fit in the car, it’s exactly the way I remember it growing up—furniture older than me, but still in good condition, clean yet cluttered and smelling like fresh flowers.


    Stepping into the bedroom that will be mine until I go off to college, I’m pleasantly surprised by the size. For some reason I had some conception it was going to be small and dated. I have a daybed on one wall and a dresser on the opposite one, with a lot of natural light and even a small desk under the window. In the grand scheme of things, I could be a lot worse off.


    “Do you want some lunch?” Elaine calls from the front of the apartment.


    “Yeah. I’ll come help you.” Setting my two suitcases down on the bed, I join her in the kitchen.


    “I went yesterday and enrolled you in the school. There’s a bus stop just outside until I can try to get a loan to get you a car,” Elaine says, spreading mustard on a slice of bread. Handing it to me, I pile it high with lunch meat and cheese.


    “You don’t have to get me a car. I’ll worry about that when I’m eighteen and can access Mom’s estate money.” Mom wasn’t rich by any means, but she did have some stocks and bonds she never cashed in after her parents died. Combine that with the savings she had and there’s enough money to get me by for a while, if needed. The only stipulation is that until I’m a legal adult, Elaine, who the state considers my legal guardian, has to approve of any withdrawals, or so the attorney said. I never thought I’d be so happy my mother thought ahead by not putting Tom as the beneficiary. I really lucked out. Well, that sounds shitty.


    “Alright, Rian. It’s your call. You’re almost an adult. I went into the bank early this morning and added you on my account. I don’t see a reason that you have to come to me if you need or want anything beyond what I provide. If you want to spend a little on you, like your momma would, that’s fine by me and I won’t need to be bothered signing on it.”


    “Thanks, Aunt Elaine. That’s real nice of you. I don’t think I’ll need anything other than school supplies and stuff, but knowing if something comes up I don’t have to bother you is cool.”


    Sitting at the small dining table, we eat in silence, not making eye contact. After rinsing my plate, I mentally prepare myself to unpack everything I brought. The first thing out of the suitcase is a photograph of me when I was younger. I have never looked as happy as I do in this picture.


    “Baby girl, how was your day?” my mom asks as I get off the bus in front of the house. Tottering toward her, I drop my backpack at the bottom of the porch and then climb to squeeze her waist tight.


    “It was great, Momma. Kyle tried to take the flower out of my hair and Garrett beat him up. I’m gonna marry him some day.” Momma laughs then takes me up in her arms and twirls me around while singing whatever’s playing on the radio to me.


    “You found your Bobby, baby girl.” I look at her dumbfounded.


    “His name’s Garrett, Momma.”


    She pushes play on the cassette tape inside the radio and a song I’ve heard time and time again starts playing. Janis’s voice sings loudly across the lawn about a boy named Bobby. I dance until my feet hurt and it’s time for dinner.


    My happy memory quickly turns sad as I remember the lyrics to that song. Just like Bobby left Janis, Garrett left me. Right about now, I would give anything for Garrett to hold my hand in his.


    Wiping away a stray tear, I set the photograph down on the small nightstand and get back to the task at hand. After Garrett moved away and Mom got married, I decided to try my hardest to become part of the “in” crowd at school. Even going as far as becoming a cheerleader, which every movie and young adult book will tell you is a pretty high rank on the social hierarchy chart. King, President, Prom Queen, then Cheerleader. Short of lying to the entire world about going all the way with a member of a boy band, it’s what I had to do to climb the social ladder.


    For the most part, it worked. The girls were suddenly my best friends and the boys wanted to date me. I never really trusted any of them or had any boyfriends, but it was nice to not be the center of attention in a negative light anymore. I guess my plan had worked.


    Now, being here with Elaine, I can’t bring myself to even think about joining anything. I just want to finish the last year and a half of school before I can move away and start fresh. I need to find a place far enough away that nobody has any idea of what I’ve been through or about my upbringing. It’s a dream I’m determined to achieve.


    I place all my toiletries, including my makeup, on top of the dresser and open the drawer to put away my bras and underwear. When I make my way to the actual clothes, it hits me. I didn’t pack any of my things. No slim fit jeans or fitted tee shirts—I only managed to bring things that reminded me of my mother, more importantly, the clothes she used to wear when I was growing up with the exception of my pajamas. A few floor-length dresses, flowy skirts and matching tops and even a few pieces of jewelry. The two pairs of jeans folded at the bottom have more of a flare to them than most girls wear in this era.


    Putting one of the lightweight sweaters to my nose and inhaling deeply, my mother’s scent is imbedded in the fabric, giving me a sense of peace I’ve been missing over the last few days. She’s here with me even though she’s gone. If I could find a way to apologize to her, I’d feel even better.


    Hanging everything in the closet or folding it away in the drawers, the sun’s just starting to set and my new room is feeling more homey with every second that passes. Knowing tomorrow’s going to be difficult, I change into a pair of cotton sleep shorts and matching tank top and crawl into bed with my iPod in hand. Setting it in the dock, I turn the volume very low and drift off to sleep with songs of my childhood playing softly, praying for good dreams.


    ****


    Dressing to impress … okay, that’s a lie. Dressing for me, I throw on a long, flowing brown skirt, tight fitting tank top and a pair of flip flops. The best thing about living in the south is being able to wear sandals damn near year round. It’s one of the reasons I’ll probably never move north.


    After scarfing down a bagel, I graciously accept Elaine’s offer for a ride to school. The first day is always terrible, especially starting months after the other kids. Following the signs when I first enter the doors to the guidance counselor’s office, my heart is surprisingly calm. I know exactly what I have to do here—finish high school with passing grades and then go off to college.


    Unlike most kids my age, I’m not concerned with where I go to school. I’ll probably apply to all the state universities, but I’m not ready to discount the community colleges. Anywhere I can get a fresh start, I’ll take it. Much like today.


    Walking through the set of double doors, I approach the desk where a student is manning the phones. Writing my name on the sign in sheet, I take a seat in the plastic chairs that line the front of the office. After a ten minute wait to speak with an overweight, middle-aged man who introduces himself as “an ear to listen if I needed it”, I’m sent packing to my first class.


    My schedule seems pretty light—a few classes I’ve taken before but didn’t get a chance to finish and a theater course. Because this district requires me to take another English class, and the only one they offer that I haven’t taken is Creative Writing, that’s my first stop.


    Knocking softly, the teacher, a well-dressed, younger woman, answers and shows me to the seat she has designated for me. Thankfully, we get to bypass the whole “class, this is the new student” speech and I’m able to jump right into the lesson. As she’s talking about the paper we’re going to be assigned to write over the next two weeks, Ms. Sullivan approaches my desk.


    “Rian, are we moving too quickly for you? I haven’t had the chance to go over your transcripts, so I’m not sure where you land with a class of this difficulty.”


    “I’m fine. I’ve actually taken quite a bit of Language Arts classes. I’ve got this,” I kindly reply, turning back to the blackboard to finish taking notes on the requirements of the paper.


    “Alright,” she addresses me and then turns back to the other students. “Rough drafts are due on my desk by Friday end of class.” With that, she returns to her desk as we all begin thinking of topics to write about.


    Before I know it, the bell rings and everyone gathers their belongings to head out of the classroom. Since I’m sitting in the front row closest to the door, I’m the first one out. Studying the map of the school, my schedule and locker assignment, I head in the direction I believe my next class to be when I hear someone yelling.


    “Rian? Rian, wait up,” a gruff voice calls.


    Being new to the school and not having had the chance to make any friends yet, I keep moving, knowing he’s yelling for someone else.


    “Rian!”


    Turning around, just to examine my surroundings, a tall, lean boy runs directly into me, scattering my books and schedule across the hallway. Reaching down to pick up my belongings, the entire world stops once I make eye contact with the person who’s been screaming up and down the corridor. He was in fact calling out for me.


    “Garrett,” I hoarsely whisper.


    “I knew that was you back there. Not too many chicks named Rian,” he jokes, handing me a book I failed to retrieve.


    “How did you know I was here?” Of all the schools in all the world, I’m at the one with the only friend I ever really had.


    “I was sitting in the back of Ms. Sullivan’s class. I didn’t recognize you at first, but when she said your name, I knew it had to be you.” Garrett pulls me into his arms and hugs me tightly. If I wasn’t carrying all of this stuff, I would have hugged him back. There’s so much to tell him. So much to talk about.


    “Well, I have to get to class. Can we talk later?” I ask, not wanting to have another awkward entry on my first day.


    “Yeah, meet me in the front. I’ll give you a ride home.” One more squeeze and he starts walking in the opposite direction of me.


    The rest of the day passes by in a blur. All I can think about is seeing Garrett again. It’s amazing how he’s always there when I need him most. Kind of like my own personal guardian angel disguised in loose jeans, a tighter tee shirt and sneakers.


    Waiting just outside the main doors, I see his eyes before anything else. He’s the only person I’ve met that has such intense, yet comforting blue eyes. It’s probably the only thing that hasn’t changed about him over the last three years. Standing a good foot taller than the other boys, he effortlessly moves through the crowd before he’s standing right in front of me.


    “You ready?” he asks.


    “Yep.” The butterflies I used to get when I knew him before come fluttering back, stealing all coherent thoughts from my brain. Please, God, don’t let me be one of those girls.


    Garrett grabs my hand and I try to ignore the electric current racing up my arm, down my spine and straight to my belly. I’ve never been tasered before, but it probably feels just like this. Weaving through the rest of the students making their way through the parking lot, Garrett stops at a lifted, black pickup truck. For the life of me, I’m not sure how I’m going to get inside this beast.


    “Need some help?”


    “If you want me to get in this thing, then yeah, I’m gonna need some help.” Before my brain has time to catch up to what’s going on, Garrett grabs hold of my hips, hoists me up and into the cab.


    As I bunch my skirt between my knees, Garrett shuts the door, leaving me alone. I wait for him to enter and my thoughts are racing wildly through my head. How did he afford such a nice truck? Does he have a girlfriend? Does he know about my mom? Does he think I’m pretty? Can he tell I’m attracted to him? These aren’t the thirteen-year-old feelings I used to have for Garrett. We’re already at the “I woke up for some water and Mom left Cinemax playing in the living room and I got an eyeful, I might need to jump you now” feelings.


    Unable to answer any of the above questions, he climbs into the truck, fires it to life and takes off out of the parking lot like he owns the damn thing. Speeding down the road, we’re a good five minutes from the school before Garrett opens his mouth to speak.


    “You’re lookin’ real good, Rian.”


    “Thanks. You too,” I respond, trying to hide my crimson cheeks from his view.


    “Where ya staying? You and your mom just move to town?” He has no idea what’s happened. One of a billion questions has been answered.


    “Yeah and no. My mom died. I’m living down here with my Aunt Elaine.” Garrett’s face drops and he fumbles for a minute until he can find his words.


    “I’m real sorry, Ri. What happened?”


    “Can we not talk about that right now? I wanna know what you’ve been up to.”


    “Been living here since Dad got transferred a couple years back. I start on the basketball team and work part-time at the deli across town. Nothing real exciting.”


    I shift nervously in my seat, wanting to ask about any romance in his life, but can’t find a way to find out without prying. If he wants to tell me, he will.


    “I’m really digging the new look. When I left you were all about what the other girls were wearing. It’s cool to see you come into your own.” Turning my head toward the window, I let a small smile crack—the only one that’s shown since before everything with Tom happened. It feels real nice.


    “Thanks. I like it, too. Feels more like me, you know?”


    “Yeah. You always did like the way your mom dressed. You look just like her.” Quickly realizing that he’s talking about my mom again, he shuts his mouth and shakes his head. “I’m sorry. It’s just weird that she’s not here. I didn’t mean to upset you.”


    I don’t even realize that tears have started to pool in my eyes, glazing them over. “It’s fine. These are her clothes. When I left home, I didn’t want to be the same girl I had been before. Worrying about what the latest trends are just to fit in was never me. I had to make due when you left. It was hard without you,” I whisper, wishing I could take it back.


    “If I didn’t have to leave, I never would have. You know that, right? You were my best friend.”


    “I know if you didn’t have to, you wouldn’t have. It wasn’t pleasant. For so long, I had you to protect me from the wolves, and then one day you were gone. I’m happy to see you again, though.”


    “What do you say we make up for some lost time?” Garrett asks with a devilish grin. I know that look and exactly what he’s planning on doing.


    “There’s a lake nearby?” I’m not familiar with the area, only having come here a few times when I was younger, but he has to know it like the back of his hand by now.


    “Yep. You up for it?”


    “I ain’t no chicken. Let’s go.”


    Garrett makes a sharp turn on a side street, taking the gravel road all the way down until I see water peeking from behind the trees. When we were younger, we used to swim in the lake by our house, lying out on his parents’ pontoon until the stars came out. It was our thing.


    Parking on the grass a few yards from the lake, Garrett’s first out of the truck with me hot on his heels. It’s an unspoken rule that the last one in is a rotten egg, and I promise you, a rotten egg I am not. Knowing that I’ll probably drown in this skirt, I wiggle out of it, thankful for the boy shorts I’m wearing today, and let the cotton puddle at my feet. Stepping over the skirt, Garrett’s still wrestling with his shoes when I hit the water full speed and dive under.


    “Hey, cheater. You still got clothes on,” Garrett shouts from the bank.


    “It’s not my fault that you’re wearing more than me. Skirt and flip flops come off in much less time than sneakers and jeans.” Dipping my head back to get the hair out of my face, Garrett finally gets his shoes off and starts working on his jeans.


    Nothing could have prepared me for the sight I was about to see. Unbuttoning his pants and letting the zipper down, he lets the denim drop to his ankles. His muscular thighs are barely hidden by the tight boxer briefs he’s wearing underneath. Pulling his shirt over his head, Garrett’s abs glisten in the late afternoon sun.


    Licking my lips, I have to remind myself that when I last saw Garrett, he was a fifteen-year-old, lanky boy with no muscle tone whatsoever. This man before me … he’s got muscle on top of muscle and it’s downright the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. I make sure that when Garrett finally makes his way into the water I keep my chest below the surface to hide my ever present hardened nipples. I could always lie and say the water’s cold, but he’d know I’m a damn liar.


    “Race you out to the buoy and back?” Garrett takes off ahead of me, leaving me in his wake. Kicking off the bottom, it doesn’t take me long to catch up and pass him. He should know better. If there’s one thing that I’ve always done better than him, it’s swim.


    As expected, I reach the marker first, holding myself afloat and taking in large gulps of air. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a workout like this. The laps they made us run in cheer practice can’t compare to swimming a quarter-mile at full speed.


    “Looks like you can still kick my ass,” Garrett chuckles when he reaches the buoy.


    “Don’t you ever forget it,” I respond, splashing water in his face. Spitting out what got in his mouth, he tries to dunk me under, but again, I’m much smarter and quicker than him. Dodging out of the way, I start making my way back to the bank.


    Forgetting that I’m only wearing a tank top and a pair of boy shorts, I lie on the warm sand and take in the sun while waiting for Garrett to make it back. Closing my eyes and putting my arm over my face, I don’t notice the shadow that’s probably cast over me when he’s hovering above me. It’s his sharp intake of breath that startles me back to reality.


    Moving my arm and squinting my eyes, I peek out at Garrett who looks lost in his own mind. “Why are you just standing there? You’re blocking my sun.”


    “I just … wow. You really grew up these last couple years.” Taking a seat next to me, I start thinking heavily about what he’s just said. What does he mean that I’ve grown up? Did he expect me to stay thirteen forever? I mean, I turned fourteen a few days after he left, but how much can one really grow in such a short amount of time?


    “What are you talking about?”


    “Have you looked at yourself lately?”


    “Every morning when I get ready.”


    “Well, maybe it’s me that’s just now looking at you.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 5


    The next two weeks go by painlessly. Starting a new school and making new friends should have been more difficult, but Garrett’s been there the whole time. He’s introduced me to the group he hangs with, and for the most part, they’re pretty nice. All except Valerie.


    After our first awkward encounter, I asked Garrett what her deal was. Apparently they dated for a few months when he first moved here. I assume she has a thing for him, or a thing against anyone else who might.


    I still haven’t managed to come up with the nerves to ask Garrett about our time at the lake. I’m almost positive he was flirting with me, but who knows. I heard enough from my mom when I was younger that guys aren’t always the best clue droppers and more times than not give off false cues.


    Garrett’s also taken over picking me up and dropping me off after school. I tried the whole, “It’s okay, Elaine has no problem doing it”. That didn’t go over well, especially when he walked me in on the second day to introduce himself to Elaine. Now all I hear from her is, “Garrett’s such a nice boy” or “You should keep him around for a while.” I can’t win with these two. I’m officially out numbered.


    “You ready to go?” Garrett sneaks up behind me at my locker, putting his arm around my shoulders. To the passerby, it could appear that we’re more than just friends. I hug him around the waist and attempt to walk away, only his hold tightens, pulling me closer into his chest and he starts to walk down the hallway, forcing me to follow. Thankfully, no matter how hard he works out in his gym class, he always smells amazing. You have to give it to a boy that knows exactly what cologne to buy and how to use it properly.


    Speaking of those who don’t understand that cologne is not to be bathed in, Eli, Garrett’s friend walks up to us, blocking our path to the student parking lot.


    “Hey, G. And Rian, how are you?”


    Garrett nods and I respond, “Good, thanks.”


    “I was thinking. There’s a game Friday night. Garrett’s gonna be playing, so if you’d like to go, I can take you.” I think I’ve just been asked on a date.


    Looking up at Garrett, his jaw twitches and his hold on me tightens even more. If I wasn’t dealing with the opposite sex here, I would think he’s not happy about this proposal. Wanting to test my theory and see if Garrett actually does have a slight crush on me, I accept the offer from Eli.


    “Yeah. Sounds like fun. There’s a bonfire later too, right? I haven’t been to one in ages.” Trying to breathe through my mouth so I don’t smell his overdose of body spray is a futile effort because now I can taste it. Twisting my mouth into a smile, I start walking, still with Garrett’s arm wrapped around me. “Give me a call when you’re on your way Friday. I’ll see you then.”


    “Wow. Okay. That was easier than I thought.” Eli’s eyes light up like the Fourth of July and he allows Garrett and me to pass.


    “All you had to do was ask,” I say, meaning it more for Garrett than Eli, but it works for either.


    When we reach the truck, Garrett doesn’t come around to my side to help me in. Weird. Bracing myself and using every ounce of upper body strength I have, I lift myself into the cab. We don’t make it out of the lot before the questioning starts.


    “What was that about back there with Eli?”


    “He seems like a nice guy and asked me to a basketball game. I mean, it sounds like fun. I’ve never been to a game that I haven’t cheered at. It’ll be nice to be able to sit and actually watch.” That’s the truth. I love the game and used to enjoy cheering, but always wanted to just watch the players on the court. It was never an option for a cheerleader.


    “And the bonfire?” Garrett seethes.


    “You told me about it yesterday. I figure if I’m going to the game, I should get the full experience. Unless it’s invite only and I totally fucked up.” Starting to feel like the outsider I had forgotten I am, my cheeks heat with embarrassment. What if I just invited Eli somewhere even I wasn’t welcome?


    “That’s not it, Rian. Anyone can go to the bonfire. I don’t know why you’re going on a date with Eli Barton.” Garrett shakes his head in disbelief but never takes his eyes off the road.


    “What would you rather me do, Garrett? Hang out with you and you alone? Not make any new friends? Not date? I’m kinda confused.” Much like my mother used to be, I’m a free spirit. I have some serious control issues, especially since what happened.


    “You’re with me all the time, yet you accept a date from someone else. Rian, what do you think we’re doing here?” Slapping the dashboard, he cuts the wheel hard, sending me flying into his side.


    “I’m trying to get home in one piece. What the hell is wrong with you? The only guy who’s shown me any interest and I’m supposed to ignore it? Sorry, Garrett, that’s not how it works. I’m a woman. I’d like to have at least one date before I graduate.”


    “The only guy who’s shown you any interest, my ass. If you want to go on a date, Rian, I’ll take you on a date.”


    Whoa. What the hell just happened here? Is he jealous? Theory proven … I think.


    “Thanks for the offer, but I’d rather go out with someone who actually wants to date me, not someone who’s offering me a date out of pity.” Let that one sink in, Garrett.


    Garrett slams on the brakes and throws the truck in park. Looking ahead once I regain my bearings, I realize we’re at the lake. Taking off his seatbelt, he exits the truck, leaving my mind reeling. What in the hell is he doing?


    Climbing down, I follow him all the way to the water’s edge when he turns to face me, grabbing hold of my biceps. “There would be no pity in a date with you, Rian. My first day of high school, the first day we were really apart, I knew I wanted to be more than your friend. I wanted to date you, but that’s not possible at fourteen, now is it? When you came back in my life, I thought it could be a second chance. I wanted to give you some time to deal with everything—moving here, your mom’s death and adjusting. I’ve been very vocal about how beautiful you are, how much you’ve grown, but you just don’t see it.”


    Swallowing hard, he starts to gently rub my exposed arms with his thumbs. Staring deeply into my eyes, my heart’s beating a mile a minute waiting for him to tell me where all of this is going. “I’d very much like to take you on a date. Ten dates. For you to not date anyone else. I’d like you to go to the game and bonfire with me, not Eli. I’d like to be your boyfriend, Rian.”


    If it’s possible to swoon, that’s exactly what I’m doing. He’s got me exactly where he wants me. After everything he’s said, there are no words to show him I feel the exact same. I’ve loved Garrett since the moment he saved me from the bullies.


    Standing on my tip toes, I grab the back of his head and pull him down to me, softly kissing his full lips that taste like absolute heaven. Garrett retreats, holding me at arms’ length, just staring at me. “Are you sure?”


    “Listen to me. I’ve always wanted to be your girlfriend, but you never gave me any indication that you felt the same way. I wasn’t about to ruin our friendship over my feelings. I need you in my life too much for that. When Eli asked, and you didn’t say anything, I thought it was because you weren’t interested. I’ll call Eli later and tell him that I won’t be going to this game, or any other games, with him.”


    “So you’ll be my girlfriend?” The most adorable grin spreads across his lips, almost childlike, so full of glee and unadulterated happiness.


    For the second time today, my response is the same. “All you had to do was ask.”


    ****


    Friday morning at school, I’m surprised to find a gift bag in my locker. Setting my backpack on the floor and the books in my hand on the top shelf, I remove the tissue paper only to have a white jersey with red lettering stare back at me. Pulling it out of the bag, the red number four on the back makes my heart flutter. Garrett’s away jersey.


    As tears spring to my eyes, Garrett rounds the corner with a few of his basketball buddies, wearing his home jersey—identical in every way to the one in my hands, except it’s red with white lettering. As he passes by me, he winks and blows a small air kiss. Not wasting any time, I pull the jersey over my head, over my tank top, and silently send thanks to my mom in Heaven for not allowing me to wear a skirt today.


    Even after everything nasty I said, you still look out for me. Thank you.


    At my last school, it was common practice for the girlfriends of the players to wear their jersey, either home or away depending on the location of the game that night. Since I never really dated, I never got to experience this. And this … it feels fantastic.


    Walking down the hall to my class just before lunch, I run smack into Valerie. I mean, really, if looks could kill, she would have killed me and brought me back to life just so she could do it all over again. This girl is not my biggest fan and I’d do well to just ignore her. Regardless of her feelings for Garrett, it’s me he chose. It’s me who’s loved him since I was a little girl. She’s just going to have to kick rocks.


    Thankfully, I don’t have to see her the rest of the day and it’s not long before the final bell of the day rings. Meeting Garrett in our usual spot, he stops in front of me, urging me to get on his back. I ride piggy-back the entire way to his truck and he deposits me safely in the passenger seat.


    “Even though Coach is mad at me, he’s letting me start tonight. Since you have experience in cheering, I’m gonna need you in those stands screaming my name.” Oh, all the ways I could take that.


    “Your name’s the only one I wanna scream,” I respond, winking. “Why’s Coach mad? Did you screw up in practice or something?”


    “No, I didn’t screw up. I’m always perfect. Haven’t you met me?”


    “Well then, what happened? Are you too perfect for him? Is he jealous of your mad basketball skills? Maybe he thinks you want his job after you graduate.”


    “No,” he laughs. “I’ve been missing a half hour of practice every day to drive you home. He was pretty pissed, but I’m still the best player he has and he knows it. And there’s no way for me to take his job. I won’t be around next season.”


    “Wait, you’ve been missing time so I had a ride home? Elaine could have picked me up or I could have ridden the bus!” I yell, startling him.


    “That’s not the point. I’m not having my girl ride the bus. Coach can get over it. He did actually. I stay an hour later than the other guys and spend time on the weekends practicing. Like I said, I’m the best he has.”


    “Whatever. That’s not the point. You shouldn’t be going out of your way for me. What if you miss practice and screw up in a game? You won’t get any scholarships.” Worry crosses my face. What if I’ve cost him his future? There’s no doubt that if he’s the best the school has, he’ll have scouts hounding him.


    “It’s fine, Rian. I don’t need a scholarship.”


    “Are your grades that good? I don’t remember you being the class genius, Garrett.”


    “Ri, I’m going to the Army. I enlisted a few months ago and I leave for basic about a week after graduation.” I feel like he’s just hit me with a ton of bricks. Why did he wait so long to tell me he was leaving? And for the Army no less. I know he’s from a military family, but hell, shouldn’t he have told me this?


    “I don’t know what to say,” I whisper, lost in my own thoughts. He’s going to leave me just like everyone else did. What if he goes to war and dies? What if he finds a new girl and I’m left here wishing he’d come back to me? What if everything goes to shit when he leaves like last time?


    “There’s nothing much to say, really. I always knew I’d enlist. It’s kind of a rite of passage in my house. As soon as I turned eighteen, I met with them and signed the papers. I’d already be gone, but you have to have a high school diploma.”


    “What about us?” I can’t believe I’m being so selfish right now, but dammit, I’ve waited all these years to feel an ounce of what I do when I’m with him, and in a few short months he’s going to be gone. Boyfriend or not, being back in each other’s lives only confirms that everything seems to be better when he’s around.


    “You’ll be here. After you graduate next year, we can figure out where to go from there. I’m hoping I get stationed somewhere nearby after basic, but that’s no guarantee. We’ve gone three years apart and we picked up where we left off. Another year isn’t going to matter. I’m still your boyfriend and you’re still my girlfriend. ”


    “You don’t think it’s going to matter?” I scream in frustration, throwing my hands in the air and hitting my knuckles on the roof of the truck. “You think I can go back to missing you? Missing the person I am when we’re together? Not having you by my side? Not kissing you whenever I want to? You think it’s going to be that easy?”


    “What do you think would happen if I went off to college? It’s no different. Some of the scouts that want me are from schools in Michigan and Indiana. You gonna drive six hours just to kiss me? No, you wouldn’t. I’ve always had this future planned out for me. I’m sorry if it hurts your feelings, but this is life, Rian. It’s what I have to do.” I don’t think he’s trying to be an ass or make me sad. He’s probably frustrated like me. Still, it hurts.


    Letting the tears fall, I flip my head forward, piling all my hair on top and tying it in a bun. “Can you just take me home, please?”


    “The game, Rian. You’re supposed to go with me.”


    “Fine, but after the game, I’d like to go straight home. I’m in no mood to laugh and be happy when my best friend just told me he’s leaving me … again. It hurt when I was thirteen, it kills now.”


    ****


    I spend the majority of the game in the bathroom, trying not to vomit. The remainder, I do exactly as promised—cheer him on from the bleachers with a smile on my face. As soon as the game ends and Garrett receives his pats on the back from the coaches, he drives me straight home. The second we get in the truck, the grin fades and I have no problem showing my true emotions.


    Terrified.


    Petrified that no matter how hard we’d try, it won’t be enough and I’ll be alone yet again. It’s hard enough thinking that in a few months he’s going to graduate, and come next August, I’ll start my senior year without any real friends. At least if he was in college nearby, it wouldn’t be so hard. But he won’t be. He could be halfway around the world with no contact with me at all. Some women are cut out to be with men in the service, I’m just not one of them.


    “Can we talk about this, Rian?” Garrett pleads.


    “Not tonight. I really need to think. I don’t know if I can be with you, only to watch you walk out of my life again. It was because of the Army you left me the first time. It wasn’t your choosing, but this time…”


    “It’s not my choice anymore, Rian. When I enlisted, I didn’t know you’d be moving here and we’d end up together. I just followed the plan my dad set for me the day I was born. I won’t lie and say I wouldn’t have enlisted if you had been here, but we could’ve talked about it. I signed the papers, Ri. I’m property of the government and there’s nothing I can do about it.”


    He’s right. Short of running away to Canada or Mexico, he’s stuck. Even if he did run, I’m sure that’s a crime and he’d be in a lot of trouble.


    “I really just need the night to think about everything. I’ll see you in the morning, if you still wanna go to the lake,” I say as we pull into the parking lot of my apartment complex.


    “I’d like that. Call me when you get up. Rian,” he says, stopping me from getting out of the truck, “see you tomorrow.”


    “Yeah,” I return his gesture with another fake smile plastered on my lips that probably looks as terrible as it tastes. I hate being fake. I hate putting up a front. All I can think about is how long my mom kept everything hidden before I knew things were bad with her and Tom.


    My mom.


    That’s who I need right now. She’d know exactly what to do. Since I don’t have her anymore, all I can do is talk to Elaine and hope she has some advice for me.


    If not … I’ll just hope my mom sends me a sign somehow.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 6


    Walking into the dark apartment, it’s clear that Elaine has already gone to bed for the night. Getting up at five in the morning to work a second job so she can support me pisses me off, but what can I do? With summer right around the corner, I’ll be in a better place to get a job and start contributing. It’ll be much easier since I don’t cheer anymore. I have more than enough free time.


    Free time.


    That’s exactly what I’ll have once Garrett leaves. This is probably one of those times that I have to grow up and act like the adult I damn near am, but it’s not as easy as one might think. All I want to do is spend time with him. After missing him for so long, I finally have him, and now I have to send him off to boot camp like it’s normal.


    Stepping into my bedroom, I find all my clothes washed and folded, lying on the bed. Elaine really is the best. My mom’s estate money came in this week and I think it would be pretty cool to buy Elaine something special for being so good to me. Especially since she doesn’t have to. It feels wrong to leave all that money just sitting there.


    Throwing my dresses and blouses on hangers, I look at the picture of me on the nightstand every time I come back for something new to hang.


    “You found your Bobby, baby girl.”


    I wished for a sign to show me that Garrett and I are meant to be, and I think I found it. Even when he leaves, and I’m miserable, a few months of being with him would be more than enough to last a lifetime. Deciding to call Garrett and let him know my decision, I dial his line.


    “Hello,” a friendly, warm voice answers. One that I know very well and forgot how much I missed.


    “Hi, Mrs. Rhodes. I’m sorry it’s so late, but is Garrett home?”


    “I think he’s pulling in the driveway right now. May I ask who’s calling?”


    “Sure, it’s Rian.”


    “Oh, Rian, sweetheart. How are you? It’s been so long.” Her gleeful voice makes me smile and remember all the times I spent with her growing up.


    “I’m good, thanks for asking.”


    “Garrett told me about your mom. I’m so sorry, sweetheart. If you need anything, you call me immediately. When Garrett told me you moved to town, I just knew it was fate. You two were always inseparable as kids. I’m so happy you have each other again.”


    “Yeah. I miss her, but it’s really, really nice to have a familiar face in a new town. Garrett’s been looking out for me. He’s a good one.” Saying his name widens my grin. This is the real thing.


    “He better be. I raised him to be that way,” she jokes, laughing softly. “Oh, well, here’s my son. It was really nice talking to you again, Rian. Don’t be a stranger. I’d love to catch up.”


    “Yes, ma’am. Thank you.”


    “She didn’t talk your ear off did she?” Garrett asks, taking the phone from his mom.


    “Yeah, we talked about that one time when you were eight and wet the bed. Then we went through your Backstreet Boys phase.”


    “Are you serious?”


    “No, we didn’t talk for long, plus, I know how much you loved N*Sync. I missed her.”


    “Ha. It was so Ninety-Eight Degrees that I wanted to be like. Is everything okay? What’s up? It can’t be more than twenty minutes since I dropped you off.”


    “Just wanted to let you know that I think I can deal with the Army stuff. I mean, I can. I don’t want to, but I’ll do anything for you. I’ll miss you, but I wanna be with you.” I impatiently wait for his response. It feels like hours have gone by before he finally speaks again.


    “You have no idea how happy that makes me. It’s gonna be hard, Ri, but there’s a reason you’re back in my life,” he whispers.


    “Well, I’m gonna get some sleep. I’m excited for the lake tomorrow.”


    “Me too, baby. I’ll see you in the morning. I love you.” Garrett immediately back peddles, trying to take back his last sentiment. “Rian, I’m sorry … I didn’t mean … I mean, I do love you … Shit,” he stutters and all I can do is blush. In one breath, he’s managed to call me a pet name, which hasn’t ever happened to me before, and he told me he loves me.


    “Don’t be sorry, Garrett. I love you, too. I think I have from the second we met. I’m actually kinda glad you said it first. I didn’t wanna be that girlfriend that’s professing her love after only dating for a little while,” I respond, needing to calm his nerves. I do love him. He’s been my knight in shining armor for as long as I can remember and knowing that he feels the same for me has my heart racing.


    “I just wanted it to be special when I told you, that’s all. I screwed it all up,” he mutters. I can picture him in my head, pacing back and forth, picking at his fingernails and his head burrowed into his chest to disguise the embarrassment. It’s actually quite adorable.


    “Everything you say to me is special. Say it again.”


    “Don’t. I’ll make it up to you. I’ll make it perfect, I promise.”


    “Garrett. Tell. Me. Again. Please.”


    “Rian,” he pleads. My face hurts from smiling for so long. Garrett is one of the most stubborn perfectionists I’ve ever known. I should leave him alone and let him do it his way, but I crave to hear those sweet words pass his lips one more time.


    “Alright then, I’ll let you go and see you tomorrow,” I say, a little disappointed.


    “Rian, I love you. I love you so damn much. I wanted to wait until tomorrow, at our place, but now that I’ve said it once, I can’t not say it again. I love you. I love you. I love you,” he blurts out, all sounding like a giant run on sentence, but I got my way and it’s heaven to my ears.


    He loves me.


    “I love you, Garrett.”


    After five more minutes of him saying “I love you” as many times as he can fit into one breath, then the fighting over who’s going to hang up first, I nestle in my bed, the phone still clutched to my ear. Sometime about an hour or so later, I manage to close my eyes and listen to him breathe as I drift off to sleep.


    ****


    It’s no surprise that I wake extra early the next morning. Containing my excitement, I wait until after eight to call Garrett to let him know I’ll be ready soon for our date. Taking a quick shower, I let my hair air dry, throw on a skirt and tank with my bathing suit underneath and sit on the stoop until I hear his truck pulling into the lot.


    “Hey,” he says as I pull myself into the cab. He offered to come help me, but for some reason I feel the need to show him I can do this on my own. Maybe it’s my subconscious working, telling me that I can get by without him when he’s gone.


    Climbing across the bench seat of his pickup, I rest my head on Garrett’s shoulder as he drives to the lake. I take his hand in mine, threading our fingers together. If I’m only going to have a few months with Garrett until our lives change forever, I’d be a damn fool to not take advantage of it. There’s that old saying, “It’s better to have loved and lost, than to have never loved at all,” or something like that. I heard it a lot in books and movies. Maybe I’m growing up because I understand and agree with that statement.


    So deep in love. It’s terrifying. For the second time in my life, Garrett has the capability of shattering me into pieces by leaving. And again, I’m going to let him.


    When we get to the lake, we find it abandoned. I was sure that some other kids from school would be here, seeing as there aren’t any clouds in the sky and it’s already over seventy degrees. I’m not complaining, I’m actually really looking forward to some alone time with Garrett.


    “Do you wanna swim before we go on the pontoon?” Garrett asks, dragging me from my thoughts.


    “Pontoon? Since when do you have one?” I’m obviously caught off guard and the sweet smile, showing off only the top row of his perfectly aligned, white teeth causes me to return the grin.


    “I don’t, but my parents do. They keep it docked across the lake at one of my dad’s friend’s house and said we can use it today, if you want that is.”


    “Hell yeah. I wanna swim for a bit first,” I say, slipping out of my skirt and top.


    While I was waiting for an appropriate time to call Garrett this morning, I made a quick trip to the store now that Mom’s money cleared. I bought a few necessities, including a new bikini that I hope Garrett appreciates. It’s nothing special, just an off the rack two piece from Wal-Mart. I hope he doesn’t think it’s too cheap, especially when the other girls flaunt around in their latest Victoria’s Secret purchases. If the desire clouding his eyes is any indication that he wants me, I know I did well.


    “Are you coming?” I ask, walking into the lake until the cool water splashes around my knees, sending a small shiver up my spine and tiny goose bumps appear on my tanned skin.


    “Yep,” he responds, smirking. It takes me a second to get the double meaning of my loaded question and the fact that he’s staring at the thin material covering my breasts. I refuse to look down, already knowing why he’s gawking. Without breaking his gaze from mine, Garrett walks to where I’m wading and looks down into my eyes.


    His tongue wets his perfectly sculpted lips, inspiring another shiver, but not like the one from before. The moment his arms wrap around my waist, his palms inching their way up my back and toying with the thin string of my top, my body heats and my core’s set on fire with want.


    Going further into the water, just above my stomach, Garrett moves even closer to me. I’m not sure if it’s instinct or what, but I find myself in his arms, legs wrapping around his middle, as he continues to go out even more. Once the ends of my dark brown hair are dripping with water, he stops.


    “I’m real glad you decided to be with me,” Garrett whispers while nibbling on my ear lobe.


    “Me too. I’m gonna miss you when you’re gone, but if I get to have you for a little while, that’s better than nothing at all, right?” The despair must be evident in my voice. Garrett breathes in a large gulp of air, only to let it rush out quickly.


    “We’re not just a little while kinda thing, Rian. We’re the ones who are gonna make it—we’re forever.”


    “You say that now. You’re eighteen and are gonna travel the world. Ya never know what’s out there,” I say, partially joking, but knowing in my gut I could be right.


    “And when you’re eighteen, I’m gonna marry you, Rian Noelle, and you’re gonna travel the world with me. We’ll create our own world. A place where nothing else matters but us.” The honesty in his words would bring me to my knees if they weren’t already wrapped around him, clenching his hips, trying to pull myself closer. His steady stare holds mine until I break to dip my head back in the water, soaking the rest of my locks.


    “Rian Rhodes has a nice sound to it,” I tease, my lips hovering just above his. Garrett moves next, covering my mouth, slowly massaging my tongue with his and tangling my wet hair with his fingers.


    Slightly pulling, angling my head where he wants me, Garrett consumes me. I’m not just talking metaphorically here, he’s taken me over—mind, body and soul. There’s no getting out of this. I’m his for the taking, and that’s exactly what he’s doing.


    Garrett pulls the string of my bikini and I can feel myself immediately spill out the front. That tight little knot was the only thing keeping my girls under wraps and now that it’s loose … it’s liberating. Moving his hands to my front, Garrett pulls the fabric away from my breasts and watches my chest rise and fall, both of us breathing heavily.


    “I always knew you were beautiful, but fuck me, right now you’re gorgeous. Perfect,” he says, grunting as he takes my bare breasts in his hands, gently testing their weight in his palms. On its own accord, my back arches when his thumbs skim over my rigid nipples, yearning for more of his touch. A moan echoes and I’m unsure if it was from me or Garrett.


    Claiming my mouth, still massaging my breasts, I pull Garrett as close as I can, gripping on to his shaggy dark hair. The hardness pressing into my center is unmistakable—Garrett’s just as worked up as I am. Breaking from our kiss and moving his hands from my chest to cup my backside, it’s Garrett’s turn to ask me a loaded question.


    “Do you want to stop?” He rubs small circles on my bathing suit bottom, waiting for my answer. I toss around every possible scenario in my head, but the only thing I can come up with is, if I’m going to lose my virginity, who better to give it to than the boy I’ve loved for as long as I can remember?


    “Not if you don’t want to,” I answer, pulling his mouth back to mine and wholeheartedly devouring him … showing him that there’s no doubt in my mind he’s the one.


    “God no,” he mutters, trailing feather light kisses down my jaw line and neck. Leaning my head back to give him better access, I know for sure that it’s me that moans this time.


    Becoming more daring than I’ve ever been in my entire life, I reach between our bodies to grasp his length. I gasp when my fingers barely touch when I wrap them around his cock. How in the hell is something this big supposed to fit inside me? There’s no possible way.


    “It will,” Garrett says, as if he’s able to read my mind. That or my gasp was louder than I thought it was.


    “I’m not so sure,” I say. It comes out like I’m mocking him, but I’m dead serious. I know how all this is supposed to work, and I assume it’s not his first time. My fear is palpable. What if we try to have sex and it doesn’t work? Or what if it works just fine but he shatters me? I assume you can’t cast a vagina. My heart’s beating out of control, like it’s about to pop out of my chest any moment, and it’s not just because I’m all worked up.


    “There’s only one way to find out,” he kids, playfully tugging at the tied strings on the sides of my bottoms, but not removing them from my body.


    When he lets them go and repositions his fingers on the insides of my thighs, moving them closer and closer to my core, all bets are off. I don’t care if it won’t fit; I just want him to touch me. Need him to touch me. Even with the risk of death by penetration.


    “Garrett, please,” I beg. His instincts immediately pick up on what I’m asking for. Moving the fabric aside, his fingers brush over my most sensitive spot as I attempt to grind down onto him. He’s poised at my entrance, ready to give me my first real touch, when car horns start blaring in the distance.


    “The fuck,” he groans, pulling me closer to his body to hide my exposed breasts. In the distance, a blue pickup parks next to his, still honking away. My cheeks flush and I try to hide even further into Garrett. He turns my back to the shore and reties my bikini top. Once it’s tight enough, I situate myself, pushing back and glancing down to ensure that I’m not popping out anywhere. Thank God he didn’t take my bottoms off.


    “Hey, man, are we interrupting?” We? Who the hell is we?


    I spin around only to be face-to-face with Eli and Valerie who’s setting up blankets on the grassy bank. Awesome. This is exactly what I wanted today. There’s nothing more fun than spending the day with the boy I didn’t let take me on a date and the girl who has the hots for my boyfriend.


    “Well, actually…” Garrett starts and I pinch his side, signaling him to shut it. I don’t need anyone in this town knowing anything about my sex life … or lack thereof. “We’re getting ready to get out and take off. Lake’s all yours.”


    I walk slowly toward the shore, and as soon as it reaches my waist, Garrett stops me, making me walk in front of him, staying as close as possible. It didn’t even dawn on me that he’d want to conceal his erection from the prying eyes of his friends. Chuckling to myself, I follow his lead, sticking to him like glue until we’re behind his truck.


    Opening the tailgate, I wrap a towel around myself and methodically take off my bathing suit to change into dry clothes and make sure that nobody can get a peek at my body. Unashamed, Garrett watches my every move, probably praying for a slip of the towel. Apparently I’m the only modest one. Garrett strips out of his trunks, not even attempting to hide his toned body and still hard cock.


    The water was very deceptive. He’s much larger than I initially thought and those abs … sweet baby Jesus in a manger, those abs. A droplet of water slides down his muscular chest, defined abs and finally gets lost in the “V” that points to his semi-erect cock. What I wouldn’t give to be that small droplet.


    Sighing, I shimmy into my skirt and tank top.


    “Looks like you’re enjoying your view as much as I am mine,” Garrett teases.


    “So sure of yourself, aren’t you, Rhodes?”


    “Most certainly,” he says, smirking. Closing the tailgate, we both walk around the truck and climb into the cab. I turn on the radio as Garrett pulls away from the lake and Closer by Nine Inch Nails blares through the speakers. My face turns ten different shades of crimson as Garrett’s grin widens. Glancing over at me, he takes my hand in his.


    “One day.”


    I’m not sure if that’s a threat or a promise, but I clench my thighs together, trying to ease the ache. I’m not so sure it’s actually working. Garrett can read me like a book … in the dark … in French.


    If I’m already this worked up and haven’t actually done it, God help us when I get a taste of the real thing. And they say teenage boys are sex crazed. Pfffttt.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 7


    The rest of the school year flew by and Garrett graduated last week. His parents have a graduation party slash going away party planned for him tonight. As proud of him as I am, I can’t help but think of the end. This could very well be the last weekend we spend together for at least six weeks while he’s at basic training. To say I’m going to miss him is an understatement.


    I already feel like I can’t breathe. It’s only been three months, but it feels like so much longer. Elaine tells me not to worry. I do, though … worry. Long distance relationships tend to be a mess of epic proportions in almost every romance novel, movie or television show. Add to that the fact that it’s typically the man that strays, I’m ready to vomit and cut a bitch at the same time.


    Especially since we haven’t been intimate yet. The more I thought about it, I wanted to wait. Not because I don’t trust him or am scared that once he gets it, he’ll leave. I want to give him something right before he leaves … something to entice him to come home as soon as he can.


    “If you don’t hurry, you’re gonna be late, Rian,” Elaine calls from the living room. I’ve changed my outfit more times that I can count, finally settling on a short, flared white skirt and lacy white tank top. Spending so much time at the lake with Garrett, my usually olive skin is even more tanned. Add in all the swimming and playing volleyball, and my body is in the best shape of my life, including the years that I cheered.


    Slipping my feet into a pair of white ballet slipper style shoes, I throw a few bobby pins in my hair to keep it out of my face and make my way out to the parking lot. Elaine doesn’t have to work tonight and has given me permission to use her car, under the strict guideline that if I drink, I’m not to drive. I laughed when she told me that. I may only be seventeen now, but I already know to not do dumb shit.


    “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I yell to Elaine who’s standing just inside the doorway. Catching her wave, I cautiously pull out of the lot and head toward Garrett’s house.


    Pulling in the driveway, there are cars parked all over the lawn and street. Unsure of where I’m supposed to park, I leave the car running and walk into the house, straight into Mrs. Rhodes.


    “Rian, you look breathtaking,” she says, embracing me like she didn’t just see me a few days ago at the graduation.


    “Thank you,” I mutter, trying to breathe in her death grip of a hug. “Where do you want me to park? I didn’t see any empty spots out there. It seems like everyone in town is here.”


    “Oh, just leave it there sweetheart. I’ll get Paul to park it for you.” Just then, Paul, Garrett’s dad, comes around the corner, stopping dead in his tracks.


    “Is that Rian Fields I see? You look beautiful. My son’s one lucky man,” he says, patting me on the back. He’s right, too. Garrett’s extremely lucky. He has the best parents in the entire world. I’d give anything to have a mom and dad like him. Who am I kidding? I’d do just about anything to have my mom back. Even just for one day to apologize.


    “Honey, can you move Rian’s car somewhere safe? I told all the kids if they’re drinking, they have to stay, but you know how they can be. I don’t want anything to happen to it.” Paul steps into Gabriella and gives her a slight peck on the cheek and heads out the front door.


    “I’ll put it in the garage,” he hollers just before the screen door closes.


    “Let me take you out back. Garrett made me promise as soon as you got here to take you right to him. That boy is in love with you, sweetheart. I hope you know that.”


    As soon as we pass through the living room and formal dining room, we take the sliding doors out onto the deck. Looking around, I see Garrett standing next to the pool with some of his basketball friends. As soon as our eyes meet, his lips turn up in the most gorgeous smile I’ve ever seen on a man.


    “Yes, ma’am, I know. I love him, too,” I whisper, taking the stairs down to the patio.


    Getting stuck in some traffic near the keg, it’s a few minutes before I’m able to spot Garrett again. When I’m about ten yards away, Valerie moves in front of Garrett, pulling him in for a hug with her greedy little fingers resting too low on his waist for comfort. Just as I’m about to grab her by her overly processed, fake platinum blonde locks, Garrett catches me in the corner of his eye.


    “Excuse me, Val,” he says, stepping around her and heading directly toward me. I don’t miss Valerie’s inner temper tantrum and the rolling of her contact blue eyes as Garrett picks me up, twirling me around before wrapping his arms tightly around my middle. It takes everything in me to not act as childish as her, or do something immature like sticking my tongue out at her. My main focus is the man who’s locked me in his grip so tightly; I realize he must have gotten it from his momma.


    “I was waiting for the most beautiful girl in school to get here. For a second, I thought she wasn’t gonna show,” he jokes, kissing me so passionately I almost forget his guests standing around. I’m not one to be worried about giving people something to talk about, but making out with your boyfriend in front of a few hundred of his closest friends, including his parents, is where I draw the line.


    “Does it feel any different? You know, being done with school forever?”


    “It does, but leaving next week for basic kinda puts a damper on that. I won’t have to wake up at seven for school anymore, but I’ll have to wake up at five. Kill me now.”


    “Hey, buddy, this was your decision. No bitching about it now,” I tease.


    Garrett doesn’t leave my side the entire day and well into the evening, even with the constant interruptions from Valerie. Someone needs to just cut this girl. Annoying doesn’t even begin to describe her desperate actions. Unable to hold back anymore, I weasel away from Garrett and approach her.


    “Val, do you think we can talk for a second?” I ask, anticipating her to blow me off.


    “Sure,” she responds. Shock me, shock me. Trying to bury my frustrations with her, we walk over to the edge of the yard, far from people that might want to be in our business. And by people, I mean everyone who is watching with their jaws on the ground as we make our way from the crowd.


    “I just wanted to see what was going on. You seem very interested in Garrett lately. I’m not gonna lie. It doesn’t rub me the right way.” I waste no time cutting to the chase. The least amount of time I have to spend with Valerie, the better.


    “Well, he’s going off to the Army, as you know, and I just want to spend as much time with him as I can before he goes.”


    “I get that, but you can’t hang all over him like you’ve been trying to do. I know you know we’re together and it’s really disrespectful to me. I haven’t said anything since I moved here, but I can’t hold it in anymore.” Remain diplomatic, that’s the goal.


    “You do realize he was mine before he was yours, right?” Valerie asks, rolling her eyes. My hand clenches at my side, balling into a fist, ready to strike her across her heavily made up face. Diplomacy’s about to get chucked off a roof in about two seconds.


    “Valerie. I’m gonna say this as nice as I possibly can. You may have thought he was yours, but that isn’t the case. I’ve known him since we were kids and he’s always been mine. I’m here now. You’re not needed and it probably would be in your best interest to just leave. You’re not welcome here anymore.”


    Valerie steps into my space, antagonizing me, probably thinking I’m scared of her like so many of the other girls at our school. I’ve heard more times than I care to talk about that she’s the toughest girl in school and she’ll kick anyone’s ass. Well, newsflash, she isn’t kicking shit today … but rocks.


    “I’ll leave when Garrett asks me to leave. I know you’re dealing with your mom’s death and all, but if you think you can come to my school and fuck with me, you’re sadly mistaken.” It takes me all of three seconds to grip Valerie’s wrist, twist it at an uncomfortable angle and spin her around. Pushing upward, I hold her steady as she begins to lean forward.


    “Okay, Princess. You don’t know me very well. I’m gonna give you the crash course, are you ready?” A small whimper comes from Valerie’s mouth. “Okay, good. I’m fucking crazy. I’ve beaten the shit out of a grown man. Not something I’m proud of, but it’s a fucking fact. You ever in your life think of saying one thing about my mother, I’ll snap your arm in two different places. Do you think the coach wants an injured cheerleader next year?” I pull up on her arm again, inciting an answer from her.


    “No,” she cries, trying to wrench free. It only infuriates me more that she thinks she can overpower me. Adding slightly more pressure, I can feel her ligaments stretching in ways they shouldn’t.


    “So, here’s what we’re gonna do. Listen closely, Princess. I’m gonna let you go, you’re gonna grab your shit and stay the fuck out of my sight. So help me God, if you even think of mentioning Garrett’s name to one of your whore friends, I’ll end you. I really hope we’re clear.” Letting go of her arm, I shove her forward and she almost falls. Grabbing and massaging her shoulder, Valerie refuses to meet my eyes.


    The same kind of fire slowly burns inside of me as the day I hurt Tom. I should be more worried that I’m getting off on hurting someone, but it feels so natural. Letting her slink past me, I fix my skirt and turn around to see the entire party is staring in our direction and snickering as Valerie walks past them.


    Garrett sees me and quickly walks over to me. “Is everything okay? Why does Valerie look like you just killed her puppy?”


    “Everything’s fine,” I stand on my tiptoes to kiss his jaw. “Valerie had to go and was upset about it. Something else needed her attention. She wanted me to tell you congratulations and she can’t wait to see you at the ten year reunion.”


    “You’re lying,” he whispers, claiming my lips.


    “I am, but it’s over now and I’d rather not talk about it. There is something we should discuss, though. After everyone leaves, if that’s okay?”


    “You’re not breaking up with me, are you?” Panic sounds in his voice and pulls at my heart. My sweet Garrett must not know how much I love him.


    “Absolutely not. Just want to tell you a story.”


    The rest of the evening goes by slowly. More often than not, I’m sitting on one of the lounge chairs as people make their way over to Garrett, handing him cards and congratulating him. The older guests, which I assume are family or friends of the family, are doing the same thing, but are crying when they tell him goodbye. I feel their pain. It’s going to be hard around here without him. My best friend … my only friend … my boyfriend. My everything.


    Just as Mrs. Rhodes suspected, none of the kids hang around, even after having a few drinks. I didn’t see anyone that had more than one or two glasses of beer, so I’m not worried. As soon as the last guest leaves, Garrett leads me to the pool house that can double as a guest’s quarters. I didn’t realize how much money his family has, but I would assume they do alright since Paul is a career military man.


    This town was his last assignment, so this is where they bought their house. After a few conversations with Gabriella, she told me that they wanted to be in one spot so Garrett could have a chance to make some lifelong friends. The only other place they lived for any long stretch of time was Detroit. Garrett talks about it a lot, sometimes saying he felt more at home in the city than the country. With all the shit happening there, it seems natural for Kentucky to be their final home.


    The last three years have been really good to them and I’m happy Garrett’s parents focused their life around him … what was best for him. Paul and Gabriella are the kind of parents I would like to be some day.


    Shutting the door behind him, I excuse myself to use the restroom. I need to work up the courage for this one. It’s been three months since Garrett walked back into my life … or I walked into his … I still haven’t told him what happened to my mom. There’s a chance that Valerie won’t take my warning seriously and will open her dick sucker about what I said about beating a grown man. That’s not how I want this to be brought up. I need to be the one to tell him.


    Splashing some cool water on my face and changing into a long tee shirt Garrett made sure was ready for me, I feel like I’m finally ready to talk about this. Stepping out of the bathroom, Garrett’s waiting on the sofa with a couple cans of soda and wearing nothing but a pair of loose fitting pajama bottoms. He might have to put some clothes on for this. My thoughts are everywhere but what the topic needs to be.


    “What did you want to talk about?” he asks, pulling the blanket off the back of the sofa and draping it across my lap as I sit next to him.


    “It’s about my mom.”


    “We don’t have to talk about it if you’re not ready, Ri. It’s got to be hard on you, I can only imagine. I don’t want to make it worse by opening a wound that’s finally started to heal.”


    Taking a deep breath, I crack the tab on my soda can and take a large pull. It’s now or never. Bracing myself for his judgment, I start to recite the events surrounding my mother’s death.


    “My mom got married after you left. Tom. That was her husband. She changed and so did he. Mom wasn’t as carefree as she was when we were little and Tom turned out to be an abusive bastard. I came home from school one day and they were fighting in the living room.” Suddenly, my palms get really sweaty and it feels like he’s turned the air conditioning off and the heater on. Swallowing past the giant lump in the back of my throat, I continue.


    “He hit her that day,” I whisper, seeing everything vividly behind my closed lids. I don’t realize I’m crying until Garrett wipes a tear from my cheek.


    “Did he hit you, too?” he asks, concerned and also infuriated.


    “No, he didn’t,” I respond, fumbling with my thoughts on how to properly express what happened from what I can remember. I was blacked out for the majority of my attack, but I know the main details after reading the police reports over and over again.


    “I hit him. After he knocked my mom around, I attacked him. I broke bones in his face and hurt him bad enough that he was sent to the hospital. I was so scared that he was going to come back and kill her, Garrett, I was terrified.” The tears fall freely as I start feeling everything I had that day.


    “Is that how she died? Did he come back for her?” he asks sympathetically, without any hint of disappointment in his voice.


    “No. I was arrested after the attack. The police had a job to do, I understand that now. After I was cleared of all charges, I went back home and my mom told me that I had to go live with Elaine for a few months until me and Tom could be under the same roof together again. I was so fucking angry with her. She chose him over me. That should have never happened but it did. It was a little less than a week until I had to leave and she wanted to spend some time with me, but I didn’t want shit to do with her.” It’s getting harder and harder to talk through all the hiccupping and violent shaking of my body. Big, fat, ugly tears continue to stream down my face.


    “The last thing I said to her was ‘I’ll never forgive you for this. I hope I never turn out to be as weak as you. You turned your back on me and I don’t want shit to do with you’ and then she was gone. She hung herself, Garrett. I had never seen a dead body before. She was just there. Her face was purple and bloated. It was terrible. The doctors said that she had been gone for about an hour. There was nothing I could have done to save her. The police called Elaine that night to come get me. She stayed at the house with me until after the funeral and then I moved here.” I remember the looks on everyone’s faces when I said I wanted to be home. Yeah, it was creepy, but I needed to feel close to my mom.


    Garrett pulls me onto his lap, cradling me like a child and rubbing my back soothingly as I let go of all the emotions that I had been holding in for so long.


    “Shhhhh,” he croons, trying to comfort me.


    The next thing I know, I’m being carried through the living area into the bathroom. Garrett gently sets me down on the toilet and turns the shower on. Testing the temperature, he pulls the curtain back and grabs a towel from the closet just outside. He stands me up, strips off the tee shirt, unclasps my bra and removes my underwear. Without one sideways glance, only looking at me with love and compassion, he walks me to the tub and helps me over the edge.


    “Thank you so much for telling me what happened. I’ll hold your secrets in the deepest parts of my heart, never to share them with anyone else.” He kisses my forehead and rubs my arm. “You’re going to take a shower and wash away those memories. You’ve gotten them out, and now they’re gone. No more demons, baby. When you’re done, put that shirt back on and meet me back on the sofa. I’ll get us something to eat and we’ll watch something funny.”


    More tears form in the corners of my eyes. Trying to blink them away, I stare deeply into Garrett’s blue eyes and see nothing but unconditional love—something I thought I had with my mom until it was gone. I know Elaine loves me, but I don’t think it’s unconditional. Garrett never fails to surprise me.


    “I love you so much, Garrett. I’m so blessed to have you.”


    “Baby, this isn’t even love. It’s so much more. The feelings I have for you go far beyond what most people will ever experience in their lives. When God created us, he cut us from the same mold, always a part of one another. I’m never going to let you feel that kind of pain again if I can help it.”


    With one more kiss that almost leads to Garrett climbing in the shower with me, he leaves so I can handle my business. Washing quickly, not bothering with my hair, I’m out of the shower, dried and dressed in ten minutes flat. I don’t want to spend one more second away from him. He’s leaving in just a couple days and I want to make the most of the time we have left.


    Once he’s done with the service, or at least when I’m eighteen, life will be so much better. Sometimes, you have to go through the worst to get to the best.


    I’m ready.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 8


    “So what really happened with Valerie?” Garrett asks, taking the last slice of pizza. We’re halfway through Super Troopers, and unlike my handsome boyfriend, I can’t laugh my ass off and eat at the same time.


    “You want the truth or a part of the truth?”


    “The whole truth, so help you God.”


    Turning to face him¸ I snatch away the half slice he has in his hand and take an exaggerated bite. Washing it down with the rest of my soda, I debate how much I should say. Well, shit. I can’t lie to him, especially after everything he’s done for me tonight.


    “I not so kindly told her that if she didn’t stop rubbing all over my boyfriend like a cat in heat, I was going to break her arm. I might have also told her that I’ve beaten a grown man and I’d have no problem with a tramp like her.”


    Laughter fills my ears as Garrett throws his head back, not hiding how hilarious he finds the entire situation. It’s contagious, because the next thing I know, I’m joining him in his giggle fit, offering a few snorts along the way. We both try to stop laughing, but every time we look at each other, it starts back up again. Neither one of us can speak until there are happy tears running down both of our cheeks.


    “Did you really say that to her?” he asks, trying to catch his breath and gripping his stomach.


    “I sure as shit did. Nobody comes between me and my man,” I say, imitating the most annoying person to be on that show, Big Brother, in the history of … ever.


    “Oh, okay, Rachel,” he responds. Suddenly, a memory of us hanging out at his parents’ house in the basement watching every episode of that season pops in my mind. However, just hearing her name has me shuddering. I mean, really, could any one person be more annoying? Maybe Valerie. I’m sure Val could give Rachel a run for her money in the “if you speak one more time, I’m going to jab a knitting needle in my own ear drum” department.


    “I’m serious, though. She was all over you all day and I tried to be nice at first, kindly asking her to back the fuck off, but she wanted to act tough. Someone had to put that bitch in her place.” I shrug, not wanting to give Valerie any more of our time together.


    Leaning into his side, Garrett drapes his arm around my shoulder, resting his hand extremely close to my breast that’s only covered by the thin material of the shirt. Tossing around in my head if I want to make a move on him tonight, or wait until the night before he leaves, my decision is taken from me when he angles my head up and kisses me ever so gently.


    Repositioning myself, I climb onto his lap, straddling his legs, and deepen our kiss. I’ve been sitting so long that the space between my thighs is warm. In my brazen movement, the cold air hits the warmth that’s also becoming very wet, sending a shiver throughout my body, reminding me that I’m not wearing anything under the shirt. Garrett palms the naked flesh of my ass and groans in my mouth, setting my entire body on fire.


    It’s like I can feel everything, including the tension in the room. Every hair stands on end and all my nerves are activated, leaving me panting into Garrett’s mouth and my overly sensitive breasts rubbing across his muscular chest.


    Knowing deep down that there’s never going to be a more special night to give myself to Garrett, I do the only thing that makes sense to me in this moment. Letting go of the back of his head, I grab the bottom hem of the shirt and pull it casually over my head, tossing it on the floor behind me. My bashfulness suddenly rears its ugly head and I regret disrobing so quickly, especially with all of the lights on. I know my body is in the best shape it’s ever been, but I’m a woman with insecurities. That sounds a little redundant … an insecure woman.


    I try to cover my breasts with my hands and lean as far forward as I can to cover the rest of me. Garrett locks in on my tense demeanor and gently places his hands on my shoulders, not allowing me to hide.


    “What’s wrong, Ri?”


    “I don’t know. I’ve never been completely naked around anyone. Not even the girls in the locker room. I just … I don’t want you to not like what you see, and if I don’t show you, you can’t see it. Problem solved.”


    “Would it make you feel better if I was naked, too?” I think about it for a second and come to the conclusion that if he’s naked, I’m going to feel even worse about myself. His body is one of perfection. Not all small and lanky like those other boys, but a manly kind of muscular. If he looks this amazing now, I can only imagine how he’s going to look when he comes home from the Army. I shake my head.


    I divert my gaze from his pleading eyes, only to look down and notice the erection between our bodies. If that isn’t a confidence booster I’m not sure what is. Trying to refocus anywhere but there just draws me in further. I lick my lips and the daredevil in me comes out again as I untie the string on his waistband.


    These damn hormonal shifts need to calm down. One second I feel like I’m seven years old again, giving an oral report on Abraham Lincoln in front of the entire classroom and then, bam, two seconds later all I can think about is giving oral. What in the actual fuck is wrong with me? Am I shy or horny? Scared or excited? Hell if I know. Looks like I’m gonna have to roll with the punches here, follow my body’s lead. If it scares Garrett off, if he thinks I’m bi-polar, he’ll have to deal with that. I know what I need … at least I think I do. Here goes nothing.


    “What are you doing?” Garrett croaks as I pull the elastic band of his pants out far enough to free his erection. Palming his length, I stroke it from base to tip a few times, mesmerized by the little droplet of moisture coming out of the slit on the top.


    “Exploring,” I respond, inching off his lap and onto the floor. With my knees planted between his spread feet, I continue stroking him, never taking my eye off the liquid at the tip.


    Curiosity gets the best of me. Everything in me, call it woman’s intuition, begs me to stick out my tongue and taste it. And I do. Not as great as one would expect, a little on the salty side, but it doesn’t taste terrible. The daring side of me continues my journey, not just sticking with the tip, but curious to see how much of him I can fit in my mouth. My lips part and I work my mouth around him, cautious to keep my teeth out of the picture.


    When he’s as deep as I can get him, I close around his cock, adding a little suction. Garrett’s hips buck, sending him further down my throat. Slightly gagging, I pull back with tears clouding my vision.


    “I’m so sorry, Ri. I don’t know why I did that. Just seemed like the right thing to do and it felt so damn good.” At his praise, my boldness continues. Forgetting about my gag reflex and the strange feelings, I maneuver my lips around him, adding a fist at the base to keep him from going too far again. Finding a rhythm with my mouth and hand, I work him until his cock pulses.


    Garrett tries to push me back, but something in me screams to see this through until the end. Overpowering him in his weakened state, I keep going until warm spurts of come splash in my mouth, on my tongue. I consider spitting it out, but then I see the satisfaction in Garrett’s eyes and I do the only thing I can at the time. I swallow every last bit, savoring his taste, knowing that it’s because of me that he got off. I did this.


    Whatever I was doing, I did it right.


    “Rian. That was … I don’t even know. Fantastic? Excellent? Better than anything I’ve ever felt before? I don’t know, Ri. Wow.” Catching Garrett Rhodes speechless is something few people have ever been able to do, and I just did. Inside, I’m dancing around, fist pumping in the air, not giving a shit if anyone’s watching. On the outside, I’m staring at him with lust filled eyes. If I can make him feel this good, God only knows what he can do for me.


    “I’m glad you liked it. It was my first time and I’m glad it was with you.” There’s no need to be bashful now. He’s seen me completely naked. Actually, I’m still without a stitch of clothing and I’ve had his dick in my mouth.


    “If I would have known that a blow job could be that awesome, I would have done that years ago.” Confusion strikes my face. Cocking my head to the side, I raise an eyebrow, silently asking him to elaborate. “I’ve never done that before. With anyone. All the guys talked about it, but you see the girls at this school. I didn’t want to talk to half of them and the others … they’re so crazy, I didn’t want their mouths on my dick. They might chomp it off or something.”


    “I was your first, too?” I ask, eyes wide and a smile wider than a child during their first time at Disney.


    “Yep, and it couldn’t make me happier. You couldn’t make me happier.” Garrett tenderly lifts me back up on the couch, laying me down across the cushions. Putting a pillow behind my head, he kisses my neck, trailing down my breasts, paying special attention to them individually before moving further down my body, past my navel. “Now it’s my turn to return the favor. I don’t know much about all this, but I do know that you should never receive and not give.”


    Garrett continues inching down my body until he’s nestled between my thighs. I don’t expect him to be fantastic at this, I’m not even sure I was fantastic at what I did to him, but with the first swipe of his tongue against my center, I’m lost in pure bliss. More than that. Dare I say ecstasy? Yep, I’m going there. I have never felt something so tender yet explosive in my life.


    “Garrett,” I moan, raising my hips to meet his mouth.


    Once he figures out a pattern that has me withering beneath him, he dives in, no holds barred. He’s going for gold. Every time he laps over the most sensitive place, it feels like all my nerve endings are in that one little cluster, my legs quake and the most wonderful sensation builds in my belly. When he puts his lips over that area, sucks lightly and I explode into a million pieces. I assume what I’m experiencing is an orgasm and I can totally understand why everyone always talks about how amazing it is.


    Coming down from the euphoric high, Garrett wipes his face with the blanket next to me and hovers over my body. Between my legs that are shamelessly still spread as wide as I can get them, he rests his lower body against mine. Feeling the heat radiating from his dick sparks another wildfire deep inside my core, begging for release yet again.


    “Garrett?”


    “Yeah, baby,” he responds, breathless.


    “I want you to be my first.”


    “Only if you’ll be mine.” Joy floods my heart. I had always assumed, having girlfriends like the slut that is Valerie, and the other girls talking about how good he is, that he hadn’t been a virgin in some time. Just goes to show how catty some bitches can be when they feel like they won’t be the top prize anymore.


    Garrett climbs off of me, walks over to where his jeans are laying across the arm of the chair and pulls a condom from his wallet. Back on the couch, he rips open the foil packet and rolls the latex down his length. I feel like he’s been hard all night. I’m not sure if that’s normal or not, but you won’t see me complaining.


    Positioning himself at my entrance, he stares deeply into my eyes and the unconditional love I saw earlier is still there, shining back at me. I nod my head, giving him the go ahead. Slowly and carefully, he pushes himself inside, inch by inch, giving me time to acclimate to the new sensation. It’s an awkward feeling, but feels so natural. A sharp twinge of pain strikes me when he’s almost all the way in. Taking a rather large gulp of air, I breathe through the discomfort.


    Garrett tries to pull out after seeing the moment of fear in my eyes. “Please don’t stop. It’s getting better already. I’m pretty sure it’s supposed to hurt the first time,” I joke, trying to keep the mood light.


    He takes my cue and follows my lead. After he’s completely inside of me, I relish for a moment in the fullness. Not just in my most private place, but in my heart. Garrett’s consumed me yet again and I’ve never felt like anything was more right than this right now.


    After a few shallow thrusts, Garrett finally realizes he’s not going to break me. It lasts only about five minutes, and there’s no climactic ending, but it’s the greatest experience of my life.


    Discarding the condom and pulling me onto his chest, Garrett and I fall asleep on the couch with sounds of infomercials playing in the background.


    You know you’re in exactly the right place in life when your reality is better than your dreams.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 9


    The weekend goes by faster than I could have imagined. I prayed for it to slow down so I could relish in the new kind of relationship Garrett and I have. The day after we lost our virginity and after I returned Elaine’s car, we didn’t leave the pool house for anything, including food. We spent the time exploring each other’s bodies—learning what works and what doesn’t. I also had my first orgasm during sex … and my second … and third … and sixth. Needless to say, we’re slowly becoming experts.


    Waking up this morning is hard. In just a few short hours, I’m riding with Garrett’s parents to the bus station to drop him off. His packed bag sitting by the door of the pool house is just a constant reminder that our time is almost up.


    I have to quit thinking that. Our time isn’t up, it’s just being delayed for a little while. This time next year, I’ll have graduated and just turned eighteen, free to live my life how I choose. I don’t know how I feel about being an Army wife, but I do know that I want to be Garrett’s wife, so I’ll take the good with the bad.


    We did some talking, while we weren’t engaging in other activities, about his plans after his enlistment. He doesn’t plan on becoming a career military man like his father. He joined because he wanted to, but more importantly because it was his father’s plan for him and he didn’t want to disappoint him. I guess I can understand that. Had my mother had dreams and aspirations for me, even after being so angry with her during the days leading to her death, I would probably try my hardest to achieve them.


    After sitting on the couch for nearly an hour without speaking, just enjoying the company of one another, a knock sounds at the door. Neither one of us moves to answer it, knowing it’s probably Mrs. Rhodes letting us know it’s time to go. When the third, more aggressive knock starts, Garrett stands to answer.


    “I thought you were still asleep. It’s time, guys.” It is, in fact, Gabriella. Biting back my tears, I grab my sweater off the back of the couch and follow Garrett out the door.


    I went home the morning after Garrett and I made love for the first time, returning Elaine’s car and packing some clothes for a few days, knowing I wouldn’t want to be far from Garrett. We both decided that it would be just us, no friends or family, until the moment he left. I appreciate that he gave that to me, but can’t help but feel guilty his mom didn’t get to spend as much time with him as she could have. He really is lucky to have such amazing parents. Not too many adults would be so lenient with their eighteen-year-old son spending the entire weekend alone with his seventeen-year-old girlfriend, but I think they understand. With all the loss I’ve suffered this year, I think they knew it would be hard for me to let Garrett leave.


    Getting into the backseat of the car with Garrett, Paul pulls out onto the street and starts the twenty minute drive to the bus stop. The entire way I hold Garrett’s hand while he caresses my knuckles, telling me that everything will be alright. Every mile closer we get, my heart beats a little harder and my breathing becomes a little shallower. I’m pretty sure that by the time we get there, I’ll be having a heart attack and panic attack at the same time.


    I was right about the panic. When we pull into the parking lot of the bus station, the other boys who are leaving for basic are standing around hugging their parents. A few are cuddled up with probably girlfriends, waiting for the driver to announce their departure.


    All four of us walk solemnly to the ticket counter where Garrett checks in. Paul’s the first to move, shaking Garrett’s hand and telling him how proud he is of his son. A twinge of sadness hits me harder than I thought it would. I’ll never have parents to tell me anything, let alone how proud they are of me. Still holding back, I refuse to cry or show anything but a fake smile that’s been plastered on my lips since we got into the car.


    When Gabriella grabs Garrett and hugs him like her life depends on it, my dam cracks a little, but I still choke back the tears I know aren’t going to stay at bay for much longer. She whispers in his ear something that’s meant for him and him alone, and pulls back, taking Paul’s hand.


    “We’ll give you guys some time,” Paul says, hugging his inconsolable wife and walking back toward the car to wait on me.


    Garrett and I stand there, just staring at each other, for what seems like an eternity. It’s not until the driver announces they’re starting to board and departing in ten minutes that I’m jarred back to reality. There’s nothing I can do to hold back my sadness anymore. The tears freely fall down my face as I clutch onto Garrett’s shirt.


    “It’s gonna be okay, baby. Just a few weeks. You can write me every day if you want. I don’t know all the rules yet, but I know you can write.”


    “I’m gonna miss you so much. Are you sure you have to go?” I ask, immediately regretting it. I know if he could, he would stay with me. I’m doing nothing but making this harder on him. “I’m sorry, don’t answer that. I love you.”


    “Not nearly as much as I love you. Remember this, okay? I’m gonna marry you, Rian. I’m gonna make you the happiest woman in the world. We’re gonna have a bunch of beautiful babies and maybe a dog or two. I gotta do this, not just for Dad, but for us. I promise, baby.”


    “Two minutes,” a loud voice says over a speaker system. At the same time, all the girlfriends gasp and the entire station is filled with crying, pleading women. Not wanting to make Garrett feel guilty for following his dream, I decide right there that even if it is fake, I’m going to put on an act like nobody’s ever seen before.


    Jumping into his arms without warning, I kiss him with every ounce of love in my body. I kiss him for our past, our present and our future. I kiss him with promises of becoming his wife and carrying as many babies as he wants to have. I kiss him with the acceptance of everything he’s promised to me. I kiss him with everything.


    And he returns it with just as much as I’m giving to him.


    “All aboard,” the voice calls again.


    Garrett gently sets me down, staring into my eyes. “Just a few weeks until I get to see you again. Wait for me?”


    “You don’t even have to ask. I’m yours. Always have been, always will be.”


    With one last kiss, he turns away from me and boards the bus. Just like in all the old movies when the men would go off to the Army, everyone hangs out the windows, waving to their friends and loved ones. Within moments, the bus pulls out of the lot, and while our men are leaving, we’re all standing around as if our world has stopped.


    It’s not until I see a little boy, maybe five or six years old, saluting the bus as it pulls out of sight say something along the lines of, “I wanna be a soldier like my daddy when I grow up” that it really hits home. Someone who I assume to be his mother, takes his hand and walks to the car.


    Where I’m losing my boyfriend for a few months, some of those men have children and wives they’re leaving behind.


    If they can do it, there’s absolutely no reason I can’t.


    ****


    The first few days after Garrett left were the hardest. After spending all my time with him, I suddenly feel very alone. I haven’t made many friends at school, and the ones I did make were mostly Garrett’s and graduated with him. The few friends he had in my grade are the catty girls, and of course Eli. I’m not ready to branch out and start making a life for myself yet, knowing that as soon as Garrett’s back, I’ll be going to wherever he is, so I sulked for the most part.


    Elaine picked up a few extra shifts at the factory. I tried telling her she didn’t have to, that we could use Mom’s estate money for anything we needed, but she refuses to touch it, saying I’ll need it for college. Little does she know college isn’t where I’m going, unless Garrett gets a permanent base assignment and I know we won’t be moving around like crazy. We all know that isn’t going to happen, so the money’s just going to sit in an interest gaining account until Elaine comes to her senses and lets me help her.


    Garrett was able to make one phone call when he got to camp, and he used it to call his parents. They relayed the message he sent for me, though.


    “Garrett wants you to have fun and not miss him too much. Enjoy the summer before your senior year. It’s the last summer break you’ll ever have. He loves you and can’t wait to see you.” That was the message on the answering machine when I got home from shopping with Elaine. As jealous as I am that they got to hear his voice, it was super sweet for him to make sure they told me stuff for him. It was even sweeter that they did, especially since he would never know if they did or not.


    Now that we’re in week two, life is getting a little easier. Corbin isn’t a super small town, but it’s much smaller than Lexington. Back at home, finding a summer job would have been easy with all the restaurants and such, here though, not so much. We have a Wal-Mart and other shops, but those jobs are reserved for the adults looking to support a family. I tried to have Elaine get me a job at the factory, but she wasn’t having any of that talk. She flat out told me no.


    Through Jimmy, Garrett’s close friend and the one that’s been designated to look after me while Garrett’s gone, I heard about tryouts for the swim team. I’ve never thought much about it, even though I’m pretty quick and have some good stamina, but it’s really the only thing to do while I wait for the school year to start.


    Garrett would be pissed if he knew I’d been sitting in the apartment, not even trying to get out. While he’s training to protect our country, the thought of making him angry makes me want to go outside my comfort zone and try new things. Anything to make him happy. So, with Mom’s estate money and some help from Elaine, I bought a beat up little car. It’s not great for driving around these parts, but it gets me where I need to go.


    Driving up to the school in search of the swim coach, I do the one thing I said I wouldn’t this year; I try out for a team. Well, I can’t really say I try out, because there isn’t much competition. Already having knowledge of the sport, it’s a no brainer on the coach’s part. He basically hands me my monogrammed swim cap and gives me a spot on the team.


    The only thing that could make this moment better would be talking to Garrett. He’d be proud that I’m going out of my little box and trying to follow his strict instruction.


    Conditioning starts next week, so I have some time to kill before then. As soon as I get back home, the first thing I do is sit down at my desk to write Garrett a letter, informing him of my last week. I know he said I could write every day, but I want to have stuff to talk to him about when he comes home.


    Garrett,


    Hey, baby. I miss you so much. I know I didn’t tell you before, but I’m so proud of you. It takes a strong man to offer his service like you are. I can’t wait to see you in a few weeks.


    The first week was hard, but I’m doing better now. I still wish you were here, though. I found a way to keep myself occupied until you come home. I joined the swim team and I’ll start practice and stuff next week. You might even be home for my first meet.


    Who knows, I might be really good at it and they’ll give me a scholarship. That would be cool, right? I’m not sure why I’m asking you questions you can’t answer. Just seems like the logical thing to do. Like we’re having a conversation and I’m not alone talking to myself.


    Well, I’m gonna go. I have to buy some stuff for swim and get an oil change. Oh yeah, that’s right, I bought a car. Not as cool as your truck, but it’s mine and no you can’t drive it.


    I love you, baby.


    Always have, always will,


    Rian


    Putting the letter in an envelope, I toss it in my purse so I don’t forget to mail it when I run into town.


    “Rian, are you here?” Elaine yells as the front door slams shut.


    “Yep, be right there.”


    “Hurry please.” Something’s wrong, she doesn’t sound right. It’s not like Elaine to over exaggerate, so whatever it is, it must be important.


    Rushing out of my room, I see Elaine bent over the back of the couch getting ready to fall. I run over to her, and as soon as my arms wrap around her waist, she collapses into my arms.


    “What’s wrong?” I ask, panicked.


    “It’s my chest.” The words barely leave her lips before her eyes roll backward and her body goes limp.


    “Elaine!” I yell, shaking her. No response. “Elaine, wake up. Please wake up!” I continue to scream and shake, but nothing.


    Gently laying her on the ground, I rush to the phone to call for help.


    “Please hurry, something’s wrong with my aunt. I think she’s having a heart attack.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 10


    In only minutes, the EMS arrives and wheels Elaine out on a gurney. They offer me to ride with her but, I decline. When we leave, I don’t have anyone else I can call for a ride home. Getting in my car, I follow closely behind the rig as they drive full lights and sirens to the hospital.


    While they take her in through the ambulance bay, I park my car in the lot and run as quickly as my legs will take me to her side. What I wouldn’t give to have Garrett here with me. He’d know exactly what to say … what to do.


    The woman at the triage desk stops me before I can walk into the ER, telling me the doctors are working on Elaine and I’ll have to stay in the waiting room until it’s okay to go back. I take a seat in the cold, plastic chair and impatiently wait, looking up every time the doors open, expecting a doctor to come for me.


    After about twenty minutes, my lack of patience wins and I charge straight for the new nurse that’s taken over the triage desk. “I’ve been waiting for almost a half hour for someone to tell me about my aunt. Can I go back to her now? I’m sure she’s wondering where I am.”


    I give her Elaine’s full name and she punches some information into the computer. When her face drops and she excuses herself to go find a doctor, my heart races. My head’s telling me that everything is fine and she has to make sure the doctors are done working on her, but my gut tells me something way worse is about to come crashing down on me.


    When a straight faced, middle-aged doctor appears from the doors, heading straight for me, I know my gut’s right. Then the emotionless words fall out of his mouth and I wish for nothing more than him to take them back and tell me it’s all kind of sick joke.


    “Ms. Fields, I’m Doctor Blaine. I worked on your aunt,” he says. Worked. I’ve done this before and when they use past tense, it’s never a good sign. “Maybe it would be best if you took a seat.”


    “Please, Doctor. Just tell me what’s wrong and when I can go back to her.” I know in my heart I’m asking for the impossible, but until he says the words, I won’t believe it.


    “Your aunt suffered a heart attack. The paramedics had to shock her heart on the way to the hospital and we had to do the same two more times and administer drugs to get her heart going again. She had been without oxygen for quite a while, more than any one person should be.”


    “Is she dead?” I whisper, needing him to just rip the bandage off and stop pussy footing.


    “She is not dead, but we are concerned about permanent brain damage. Without oxygen, the body can be brought back to life, but the strain caused to the other organs can be extreme. We’ve called for a consult from the neurologist. We won’t know anything more for a few hours. You can go wait with her, but I need to prepare you for what you’re going to walk in on.”


    “But she’s alive. That’s a good sign, right?”


    “She is alive, but she’s on a machine that breathes for her.” Dr. Blaine turns and I follow him. I’m not even sure what to feel right now. Happy she’s alive? Sad because she might be brain dead? Terrified because the one family member in this world I have left could die? Frustrated because Garrett’s not here to help me? I’ve never had so many conflicting emotions all at one time.


    Walking through the threshold of her room, nothing the doctor told me could prepare me for what’s before me. There are machines and tubes everywhere. The dull beeping measuring her heart rate is the only thing that doesn’t scare me. As long as that thing keeps chirping, she’s alive. Cautious of all the equipment, I stand next to her bed and take her hand, mindful of the IV on the top.


    I vaguely hear the doctor calling for the nurse to bring me a chair. As soon as he’s out of the room and I have some privacy with my aunt, my chest clenches and the emotion I tried so hard to hide pours out. Clasping my hands together, I drop to my knees and pray. I’m not sure what good it will do, but it’s the only logical thing I can think of doing. I’m useless otherwise.


    It’s the nurse, a kind elderly woman, who helps me off the ground and into the chair. She whispers in my ear that she’s praying, too, which is actually comforting.


    I lay my head on the bed, right next to Elaine’s hand, and continue to beg for God to spare her. She’s not ready. I’m not ready. Just when I think that I can’t experience any more emotions, I start to get angry. I’m remembering all the times I told Elaine that we could use my mom’s money to get us through so she didn’t have to work so hard and pick up extra shifts and side work. I don’t know enough about heart attacks, but I’m sure stress has something to do with it.


    In only a few months, Elaine’s life changed so drastically. Never having kids, now she has me to care for. Having to support only herself, she’s now responsible for me, taking on more than she could handle, and it’s all my fault. If I hadn’t done what I did to Tom, my mom wouldn’t have killed herself and Elaine wouldn’t have lost a sister and gained a child.


    I don’t try to hold back anything, letting the tears fall freely and sending as many prayers as I possibly can. I’m not aware my swollen eyes closed for a nap until a new doctor comes in the room, followed by a few other younger looking doctors.


    “Good afternoon. I’ll be conducting a few tests on Ms. Fields. You’re more than welcome to go to the waiting room or grab something to eat from the cafeteria. We’ll probably be a few hours.”


    I guess they’re all supposed to act like robots, free from showing any kind of emotion including sympathy. It’s getting really annoying. Where’s that nice nurse when you need her?


    “I’ll go grab something to eat and come back. Thank you.” Walking out of the room, I smile at the elderly nurse on my way out.


    Instead of hitting a fast food spot, I decide to go home, make a sandwich and change clothes. Unfortunately, my stomach revolts at the sight of food and it ends up going into the trash. Wanting to get back as quickly as possible, I don’t spend much time screwing around. I’m just about out the door when the phone rings. Running back inside, I answer just before it goes to the answering machine.


    “Hello.”


    “Rian, sweetheart, it’s Gabriella. I wanted to make sure you and your aunt got invited to our Fourth of July barbecue. I know you remember how much fun we used to have when you and Garrett were little. The fourth is on a Saturday, which makes it perfect. Do you think you can make it?”


    “I don’t think so,” I respond, void of any emotion. I guess the doctors know what they’re doing.


    “I’m so sorry to hear that. Do you have other plans?” It’s not like Gabriella to pry, so this must really be important to her.


    “No, we don’t. I wasn’t going to say anything until I knew more, but Elaine had a heart attack today. I just came home to eat and change clothes. They’re worried about brain damage. I’m headed back to the hospital now, but I don’t think she’ll be in any shape to do anything for a while.”


    “Oh, sweetheart. Okay, what do you need me to do? She’s your only family here and you need someone to take care of you. How about you pack a bag and you can stay in the pool house until she’s well enough to come home?”


    “That’s very nice of you to offer, but I need to be with Elaine. Hopefully, when I get back the neurologist will tell me she’s perfectly fine and will come home soon. I’ll probably just stay at the hospital with her until she’s discharged. If anything changes, I’ll let you know.”


    More than likely, I won’t be sleeping at the hospital, but in my own bed. I don’t know how to tell Gabriella that the pool house reminds me of Garrett and the fact that I don’t have him to lean on. Sleeping on the bed that we shared for a few days, getting all of our firsts out of the way, would only break my heart that I can’t see him now … hold him … have him comfort me. That’s not one of those things you tell your boyfriend’s mom, no matter how cool she is.


    “Keep me updated, please. If you need anything, and I mean anything, Rian, you better call me. Don’t let me find out you didn’t.”


    “I promise.” We say our goodbyes and I’m off the phone and back at the hospital within fifteen minutes. Record time for evening traffic and my little car that hates all the hills.


    I walk into Elaine’s room just as the doctors are finishing up. I’m dreading the news, but I’m hopeful. I’ve said enough prayers for a lifetime; I just hope it wasn’t too late.


    “How’s it looking?” I ask, not sure I want to know yet.


    “Well, there’s good news and bad. Good news, she’s able to breathe on her own. We took out the tubes and she’s holding steady. Bad news, her brain scans aren’t looking so well. We would have liked to see a much higher number. There’s a slight chance for improvement. The ICU floor will be monitoring her while she’s here and then we’ll scan again in three days.”


    “Thank you,” I mutter, not sure if I should start getting excited. He nods, pats my shoulder lightly twice and is out the door with the rest of his minions following close behind.


    With the sun starting to set, I pull the blinds closed to avoid the glare that’s nearly blinding, and flip on the television. I figure I’ll spend a few more hours here with Elaine and then head back home to sleep.


    I’m about halfway through Jeopardy, answering all the questions correctly of course, when a knock on the door frame startles me out of my winning streak. Ken Jennings, watch your ass. Glancing that way, Gabriella stands tall and poised with a sympathetic smile on her face.


    “Mrs. Rhodes, what are you doing here?”


    “I’ve known you since you were a little girl and you probably haven’t eaten. When you would get stressed about something, you didn’t take time to make sure you were taken care of. Elaine would kick my butt if I didn’t try,” she says, holding out a plate wrapped in tin foil. “Old habits die hard,” she smirks.


    “You’re too good to me.” I accept her offering, pull back the foil and inhale the scent of sweet and sour chicken, my absolute favorite. “You didn’t have to go out of your way, I would have been fine.” Picking up a piece of chicken and dipping it in the sauce, it’s heaven. Pure heaven.


    “Paul and I ordered in tonight and there was more than enough for you. Actually, I thought you would take me up on my offer and come to the house. I remembered this was your favorite and thought it might be comforting.”


    “It’s delicious,” I say as I shovel some rice into my mouth without shame. This might be the greatest meal I’ve ever had in my life. I didn’t even know I was hungry until I smelled it.


    At this moment, I don’t feel alone in the world. Gabriella didn’t have to come down here just to bring me dinner, but she did. She cares for me. Maybe even loves me. At seventeen, I shouldn’t be thinking like this, but knowing that if Garrett and I ever have children, they’ll have a loving grandmother melts my heart. Then again, at seventeen, I shouldn’t have experienced half the stuff I have … and lived to tell the tale. I might not have it so bad.


    Patting the seat next to me, I encourage Gabriella to sit down and hang out for a bit. She obliges, picking a piece of chicken off my plate. As Master Chef starts, I feel slightly content, even among the potential tragedy that could take place.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 11


    The last three days have been a series of ups and downs. The next morning, I arrived back at the hospital and found the breathing tube back. Apparently, Elaine had some complications through the night and wasn’t breathing that well on her own. From everything I’m told, that’s not a good sign. It means there may be some significant damage to one or more parts of her brain.


    Gabriella insists on coming with me each day to the hospital, determined to be there for me no matter what I need. It’s comforting, but also a stone cold reminder than it’s not her that I want … it’s her son.


    Today is the day that the neurologist will repeat the brain scans, checking for any sign of progress—or decline in function. I’ve been praying non-stop that they’re going to see something that gives us a sign of hope. With so many factors giving us doubt of that fact, it’s really hard to stay optimistic.


    “Do you wanna grab some lunch while they do their thing?” Gabriella asks, distracting me from my latest prayer as the team of doctors walk in the room.


    “Yeah, I guess we can do that,” I respond, not really wanting to leave the room; I’m not going to be any kind of good company.


    The thought of food has my stomach somersaulting. I need to make an effort, though. Gabriella won’t let up until she knows that I’m taking care of myself. Leaving the room, we go to the hospital cafeteria. She must have had the feeling that I wouldn’t want to leave the building, just in case they need me for anything.


    Over the next hour, I pick at my salad while Gabriella talks about something I can’t make myself understand. Not because it’s difficult, but my mind is somewhere else. She’s trying to distract me, keeping me focused on something other than the doctors prodding and probing my aunt upstairs. I don’t have the heart to tell her it’s not working. Instead, I smile and nod every few minutes to make her think I’m engaged in the conversation. If there’s a pop quiz at the end, I’m going to be in trouble.


    “You still with me, sweetheart?” Gabriella asks. I guess I’m terrible at this pretending to listen game. I’m probably going to want to work on that.


    “Yeah, sorry, I’m here. Just thinking.”


    “Don’t worry until you have a reason to. Too many times I see people worrying about things they can’t control and that doesn’t do any good for anyone. You wait until those doctors tell you what’s going on with her and then we’ll go from there.”


    “You sound just like Garrett,” I say, remembering all the times Garrett’s had to calm me down from something or another. My heart melts, knowing he learned so much of who he is from his mother. If I’m being honest, I’m pretty jealous, too.


    “He’s a good boy. Four weeks is gonna go by faster than you think, sweetheart.”


    After another twenty minutes of her trying to keep my mind off the inevitable, we’re throwing away our trash and headed back up to Elaine’s room. We have to wait outside for another ten minutes while the doctors finish up and talk about their findings. As hard as I try to listen through the door to what they’re saying, it’s a lost effort. Doctors are excellent at using muffled voices and words that I don’t understand.


    When the main doctor finally exits, his face is grim and the few pieces of lettuce I was able to eat at lunch threaten to come back up.


    “We’re done with the tests. Would you two please follow me to my office to discuss Ms. Fields’s prognosis?” He doesn’t wait for a response and starts walking away. Gabriella and I trade glances, only to follow him like lost puppies.


    He must be one of the big shots at the hospital. As soon as we enter his office, a large mahogany desk sits on the far wall with more plaques and fancy looking pieces of paper behind frames than I can count. Also, these are the kinds of chairs they need in the waiting rooms and for the family to sit in while in the rooms of admitted patients. Large, leather and luxurious are the words that come to mind. Sinking in the one closest to the wall, Gabriella takes hers and grabs hold of my hand.


    For the first time since this entire ordeal, I’m happy it’s Gabriella instead of Garrett with me. Something about this situation screams that I’ll need a mother’s love. When she squeezes my hand and plasters a tight-lipped smile on her face, I know that’s exactly what I’m getting.


    “Rian. Do you mind if I call you Rian?”


    “No, that’s fine. And this is Gabriella, a friend of the family.”


    “Okay, so all of the testing we’ve done today concludes that your aunt did in fact experience a significant loss of oxygen. The numbers we recorded three days ago have decreased. So much so, that we’ve called for the head of the department to come examine her, but we believe her to be in a permanent vegetative state, with little to no chance of recovering.” The doctor pauses, giving me time for all of this to sink in.


    “What is the next step?” Gabriella asks the doctor. When she passes me a glance, she silently tells me that she’ll take care of this, which is great because I’m not so sure I can actually speak over the large lump in the back of my throat.


    “Well, once we have the department head examine her, we’ll more than likely suggest removing the breathing tube and calling in hospice.”


    “She’ll die,” I cry, unable to control myself.


    “Rian, I understand you’re upset. I wish very much the situation wasn’t as severe as it is, but we have to do what’s best for your aunt. As you’re her only living relative, you will be the one directing us in her care. We can’t force you to make any decisions, or guide you in them, but we can give you all the information you need to make the right choice.”


    At seventeen, how the hell am I the one supposed to say if I want my aunt to live or die? There has to be someone else, another relative who’s living that can direct the hospital on what to do. Racking my brain, I can’t come up with anyone. Elaine never married or had children. Both my grandparents died when I was very young and my mother was her only sibling. I don’t know about any cousins or anything, and I probably don’t have the time to start investigating.


    “Doctor, Rian is only seventeen years old. She’s still a minor. How can this be her responsibility? There has to be another way.” Squeezing Gabriella’s hand, I thank her for saying what I’m feeling.


    “It does become tricky with Rian being under eighteen, but after looking into some case studies over the last few days, in the State of Kentucky, she’s able to make decisions as if she’s an adult.” The doctor faces me and asks questions I have no idea how to answer—things about living wills, attorneys and power of attorney. I shake my head, not knowing any of the information.


    “We’ll look around. I’m sure we’ll find something. No decisions will be made until we get all this situated.” Gabriella eyes him sternly, protecting me the best she can. I’m beyond thankful.


    I excuse myself, going back to Elaine’s room while Gabriella stays behind and talks with the doctor. Taking Elaine’s hand, I beg her to wake up and prove them all wrong. There’s no doubt I can take care of myself if need be, but I don’t want to be alone. I want to have her waiting on me when I get home from school—yelling at me for trying to use Mom’s money to pay bills so she can take a day off, bitching about stupid teenage problems—not being on my own and having nobody.


    ****


    “I think I found something,” I call to Gabriella from Elaine’s bedroom. A stack of papers inside the top drawer of her dresser look to have been sent by an attorney’s office. I’ve never heard of the lawyer, but all the papers have Elaine’s name printed on them, so they’re not any kind of solicitation. She knew these people.


    “Let me see.” Gabriella holds her hand out and I give her the information I found. She scans the documents quickly, looking for something, but I have no idea what. You could put all those things the doctor said to look for in front of my face and I’d have no idea if I had it or not.


    Pulling one of the documents from the stack, she sets it on the bed while she keeps searching for only God knows what. Picking it up, I read over the form that’s signed and dated by three different people. It’s so formal, there’s even one of those county seals on it, like you would see on a birth certificate.


    “What does DNR mean?”


    “Do not resuscitate,” she whispers. I don’t understand the significance of those words. Is this what the power of attorney looks like? Am I off the hook for making the decision for her? Angling my head to the side, I search her face that’s just as sad as mine was earlier. “Sweetheart.” Gabriella pulls me to her and gently rubs my back.


    “Is this what the doctor was looking for?”


    “Rian, it means that Elaine doesn’t want any extreme measures keeping her alive. I believe that means the breathing machine.”


    My heart stops and falls to rest in the bottom of my stomach. I’m the worst human being alive. We’ve been here searching for anything that tells me and the hospital that I won’t have to be the one to make the decisions and we’ve just found the smoking gun. This stupid, single sheet of paper decides her fate and I’m off the hook. Why don’t I feel better?


    “Ri, are you okay? You’re really pale.” I sit on the edge of the bed, putting my head between my knees and hands on the back of my head. Breathing deep and fast, I try to calm my racing heart. All I have to do is not give this to the hospital and they’ll never know—it’s my little secret. I can keep her alive. That’s my decision, I’ll keep her alive. The breathing tube stays and she won’t die. Everything will turn around eventually, I just need more time.


    “It’s gonna be okay, sweetheart,” Gabriella says in an attempt to comfort me. Little does she know how okay everything will be once I tell her my plan. She’s on my side and she’ll have my back.


    “We’re not going to give this to them. I’m going to keep the breathing machine in and we can wait until her brain gets better and she wakes up. That’s my decision.” I feel so much better already, like a weight is lifted from my chest and the panic slinks back to wherever it came from.


    “That’s not the way it works, Rian. The DNR means you don’t get a decision anymore. You don’t have to decide anything for anyone.” She’s trying to be helpful, but she’s just pissing me off.


    “No, Gabriella. We don’t have to give this to them. They never have to know. The doctor said I’m the only one able to make her decisions and this is the one I’m making. She lives.”


    “Rian, this is what she wanted. Elaine didn’t want to live on life support. If she’s gone, and that’s what the doctors already think, we have to honor her wishes and let her go.” Gone? She’s not fucking gone; she’s lying in a hospital bed depending on me to help her. I won’t let anyone tell me otherwise.


    “You’re wrong. Gabriella, we don’t have to tell them. It will be fine, it’s our secret.” I rip the DNR up in front of her face, letting the tiny pieces fall to the floor and I give her a “now what” smile. Now there’s no proof of this and it’s her word against mine. I’m the only living relative, they have to believe me.


    Gabriella stands from the bed, pulls me in for a hug that I try my hardest to wiggle out of, but she overpowers me. Squeezing and kissing the top of my head. “Her attorney has a copy of this document, Rian. All you’ve done is make this more difficult. I know you don’t understand now, but you will someday. I’m going to make the call and have the lawyers send over a new copy to the hospital. I’ll be with you every step of the way. You can be mad at me, hate me even, but this is the right thing to do. Elaine wouldn’t have signed that document if she wanted all this extra stuff.”


    If I wasn’t in such a death grip, I would have slapped her. Who the hell does she think she is? Gabriella isn’t even my family and here she is, being all self-righteous and making decisions she has no business making. I can’t let her take Elaine from me. Who will I have left if she dies?


    After a few more minutes, she releases me. It takes everything in me to not strike. The only reason I don’t is because I know Garrett will never forgive me for hitting his mom. Instead, I attack with my words. “You’re heartless, you know that? If you tell anyone about this or call the lawyers, I’ll never forgive you. If you take Elaine from me, I’ll never talk to you again. Even when Garrett and I are married, I won’t want anything to do with you,” I cry, not knowing how else to deal with all of these emotions.


    Feeling like the world’s worst person after seeing the pain in her eyes with my last statement, I cover my face. Mostly embarrassed, but partially angry, I let the tears fall onto my shirt.


    “If blaming me helps you cope with this, Rian, that’s okay. I’ll take it. This should have never been anything you had to deal with and I promise you that I’m going to be here. I won’t leave you, Rian. When you marry my son, you’re going to be my daughter and I’ll take care of you. But if you need to be angry with me, that’s okay, just let me take care of you.”


    I run out of Elaine’s room into mine and throw myself on the bed. The picture on my nightstand of me when I was younger stares at me, almost disapproving. I flip it over, refusing to look at a time when I had not a care in the world.


    Things have changed drastically since that moment and they’ll never be the same.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 12


    Gabriella did exactly what she said she was going to do. After I went to my room, she called the attorney and filled him in on Elaine’s current situation. Within a matter of days, the hospital had a copy of the DNR, and they removed the breathing tube that same afternoon.


    Once everything was gone, nothing short of a miracle took place. Gabriella was there when it happened and stayed for the first few hours, even after I asked her to leave. Elaine didn’t die. She was breathing on her own. My snarky smirk lasted until she left that evening. She tried to take Elaine from me and I ended up winning in the long run.


    The doctors said that sometimes people can be in comas for years, not on life support, but never come out. I refuse to listen to their logic. The fact that she’s not receiving any extraordinary life saving measures but is still kicking, gives me hope. Not enough hope to allow me to leave the hospital, though.


    Even though I technically won, the fear that she’ll die if I’m not here is paralyzing. Against my wishes, Gabriella brought a few changes of clothes for me and a couple books. When she shows up to check on me, I refuse acknowledge her or even engage in the conversations she attempts to start. She even tries resorting to talking about Garrett to get me to speak, but even that doesn’t work. The sense of betrayal supersedes everything.


    Twelve long, grueling days and Elaine is still here. There have been no changes in her condition, but every miracle happens when it’s supposed to—she doesn’t need it yet. When she does, it will happen.


    Stretching out as much as I can in one of the chairs the fathers of newborns use in the maternity ward, I close my eyes in preparation for another shitty night’s sleep. A little after midnight, a loud, shrill noise pulls me out of my slumber. Rubbing my eyes and searching around the room for the culprit, it’s not until a slew of nurses and doctors flood into the room that I fully wake. Someone flips on the overhead lights and I’m temporarily blinded.


    Then it dawns on me.


    It’s the long, constant buzzing of the heart machine hooked up to Elaine, measuring her vitals. No, no, no, no … this isn’t happening. I won.


    Standing straight up, tossing my blanket to the ground, I run over to the doctor standing over Elaine. He’s not doing anything. What in the actual fuck?


    “Do something!” I scream in his face, drawing his attention away from her.


    “Ms. Fields, there’s nothing we can do. Your aunt has a DNR.”


    “No! No, save her. Bring her back. She was fine a minute ago, she can be fine again. Do something.” Everyone, doctors and nurses, are standing around just staring at me. Are they fucking deaf? Searching around the room, I don’t know what I’m looking for. I don’t know what any of this stuff does, or doesn’t do, but I have to do something.


    Climbing on top of Elaine, I start to harshly push on her chest. I took a lifeguard class a few years ago and learned CPR. This is what they should be doing—what they’re paid to do. “Is anyone going to help me? Please, do something.” I continue to administer chest compressions, pausing to bend forward and blow breaths of mine into Elaine’s mouth.


    Strong arms wrap around my waist and try to pull me down. Pushing them away, swatting whoever gets close to me, I try my hardest to bring her back. “You’re all useless. First do no harm my ass. Dammit. Someone help me.” Out of the corner of my eye, I see the elderly nurse that was so nice to me when Elaine was brought in.


    “Nina, please. Help me. Save her,” I call out to her. Nina puts her head down, a few tears stream down her cheeks as she shakes her head. “No, please, Nina. You’re better than them. You save people. Save her.”


    An extremely tall doctor finally wrestles me off the bed and back into the chair. As soon as he lets me down, I try to get back up but a nurse walks over to me with a syringe in her hand. “Oh, hell no! Get the fuck away from me!” I frantically scream, kicking at anyone who tries to get close.


    Nina walks behind me and turns off the machine that’s still screaming, alerting me to the fact that Elaine’s heart isn’t beating anymore. Kneeling next to me, she takes my hand, and for some reason I allow it. She’s the only one that has permission to touch me.


    “Sweet girl, you’re gonna have to calm yourself. This nurse over here,” she nods in the direction of the one holding the syringe, “she’s gonna give you some medication to relax if you can’t do it yourself. I know you’re upset, but you gotta work with us here. Tell me what you need, lamb.”


    Scanning the faces of everyone in the room, I suddenly realize that they all feel for me. Nobody is looking at me in disgust or anger, but in sadness and pain. Starting to cry, I squeeze Nina’s hand and whisper what I need. “Can I have the shot, please? I don’t wanna deal with this yet.”


    Nina nods again in the direction of her syringe carrying partner in crime, who hands it off to Nina, for which I’m thankful. I don’t know the other nurse and Nina wouldn’t ever hurt me. A small prick on my upper thigh and it’s only moments before the room starts to fade and then everything goes black.


    ****


    Waking up in the dark, a warm hand rests on mine. Taking in my surroundings, it’s apparent I’m in an exam room, hooked up to monitors and it’s Gabriella who sits to my side. I’ve never been groggier in my life. Pulling away from her, I sit up, stretch my muscles and take the little monitor off my finger while getting out of bed. My movements wake up Gabriella who’s now staring at me with eyes full of emotion.


    “I’m so sorry, Rian. The hospital called me after they sedated you. I came right over.”


    “You didn’t have to.” When you can feel anger, why would you choose grief? She pushed for this—pulling Elaine off life support. It’s her fault she’s dead.


    “Sweetheart, I’ve talked with the hospital and started making arrangements for Elaine’s funeral. I’ll take care of everything. We can have you packed up and moved into our house by the weekend. I don’t want you to worry about anything.”


    “Are you serious? I’m not moving in with you and I don’t want your help with anything for Elaine. I have my own money and since it’s just me, her only family, there’s no need for a funeral. I’ll have a ceremony for her and that’s it. You’re not welcome. I’d like you to leave.” Remembering the guilt from the things I said to my mom, I almost apologize, but I need this anger. If not, I’ll have to admit how broken I am.


    Gabriella turned on me. She was supposed to be on my side, have my back for whatever I needed. I need Elaine alive. I need someone to be with me and she took that. All she had to do was not say shit about the DNR and we wouldn’t be here. There’s no forgiving her for this. Gabriella stole my only family away from me.


    “Rian,” she starts, but I cut her off.


    “No. Please just leave. I’m going home.” I press the call button on the side of my bed. It takes me a second, but apparently I’m also hooked to an IV and I don’t know how to take it out.


    When Nina walks in, her eyes plead with me, but I can’t take much more. “Nina, can you please take my IV out so I can go home?”


    “Let me ask the doc. You were given a pretty heavy dose of sedation and I’m not sure if you can drive yet.”


    “I’ll drive her, if need be.”


    “No, I’d rather wait until I can drive on my own. It was nice seeing you again, Gabriella.” Faking niceties in front of Nina isn’t on my agenda, but I can’t deal with all these disapproving eyes on me. It’s just too much. All I can see are my mom’s eyes. Those memories are flooding back and pushing me nearly to the breaking point. If I wasn’t scared of being like Tom, I’d have a shot … or seven.


    Gathering her purse, Gabriella heads out the door, pausing to look back at me. “If you need anything, sweetheart, I’m only a phone call away.” I nod to appease her, knowing damn well that I could be on fire and I wouldn’t call her to put me out. Pride’s a funny thing like that.


    It’s two more hours before the doctor allows me to leave and drive on my own. He gave me a few samples of some anti-anxiety medication to get me through this, if I need it. I’m sure I will, but for now I’ll leave it tucked away in my purse.


    Walking in the front door of the apartment, loneliness hits me harder than I thought. Not even eighteen and I live alone. I’m not sure what I should do about the apartment … live here and finish school? Move somewhere else and go to school? Forget about school all together? It’s something I’ll have to think about. I’ll have to decide what I’m going to do going forward.


    I have enough money left from my mom’s estate to get me by for a little while. If I’m cheap and learn to live on a budget, I’m sure it can last me a couple years paying bills and rent.


    Once in my bedroom, I dump my purse to find the pills the hospital gave me. The letter I wrote to Garrett three weeks ago falls out last, on top of everything else. I never mailed it. I remember that day like it was yesterday. It was the last time I heard Elaine’s voice. Even though she was scared and in the middle of a heart attack, it was unique to her and I’ll never hear it again.


    I rip open the envelope, deciding to not send it now. It doesn’t make sense to send him something that’s a lie. I’m not going to be swimming on a team and there’s no happiness left in my life. The only thing holding me together is knowing in a few short weeks, Garrett will be back and I can hold him.


    Garrett. I wonder if he wrote me. I haven’t checked the mail at all; I’m sure it’s overflowing by now. Taking the small key, I open the box in the common area of the building, pulling out stacks of letters and such. Back inside the apartment, I separate them into piles—junk, bills and other stuff. All the way at the bottom is a letter postmarked a week ago from the training base in Oklahoma.


    He wrote me and it’s been sitting here for a week. Holding the letter to my chest, it’s comforting to know that he’s touched this. His fingerprints are all over the envelope and his saliva’s on the little strip of glue holding it closed. It’s the closest I’ve felt to him since the moment he left.


    Pulling the letter from inside, Garrett’s handwriting stares back at me. Feeling like I need privacy, even though it’s just me—only ever going to be me again—I take it back to my room. I decide to take a shower and change before I read it. I know it sounds silly, but it’s like a book you’ve fallen in love with … you postpone reading the last few pages because you don’t want it to end. That’s how I feel. Once the letter’s finished, it won’t be new and it’ll be over. I want to make this last forever.


    Rushing through the only real shower I’ve taken since the whole DNR discovery, I wash my hair and scrub my body. No matter how little time you actually spend in the hospital, you always leave smelling like death. When my hair’s clean and my body’s a nice shade of pink, I wrap myself in a towel and go back to my room.


    Staring at the letter sitting on the comforter, I throw on a pair of Garrett’s basketball shorts and tee shirt he sprayed with his cologne before he left. Since I’m going to be close to him, I want the full effect. As soon as the scent of Garrett invades my senses, I’m taken back to the weekend we spent together before he left. A smile crosses my lips as I flop onto my bed and start reading the letter.


    Ri,


    Hi baby. I got a letter from my mom today telling me about Elaine. I’m so sorry, baby. I wish I was there to hold you and tell you everything will be okay. Mom also told me about the fight you guys had. I hope you can make up soon. I love you both and don’t wanna choose sides. I get it, though. Both sides. Just try to understand, for me, that she was doing what she thought was best.


    I do have some kinda bad news, but it’s good news, too. The bad part is I won’t be coming home right after basic. I’m going right to job training. It’s a longer course and they want me to start right away. I know it seems bad right now, but it’s gonna set us up for a good life when I’m done. The training is like 26 weeks or something like that. I’ll know more once I’m there. I might get a few days leave, but I’m not exactly sure of when or how long, if that’s even true.


    School starts soon anyway and you’ll be busy. Even if I took a job that didn’t have long training, I’d only get a couple days between basic and AIT. Please know I’m doing this for us. I love you and please write me. I need to hear from you.


    I love you baby,


    Garrett


    Twenty-six more weeks? Well, twenty eight if you count the two he has left of BT. That’s like six more months that I have to go without seeing him. He knows everything that I’m going through and he still decides to do this? I don’t even know what to say. I thought, out of everyone I’ve lost, I’d still have him. That’s a lie. Garrett knows that I need him and he chose the Army over me. Is this how it will always be?


    I quickly strip out of his clothes, the smell of him making my stomach ache, and put on something of mine that doesn’t reek of Garrett. Curling up in a ball under the blankets, I allow myself to feel everything that’s going on around me. I’m giving myself one day. Just one to be the seventeen-year-old child I am, because tomorrow is a new day and I’m not going to be sad or lonely.


    I’m going to make a life for myself. Take care of myself without anyone’s help. Fuck anyone who stands in my way.


    It’s me against the world.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 13


    Four Years Later


    “Happy Birthday, girl!” Kelsie screams, pouring me a shot.


    “Yeah, yeah. I’m twenty-one, not that big a deal. I’ve been drinking for years now,” I respond, taking the glass, clinking it on the bar top, shooting the whiskey and flipping the now empty glass over on the wood.


    “Oh come on, everyone’s excited about their twenty-first. I know you’ve been drinking illegally forever, but now you don’t have to use that fake ID anymore.”


    Kelsie is a nice enough girl. I met her when I moved after Elaine died. Not wanting to return to my senior year, I dropped out, packed everything I owned and moved back to Lexington. The first thing I did was get a fake ID so I could get a job at the bars. It wasn’t my dream job, but it was something to keep me occupied.


    Kelsie owns Crush, the bar just outside town. For being nearly forty years old, she doesn’t look a day over twenty-five. Short blonde hair frames her heart-shaped face, but it’s her youthful looking blue eyes that make her look younger than she actually is. You can tell, just by looking into them, that she’s never experienced half the stuff I have.


    She knew immediately that I wasn’t twenty-three when I showed up here looking for a job. Whether it was pity or desperate need of a bar back, she took me in with open arms. I quickly found a one bedroom apartment and started over … again.


    Even though I consider Kelsie a friend, it’s strictly professional. To the point where I don’t even have her phone number, or vice versa. I talk to her at work and she knows enough about my past to not ask anymore. She knows I lost everyone I ever cared for. I’m sure she assumes that’s why I won’t let her in, and I really don’t care. When I need someone to talk to, she’s around and when I don’t, I never worry about anyone unexpectedly knocking on my door.


    “What are you gonna do tonight to celebrate?” she asks.


    “Probably gonna go home and get some sleep. It’s been a long day.” That’s not really my plan, though. There’s a new club in town and I want to check it out, I just don’t want any company. Going back to Kelsie, she’s my work friend and nothing more, I don’t need her judging eyes staring at me while I get shit faced and find a guy to take home.


    That’s how it’s been since I left. I don’t do relationships of any kind … well, except Kelsie, and she’s the only exception to the rule. And there’s barely a relationship to speak of.


    When I woke up the next morning, after Elaine passed and having read Garrett’s letter, I knew exactly what I had to do. There was nothing left for me in Corbin. Nobody left for me. I didn’t tell anyone goodbye, I didn’t have a party … I just left. A part of me feels terrible for not giving Garrett any closure, but he made his bed when he decided that the Army was more important than being there for someone he talked about marrying one day. Also, with all the guilt I feel for treating his mom so badly and my pride that I’m not willing to part with, he’d never choose me over her … not that I’d ever let him.


    I’ve not had a boyfriend since him. I’ve had a few guys I’ve hooked up with on a regular basis until they wanted to take it further. That’s when they got cut from the lineup and I moved onto the next. If I don’t let anyone inside my heart, keeping it surrounded by a moat full of monsters, nobody has to get hurt. Most importantly, I’ll never get hurt again. Lesson learned. Check mark next to that one. There will be no double check marks.


    “Well, you’re boring. I knew I should have thrown you a party here tonight. I shoulda listened to my gut. You go ahead and take off for the night. Consider it my present to you.”


    “Awesome. I’ll catch ya on the flip side,” I holler over my shoulder, not wasting any time stripping out of my apron and waltzing out the door. Now I actually have a little time to go home and try to look presentable.


    An hour and a half later, I’m as cute as I’m going to get. Checking my reflection in the mirror, I’m satisfied with what I see. My dark brown hair that hangs to the middle of my back is thrown in a high, sleek pony, my lips painted a deep red and there’s enough mascara on my lashes that my eyes look more hazel than the dark brown they actually are. A little trick I picked up from Kelsie the last time I bitched about my shit colored eyes.


    Throwing a black slip dress on over my black matching bra and panty set, I squeeze my feet into a pair of heels I know will be painful in a few hours, but I’ll take it if it means I’ll look sexy. Well, at least feel sexy again. Along with ditching Corbin four years ago, I also left behind my hippy clothing, choosing to fit in rather than stand out. Call it a defense mechanism if you want, but it works. People never notice you if you look like everyone else.


    On the cab ride to the club, my mind starts drifting back to the last good birthday I had. I was with Garrett. Ugh, I need to stop thinking about him, but he’s really been on my heart lately. I don’t want to see him, but I hope everything worked out well for him and he got the life he dreamed of.


    Glancing down at my watch and checking the time, it’s just after midnight, which will give me a good two hours to get as drunk as I can and find a decent looking guy. My newest tattoo catches my eye and I smile, knowing what it truly means.


    I tried seeing a shrink when I first got here, you know, to help me cope with everything. He ended up pissing me off more than helping. It was then that I realized that I was meant to be alone. I was okay being by myself. Sure, it got lonely sometimes, but I didn’t have to worry about anyone disappointing me—or me disappointing anyone else.


    It reminded me of a story I heard when I was younger. Kill me now, because I can’t remember what it is for the life of me, but the meaning behind it was what I remembered most. It was about a raven. A bird that’s content on being alone, prefers it actually. Most people think the raven relates to a bad omen, but that’s not the case. She gets by easier knowing the only one she needs in her corner is herself.


    It took me a few years to muster up the courage to actually get it, but I’m beyond happy with the outcome. Going big, I decided on getting a half sleeve, with the main object—the one that stands out—a beautiful, black raven. The fine details surrounding it are the other stories of my life … love, loss and rebirth … but it’s the raven that tells the story of who I am today and who I’ll continue to be.


    Content. Not happy, but not sad. I’m just … me.


    Stepping out of the cab, the bass vibrates outside the doors. Judging by all the cars in the lot across the street, it’s going to be packed, as it should be on opening night. We don’t have too many clubs in this area, so having one so close to home is a breath of fresh air.


    When the bouncer opens the main door for me, the music pours out, drowning out the bass. Thanking everything holy that they’re not playing country music, I bob my head and swing my hips to Dark Horse by Katy Perry as I head for the large bar in the middle of the room.


    Waiting for fifteen minutes before the bartender makes her way to me, I order three shots of whiskey and two beers. I’ve worked in a bar long enough to know that you should order extra when it’s this packed because it might be a good half an hour before you get service again.


    After slamming the three shots quickly, the warm, fuzzy feeling of my buzz swarms over me, making me feel relaxed and ready for a good time. This is how I do it and it always works. Do a bunch of shots to get the immediate buzz that will turn into inebriation, and then nurse a beer or two through the night.


    Works every time.


    Staying at the bar, I start on my first beer, drinking it quicker than I usually would. I don’t want the other to be piss warm by the time I get to it. This also gives me time to scope out the potential suitors for the evening.


    The group of long haired, thirty somethings near the lounge area are scratched off my list. If your hair is nearly as long as mine, we have nothing to talk about … ever. The frat boys standing off to the side of the bar are also not in the running. I’m not a big fan of being slipped a roofie and taken back to a frat house.


    There’s a group of guys in the VIP section that catch my attention. It looks like a bachelor party of sorts and they’re all good looking for the most part. These guys came out tonight looking for fun and our idea of a good time couldn’t be any more similar. They’re not going to want my number any more than I’m going to want to give it to them.


    Taking the last swig from my bottle, I place the empty on the bar, and with a fresh beer in my hand, I make my way over to the VIP section.


    The guy I approach, he’s kind of cute. Short, shaggy hair with a little bit of scruff. When I place my hand on his bicep, the muscles carefully hidden underneath, I silently sigh. I’m a sucker for any man with muscles. He can be just okay looking, but if he’s ripped, he can get it.


    “Hey. What are y’all doing tonight?” I drawl, adding a little extra “country” into my words.


    “Having some drinks. You wanna join, pretty lady?” he responds, smiling with a row of nearly perfect teeth. No signs of gum disease or leftover food. Win.


    “I’ve had quite a bit already. My girlfriend was supposed to meet me when she got off work, but she’s not here. You mind if I hang with you guys for a bit? Y’all look harmless,” I lie, but I’m playing to every man’s hero complex. Every member of the male species, no matter how young or old, has some kind of hang-up on being some poor damsel’s guardian angel. It’s not my fault I know this, but it is that I use it to my advantage.


    He stretches his hand out for mine and I notice a tan line from where a wedding ring should be. I suspiciously eye him, glancing between his finger and his face, waiting for some kind of explanation.


    “We just got divorced. My buddies brought me out tonight to get over it. If you don’t wanna stay, I understand.” And there it is. Just like he wants to save me, my womanly instincts kick in and all I can think of doing is saving him, being the girl to help him get over a busted marriage.


    Whoa. Get it together, Rian. You’re here for some dick, not a joint bank account and a white picket fence. I mentally slap myself, shake it off and smile at him, taking his hand and sitting at one of the few tables in the VIP area.


    “It’s really nice up here.” It truly is. Most exclusive areas around town aren’t this plush—large oversized sofas, giant mirrors, a few tables and chairs and a pretty red velvet rope separating this section from the general public. It sure beats hanging out at the bar with the men who try to buy me a well vodka and cranberry. Apparently, that’s what all females drink. God forbid a woman enjoy a shot of whiskey or bourbon every once in a while.


    “What’s your name, pretty lady? I don’t mind calling you that, but it would be nice to use the name your momma gave you.” The thought of my mother makes my heart flutter and my throat tighten. It’s been a while since I’ve thought of her and this isn’t a time to take a walk down memory lane.


    I’m not sure that I want to give him my real name. It’s personal and there’s nothing personal about what’s going to happen tonight if all the stars align. Taking a quick peek around the room, my gaze settles on my arm and my lips turn upward. “Raven. My name’s Raven.”


    “Well, that answers my next question.” He points to my tattoo, obviously wanting to know about the meaning. Most women have very feminine things inked on their body with lots of color and pretty designs. Mine isn’t like that, though. Sharp, crisp lines and the majority of the collage is black and white with a little splash of red here and there. Anti-feminine.


    An unknown amount of time passes by with more meaningless conversation. I glance over the table to check his watch and realize we only have about fifteen more minutes until the club closes. At that moment, the bartender announces last call. Wondering if I should risk it with another shot or play it cool with the great buzz I’m currently experiencing, I throw caution to the wind and order one more for the road.


    Slamming it back and swallowing quickly, letting the burn extend all the way to my stomach, I go back to find the guy I was talking to. I probably should know his name, but it’s really a non-factor. I’m not going to need it later, so why bother taking up precious memory?


    “Hey, I’m gonna get outta here. You wanna come back to my place?” I ask, leaning down to whisper in his ear. His eyes never travel past my cleavage that’s on display and he nods his head.


    I turn to walk to the entrance, knowing damn well he’s right behind me … they always follow like lovesick puppies. I’ll never understand how a man can be pussy whipped without ever actually getting it. Oh well, this isn’t an experiment into the male mind.


    As we pass by coat check, his large hand spans the width of my lower back, guiding me out the door. Once outside into the crisp night air, he wraps his arm around my shoulders, pulling me into his side. Approaching his car—a sleek, white convertible—it’s not the logo on the grill denoting how much this car actually costs that catches my attention. The pissed off looking woman standing with her arms crossed, shooting daggers at me does.


    Already knowing where this is going, I withdraw from his embrace, mimicking the other woman’s pose.


    “What’s wrong?” he asks, obviously unaware of what’s about to go down.


    I point my finger in the direction of what I assume to be his wife and he turns white.


    “Shit,” he mutters.


    Shit is most certainly right. He’s in some and I might just stick around to watch this all unfold. Nothing better than watching drama that isn’t your own.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 14


    “Baby, let me explain.” Oh boy, here comes the pleading. He wasn’t about to come home with me and fuck my brains out. Nope, there was some kind of misunderstanding. I almost wish I had some popcorn.


    “Explain what? You’re a cheating bastard? I get the image real fucking clear, Jerry.” I’m really happy I didn’t know his name before; it might have been a deal breaker.


    “I didn’t do anything. I was just going to give this girl a ride home. Her friend never showed up and she was stranded.” Coughing back laughter, I duck my head into my neck so I don’t cause more of a scene. Any normal woman would just leave and forget this ever happened. I just can’t, though; it’s hilarious.


    “Oh, you usually have your arms all wrapped around a whore when you’re gonna drive her home? I totally forgot that was appropriate etiquette.”


    Whore? She just called me a whore? Not cool, cookie. Not cool.


    “Look at her shoes; she was stumbling all over the place. The girl obviously can’t handle her liquor.” Okay, all this Rian bashing is just about over. Rolling my eyes, I turn to walk away when his wife summons me.


    “Whore. You don’t have anything to say for yourself? Taking advantage of a married man.” When the hell did this become my fault? Spinning on my heel, I turn to face her and casually walk to the car, bypassing Jerry who’s quietly begging me not to.


    “Listen, cookie. I don’t know you and you sure as shit don’t know me. I didn’t take advantage of anyone, well not yet at least. Your husband, if you can call him that, told me he was divorced. I was gonna take him back to my place and rock his world, but now that you’re here, how about you do that. Y’all got some shit to work out, apparently.”


    Before I can flip around to leave and find the bouncer to hail me a cab, she starts in again. “You’re a disgusting, home-wrecking whore.”


    My first reaction is to slap her across the face. Hey, I gave her a warning. She should probably be mad at her husband, not the girl that he was gonna fuck. “That’s the last time you’ll call me a whore. Slut, yeah, sure. Whore, nope. I wish I could get paid to fuck, but that goes against all my morals … well, the morals I have left. I didn’t wreck any homes. I specifically asked your douche husband if he was married and he told me no. He. Told. Me. No. You’re gonna wanna redirect your anger because I’m not in any kinda mood for you.”


    When I think I got my point across, the bat shit crazy bitch slaps me back. Screaming something about the kids and how could he and she hopes he’ll be happy with me. Tasting the slight tint of copper in my mouth, I shake my head, trying to talk myself out of fucking her up, but my instinct wins over my head.


    Rearing back, I punch her in the cheek. Watching her cup her jaw and turn to the side with her dirty blonde hair falling in front of her face, I almost feel bad, but the bitch wants a fight. She comes at me, swinging away, but none actually make contact. Jerry tries to step in to protect his wife, but he gets an elbow to the nose. Stumbling backward, he starts hollering for help of any kind.


    While me and the wife continue to go at it, the bouncer comes up behind me, dragging me away. Cookie swings once more, connecting with the side of my head. Stars start to swarm behind my lids and out of instinct I kick my feet out, knowing the bouncer has me and won’t let go. My foot strikes her just under her chin, sending her flying back into the car, hopefully denting the hood.


    From the corner of my eye, I see red and blue flashing in the reflection of the windows of the business across the street. Mother fucker, if I go to jail, I’m going to be so pissed.


    Two cops exit their squad car, one coming to me and the other to her. Taking statements and running our names, it is in fact me that’s being handcuffed. The short, fat one squealed something about me having a history of assault. They probably didn’t look further, seeing that all charges were dropped and it was ruled self defense.


    The tall, fat one, yep both fat asses, walks me to the back of the cop car and angles my head inside. Before he shuts the door, I feel it one hundred percent necessary to say exactly what I’m feeling, since that crazy cunt’s getting off scott free.


    “Hey, cookie. Before I go to jail for the night, I just wanted to apologize.” She looks in my direction, almost sympathetic. “Sorry for almost sucking your husband’s dick.” Smiling, both cops get in the car and start driving toward the station. I believe that they’re softly chuckling on the other side of the cage, but I can’t be sure. I do hope that it’s my amazing wit and charm that’s giving them some entertainment for the night.


    Now, I’ll just have to find a way to get out tonight. Panic starts to set in. The last time I was in jail my mother was still alive. I protected her and ended up in custody. I need to get out before I freak the hell out and do something else stupid tonight.


    ****


    “You get one phone call, girl.” I’m regretting being a lone dove. There’s only one phone number I know off the top of my head and I really don’t want to use it. It’s been years since I’ve heard her voice and the thought of reaching out, especially to come get me from jail, makes my stomach convulse. Leaning over the steel toilet in the holding cell, all the liquor I consumed earlier comes hurling out, burning just as much coming up as it did going down.


    “Can you look someone up for me?” I ask, hoping they say yes. Kelsie’ll come to my rescue and it’ll save me from having to embarrass myself any further tonight.


    “Nope. I’m not gonna wait here all night, either. If you want to make your call before shift change, you’re gonna wanna do it now. If you wait any longer, you’ll be sitting ‘til morning.” Fucking fantastic.


    Wiping my mouth on the hem of my dress, I scurry toward the officer who takes my cuffs off. At the long counter, he puts the phone on top, turning it to face me. I pick up the receiver and start punching in the only numbers I can remember.


    One ring … two … three … just when I think the voicemail is going to pick up, a familiar voice answers, sounding cheerful and happy.


    “Hello,” she squeals. Two o’clock in the morning and she’s wide awake? That’s weird.


    “Gabriella,” I choke out, wishing I could crawl under the nearest rock and pretend I didn’t just call the one person I vowed to never speak to again.


    “Yes, who is this?”


    “Rian.” A sharp inhale on the other end and something muffling her receiver, I struggle to hear her. “Gabriella, are you there?”


    “I am. How can I help you, Rian?” No longer cheerful, her voice is stoic and without compassion. I should have just let that couple deal with their marital problems alone and stayed out of it. At least kept walking when she called me a whore.


    “Never mind.” I can’t bring myself to ask her to come get me. She’ll say no and I’ll feel worse than I already do. As I’m about to hang up, knowing full well I’ve wasted my only call, she starts talking.


    “Rian? Rian, are you still there? Don’t hang up.”


    “I’m here,” I whisper.


    “What’s wrong? It’s late and the caller ID says Lexington Police Department. Are you in trouble, sweetheart?” How can she still care after everything I said to her? Did to her family?


    “I’m in jail. I need help. I can’t stay here. Memories,” I cry, willing my stomach to stop doing back flips and my palms to stop sweating. Everything about this place reminds me of when I was sixteen. I can’t go back to that place … remember those things. I’m stronger than when I was younger in all aspects. Except this. Always this. It’s safe to say that this is my kryptonite.


    “I can be there in a little over an hour. Don’t worry, I’m coming, sweetheart.”


    “I’m so sorry.” Loud sobbing sounds come out of my mouth and my cheeks are drenched. I should have never taken everything out on her. I remember wanting unconditional love and that’s what she’s showing me. Even after everything, she’s still on my side, wanting to protect me.


    “Don’t. It’s over and I’m coming. Hang in there. I love you, Rian.”


    “I love you, too.”


    The officer takes the phone from me, hanging it up and walking me back to the holding cell. Thankfully, I’m the only one in tonight and can sit and think before Gabriella shows up. I know she said not to apologize, but I have a lot to say. I don’t want her thinking I used her, because I didn’t. There’s a reason that I’m alone all the time. There’s a reason I like my raven. It’s not because I want to be alone all the time in fear of being disappointed.


    It’s because I can’t stand the thought of disappointing another person.


    Gabriella was always good to me and I shit on her. Maybe we can repair our relationship. I’d also be lying if I said I didn’t want to know how Garrett’s doing. I know he and I will never be anything special again, but I need to know he’s okay and doing good.


    It feels like days have gone by when the officer comes to my cell, announcing that I’ve been bailed out. Stopping at the property counter, I collect my shoes and purse. Deciding to not squeeze my swollen feet back into the heels, I walk out wearing the socks the cops gave me with my shoes and purse dangling from one hand.


    Pushing open the door to exit, I stop dead in my tracks when angry blue eyes stare back at me, almost in disbelief. I turn to walk back into the cells, but the door’s already clicked shut and locked. Having no choice but to turn around and face the music, I straighten my back and hold my head high as I make my way to where those eyes bore straight through me.


    “Garrett,” I say as strongly as my voice allows.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 15


    I walk straight past him. Scanning the parking lot for his truck, Garrett’s hand comes down forcefully on my wrist, dragging me in the direction he wants me to go. Seeing his pickup parked on the side of the building, I try to pull my arm away, but his grip’s too tight.


    He doesn’t help me into the cab. He doesn’t talk. He just leaves me at the passenger side. I think for a moment about running toward the road, hitch-hiking back to my apartment, but I know he’ll put a stop to that, too. It’s been a while, so it takes me a minute to get myself situated inside the vehicle. He starts the truck and heads toward the highway.


    When he starts going the wrong way on the freeway, I decide to speak up. “My apartment is the other way.” It’s not his fault he doesn’t know where I live. Nobody knows.


    “You’re gonna have to come back with me tonight. My mom wants to see you and I was in the middle of a party,” he says, not looking at me or showing any kind of emotion in his voice … except annoyance.


    “You didn’t have to come. I called Gabriella, not you. I’ll go see her tomorrow. Can you please just take me home?”


    “Rian, you called my mom after two in the morning. She doesn’t drive at night anymore. Not since the accident. It was me or nobody. I’ll take you back home tomorrow, but she needs to see you for some ungodly reason.”


    “What accident?” I ask, praying nothing’s wrong with her.


    “Two years ago, she and my dad were in a car accident. They were coming back from Tennessee and got hit by a truck driver who fell asleep at the wheel. Dad died on impact and Mom spent a few days in the hospital. Since then, she doesn’t drive at night.”


    Not knowing what to say, I keep quiet. After my mom died, I hated when people would say “I’m sorry” or “You poor girl”. It all seemed so fake, so I won’t go there with Garrett. Instead, I change the subject.


    “What’s the party for?”


    Garrett doesn’t answer. His expression’s stoic and unyielding.


    “Must not have been that important of a party for you to leave to come get me, right?” This night couldn’t get any worse. I wasn’t expecting to have to deal with Garrett, and now, not only am I riding in his truck with him, going back to his house, but I’ve interrupted his night … and he’s pissed about it.


    “Don’t flatter yourself, Rian. Mom couldn’t do it and that’s the only reason I’m here. If I would have told her no, wait until morning, she would have cussed me up one side and down the other. I left to save myself from her bitching.”


    “Wow, rude much?” I say, covering up my heartbreak with sarcasm. It’s a trait I’m very familiar with, something I’ve done for a while. I try telling myself to not let him get under my skin, that we were a couple when I was a teenager. We don’t know each other anymore.


    “Oh, you wanna talk about rude, Rian? Let’s talk about rude. How rude is it to not even have the decency to send a pussy-ass Dear John letter to your boyfriend in boot camp, but run away and hide like a fucking child? Does that sound rude to you?” I try my hardest not to look in his direction, but like a train wreck, I can’t look away. Garrett’s literally vibrating with anger and his eyes are glued to the road.


    Ignoring him, I watch out the window. During the day, this stretch of I-75 is full of natural beauty, but at night, it’s scary. Nothing but pitch black everywhere, even though we’re surrounded by mountains. Every few minutes or so, we’ll pass by a street lamp that illuminates the cab long enough for me to see that Garrett’s anger isn’t going anywhere. He’s fuming.


    I doze off for a few minutes and wake just in time for him to be taking the exit for 25-E. Knowing we’re only ten to fifteen minutes from his house, I prepare myself to see Gabriella for the first time in four years.


    Pulling up the gravel driveway I used to come up almost daily so long ago, everything looks the exact same, yet so different. A few cars still litter the horseshoe drive and the house is mostly dark except for the yard.


    Garrett exits the truck first, not bothering to help me down, and walks around the path that leads to the backyard, leaving me to figure out what to do with myself. Do I walk in the house in search of Gabriella? Do I follow him? Hell if I know. It’s been a while since I’ve felt so uncomfortable.


    Deciding to go after Garrett, I go in his direction. When I get out back, the tiki torches are burning and the pool lights are on. Scanning the perimeter, I notice Garrett’s standing off to the side and he’s not alone. Expecting it to be his mom’s arms wrapped around his waist for some reason, I’m surprised when I see a tall, dark-haired woman who’s looking at him like she wants to eat him for dessert. Swallowing my pride, I approach the pair.


    “Where’s your mom?” I ask, trying to show indifference even though it’s killing me to see him with someone else. It’s been years, but he’s my first love … my first everything.


    “She went inside about twenty minutes ago to get ready for bed. I’m shocked she stayed up this late,” the girl says with her peppy little voice. I already want to choke her and I don’t even know her yet.


    “Alright, I’m gonna head inside if that’s okay with you?” I glance to Garrett, not so much seeking permission, but to see if he’ll drop his attitude and be civilized with me.


    “Whatever you wanna do, Rian.” He shrugs and immediately goes back to the conversation with his little friend.


    Once inside the house, I walk toward Gabriella’s bedroom. Since it’s the only light shining on the second floor, she has to be in there. Knocking softly on the door, my heart hammers in my chest, preparing for the niceties to be over and Gabriella to draw blood at first sight.


    “Come in,” she calls.


    Pushing the door open slowly, I announce myself. “Are you decent?”


    “Rian, sweetheart, come in.” I barely make it to the bed where she’s sitting, taking off her jewelry, before I’m wrapped in a tight embrace. I almost pull away from the intimacy, but I don’t. For the first time in four years, I relish in the touch from another person. One of love as opposed to lust or desire. Unconditional love.


    “I told Garrett I would have come to see you tomorrow, but he insisted you wanted to see me tonight.” Gabriella lets me go and forces me to sit on the bed next to her. Turning toward me, her face has changed. Small, almost unidentifiable crows-feet trace the outer edges of her eyes and laugh lines are also more prominent. When the light catches her hair, small slivers of grey shine through. It’s only been four years, but that’s a lifetime where we’re from. So much has happened.


    “Nonsense. I haven’t seen or heard from you in years. I needed to see with my own eyes that you’re okay. Dressed a little too skimpy, but you look just fine.” My cheeks heat, knowing that she’s talking about the length and cut of my dress. If I move one more inch, more than just my upper thigh will be exposed. Her eyes continue to roam my body, looking for God knows what. Damages? Wounds? Scars?


    Those are hidden from the naked eye. You’d have to get to know me to see all the scars that my body’s riddled with. She knows that, though.


    “I’ve been in Lexington. Got an apartment and a job there. It’s been a decent couple of years. I’m happy,” I lie. Content is nowhere near the same thing as happy. I get through life, not live it the way it should be.


    “I looked for you. There’s not been a day that you haven’t been on my heart. I worry for you, Rian. I know things went down badly before you left, but you’re family here.”


    “It sure doesn’t seem that way,” I whisper, immediately regretting my choice of words.


    Anger flashes across her face and I can see her biting the inside of her cheek, probably trying not to say something that will scare me off again. “Listen, Rian. What you did was hurtful. Not just to me, but to Garrett. He had no idea what happened to you. I wrote him, telling him about Elaine and then you disappeared. I searched for years … he did, too. After last Christmas when he was home, it was apparent you didn’t want to be found, so we tried to move on. But you don’t just let that pain go. You broke that boy’s heart. My boy’s heart.”


    “I know. I didn’t know what else to do. I got his letter about staying longer in the Army, not taking a leave. I was in a bad spot and I felt abandoned. I couldn’t tell him, I just had to go. He looks like he’s doing okay, though. I met his friend,” I snarl, the catty woman in me rearing her ugly head.


    “Jaime? She’s a nice enough girl. He met her back in Oklahoma while he was on base. They’ve been together nine, ten months I think.” Mentally rolling my eyes, I try to change the subject.


    “Do you mind if I crash on the couch, or maybe the pool house until I go home tomorrow? If not, I can always walk down to the motel and get a room.” I really hope she says I can stay. I highly doubt I have more than thirty bucks in my wallet.


    “You can take Garrett’s old room. I believe those two are gonna stay in the pool house. Since he proposed to her this evening, I doubt they’ll be getting any sleep.” The sudden urge to vomit the rest of the alcohol in my system rises, but I push it down, not willing to show how upset that makes me.


    “I’m gonna marry you, Rian Noelle, and you’re gonna travel the world with me. We’ll create our own world. A place where nothing else matters but us.”


    I need to get through tonight, and then tomorrow I can go back to my life where constant reminders of how shitty I handled things aren’t thrown in my face.


    “Alright, I remember where it is. Sleep good and I’ll come say bye before I leave in the morning.” I gently kiss her cheek and make my way down the hallway to Garrett’s childhood room.


    Opening the door, not a thing has changed, not even the bedspread. Taking my time to examine everything, it’s the pictures that line the mirror that shatter my already broken heart. So many of Garrett and me during the last three months of his senior year. Pictures from the basketball tournament, us with his friends at the lake, Garrett’s graduation and the party the next night … the night we gave ourselves to each other.


    The greatest night of my life.


    Footsteps echo in the hall and I assume it’s Gabriella going to the bathroom. Taking one of Garrett’s tee shirts off the top of the dresser that still smells like fabric softener, I slip off my dress and am about to pull it over my head when the door opens. Startled I turn around only to be face to face with Garrett.


    “What are you doing in here?” he chokes out, straining to keep his eyes above my neck. I look down, realizing I’m standing in front of him wearing only my matching black bra and panty set. I stifle my grin, not in the mood to infuriate him further, and shove my arms and head into the shirt.


    “Your mom said I could stay in here. If that’s not okay, I can sleep on the sofa downstairs.” I sit on the edge of the bed, willing the shirt to be longer and conceal more. And to not be so fucking see through.


    “No, you’re fine. I just came to grab my stuff.” He grabs a large, deep green duffle bag and walks out of the room.


    Tucking myself in, I think of all the things that led me here tonight and the one thing I regret is not giving Garrett a hug when I first saw him. He’s changed over the years. No longer the rugged, good looking boy I once knew, but an even more rugged man. Just above his chin, there’s a small spike, a labret piercing, and the sides of his hair are cut short, to the scalp, but the middle … he’s got a decently long Mohawk that’s starting to form. I never thought I would find it attractive, but on him, it works. He’d have to have been discharged a while ago for it to be that long, though. I’ll have to ask Gabriella in the morning.


    Forcing myself to think of things other than Garrett and how sexy he is these days, I drift off to sleep.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 16


    The next morning, I leave Garrett’s room behind, walking downstairs to find Gabriella making pancakes at the stove. Rounding the corner into the dining room, Garrett and Jaime are already sitting at the table, waiting on breakfast to be served. I quickly, yet quietly, flip around to sneak away, but I’m caught in the act.


    “Rian, you’re just in time for breakfast. Strawberry pancakes are still your favorite, right?” A huge, every tooth in her mouth on display smile spreads across her lips and I can’t help but reciprocate.


    Instead of joining the canoodling couple, I choose a stool at the breakfast bar facing Gabriella. I’d prefer to deal with her and her alone. As much as I’d like to be able to talk to Garrett, explain myself, it’s a pointless idea. He’s concerned with his new toy. I screwed it up; I have no right to be jealous. Even with that being said, I don’t have to have it shoved down my throat.


    “Yes, ma’am, thank you.” Putting my elbows on the counter, I lean forward to grab a knife and the pint of strawberries drying in the sink. Making myself useful, I start slicing and try not to listen to Garrett and Jaime. I’m doing a pretty good job until Jaime lures me into the conversation.


    “So, Garrett told me that you’re old friends. You’ll have to tell me some stories sometime about when he was younger.”


    I debate answering or ignoring her. It would be rude to not acknowledge she spoke to me. She’s done nothing to me and I can’t misplace my anger. All my frustrations are with me … not even Garrett’s pissed me off.


    “I have some stories alright,” I respond. Garrett starts choking on his coffee and Gabriella catches me smirking. Nonchalantly shrugging, I brush it off. Just because I’m being nice doesn’t mean I won’t toy with the situation. If he doesn’t want to tell her what we once were to each other, that’s his problem, I don’t have to play his little game.


    “I’d love to hear them. I don’t know many of Garrett’s friends, so meeting you is really cool. Maybe we can get lunch next week.”


    “I’ll check my schedule.” I won’t, though. There’s never going to be a time and place where having a meal with my ex-boyfriend’s new girlfriend … fiancée … will fit into my life. Nope. Won’t do it.


    Garrett pulls her out of the awkward conversation between us and I can finally breathe again. Regardless of our past, I want him to be happy and loved. I just wish he would pick someone that wasn’t so dense. Is the tension in the room suffocating or is it just me? The way Gabriella keeps eyeing me, I’m guessing that she feels it, too.


    Gabriella joins me at the breakfast bar, eating with me instead of Garrett and Jaime. I spend a little while catching up with her when Garrett walks Jaime out to her car and returns only moments later. Tapping me on my shoulder as he passes behind me, heading out to the pool house, he tells me to be ready in ten minutes so he can drive me home.


    Gathering the few belongings I have, I say my goodbyes to Gabriella, promising to keep in touch and I’m at the truck waiting before Garrett leaves the house.


    The first few minutes of the ride are so quiet I can hear the tread of the tires hitting all the rocks in the road as we travel out toward town. To be honest, it’s driving me insane. I’ve never spent such a long time with someone and not even made simple conversation. It’s unsettling.


    Reaching forward, I flip on the radio and scan the stations. As usual, nobody is playing anything good at this time of the morning, mostly talking and news. Out of habit, I flip down my visor and browse through the CD’s. His musical choices haven’t changed much in the last few years, mostly sticking with country. Once a southern boy, always a southern boy.


    Grabbing the disc labeled “Country Mix” in girly handwriting, I’m sure it’s something that Jaime made for him and hopefully it’ll have some good choices. The first track starts to play and I immediately flip to the next song. This happens two more times until the fourth track is something I know and can enjoy listening to.


    As the opening line of If I Die Young by The Band Perry starts to play, I relax back into my seat and let the words wash over me. Closing my eyes, every lyric hits a certain part of my heart and speaks to me. Humming to myself, I don’t realize the truck’s slowing. I don’t bother to open my eyes, thinking we’ve hit traffic, instead I sing the chorus as well as I can with tears pricking the insides of my lids.


    This whole damn song is so true. People never care until you’re dead and gone. I know there are so many things I would say to my mom and Elaine if they were here. Tell them that the lessons they tried to teach me, that I rejected so quickly when I was younger, have finally sunk in and I’m trying every day to be someone they would be proud of.


    The list of my faults is longer than most, but I’m determined to be better. Be more like them.


    When the song ends, I gradually open my eyes and see we’re in fact stopped, but not in traffic. Looking out the front windshield, the lake—our lake—is on full display in front of me. Garrett’s not moving, only staring in the same direction as me. I’m not sure what he wants or why we’re here, but the pain of the memories this place brings squeezes on my heart.


    I’m about to ask what he’s doing when My Best Friend by Tim McGraw comes through the speakers. My breath hitches and I quickly wipe away the one tear that’s escaped from the corner of my eye. Unable to stand it any longer, I push the button turning off the radio.


    Garrett turns toward me, grits his jaw and flies out of the truck. What the fuck is this about? I step out onto the runner, watching him pace at the edge of the water and wonder what he’s thinking about. Is he remembering all the times we had here or is he plotting killing me? His quick movements lead me to believe the latter and I debate going out to him or staying safe in the truck. My curiosity wins.


    “What are we doing here, Garrett?” I ask softly, staying a few feet back, out of arms’ reach.


    “Ya know, Rian, I don’t fucking know. Just looking at you makes me feel so damn crazy. I shouldn’t have come to pick you up. I shoulda left you there.” I bite the inside of my cheek to suppress all the things I want to say to him and let him continue. It seems he needs to get it out, no matter how painful it is for me to hear. I deserve it.


    “Everything woulda been so much easier had you not moved here in high school. If I knew then what I know now, I wouldn’t have been with you. It was such a fucking mistake.”


    “You used to be a real nice guy. You’re not the same person you used to be,” I say, unable to stand here and allow him to tell me that everything we experienced together was a mistake. Nothing about us was wrong, it was all perfect. Life got in the way and messed it up more, but I’ve never regretted one second I had with him. He can call me names, tell me how fucked up I am … but saying that he wished he’d never been with me … that cuts deeper than most of my other wounds.


    “That guy died, Rian. Don’t you get that? You killed him. The day you decided that I wasn’t worth a fucking letter, you pulled the plug. You were so mad at my mom for pulling the plug on Elaine, but you never thought about me. You’re a fucking hypocrite and don’t have the right to say anything to me.”


    Walking into his space, seething, I look up into his blue eyes that have changed. They’re not soft and welcoming, but hard and unforgiving. Snarling my lip, he refuses to look down to me, acknowledge I’m within reach. I’ll get his attention.


    Shoving him backward, he stumbles slightly before righting himself, still not looking at me. I push him again, harder this time, and he almost loses his footing. Getting nowhere, I ball my fist and punch him in the chest. Again and again until my knuckles turn red.


    “What did you want me to do, Garrett? I couldn’t write you and tell you I was done, because I was terrified and more in love with you than anything else, but you left me. For whatever reasons you did, it didn’t matter to me. I had lost everyone I loved and you were one of them. I needed you. I couldn’t breathe and you were gone.” I keep striking until I realize I’m wrapped tightly in his arms and he’s whispering to the top of my head.


    “It’s okay. Get it out. Let it go.” Pulling myself out of his embrace, I shove him again.


    “No. You don’t get to do that, you condescending asshole. You regret me … us. Then you want to try to comfort me. Fuck you, Garrett.” I turn to go back to the road, knowing I won’t be getting back in that truck with him.


    “I never regretted you!” he yells when I’m about ten yards away. I stop in my tracks, willing my heart and head to get on the same page. This needs to get easier at some point. I never stopped loving him, but all the years since the last time we spoke should have done something to help this moment.


    “You just said you did. Don’t try to take it back now.” My heart wins and I flip around, not moving toward him, but showing him the respect of looking in his eyes as I speak to him.


    “I said it was a mistake, nothing about regret. You’re not the mistake. I made the mistake of asking Jaime to marry me knowing how in love with you I was. How in love with you I still am. Not for one second, even through all the anger and pain, did I not love you or regret our time. Had I known that I wouldn’t ever be able to get over you, I wouldn’t have been with you, because it fucking kills me, Rian. Do you get that? If I hadn’t come to get you, I wouldn’t have had to see you and might have been able to lie to myself long enough to be content with Jaime. You did this to me.”


    I don’t know why, but my feet start walking on their own accord, then start running. Before I know it, I’m jumping into his arms and he’s not pushing me away, but encouraging it. When my lips brush over his, all those familiar electrical currents start coursing through my body. At that slight contact, Garrett doesn’t hold back, but slams his mouth to mine and kisses me more passionately than he ever has before.


    Matching his fervor, I return all the eagerness for this kind of touch I’ve been searching for all these years. Reveling in it. I pull my dress over my head and toss it to the ground. Garrett breaks from our kiss, examining our surroundings and smiles one of those heart-stopping smiles he used to give me when we were young and carefree. Setting me down, he quickly strips out of his clothes, picks me back up and carries me into the water until we’re neck deep.


    His hands roam my body, revisiting all his favorite places he learned that weekend we were together. He pries my legs from around his waist, removes my underwear in one swipe and taps my ass. Remembering that was his signal, I wrap my legs back around him, crossing my ankles behind his back.


    Of all the times we were intimate, it was always lovemaking. None of that is existent here today … no whispering sweet nothings, no foreplay … only pure desperation for each other. Roughly, Garrett enters me and I cry out into his mouth. Kissing me harder and biting at my lips, he muffles all my whimpers and his groans at the same time. Only minutes later, he stills.


    “Fuck,” he whispers, resting his forehead against mine.


    “What’s wrong?” I pant, my hips still moving, begging him to match my thrusts.


    “Condom.” Slowly, he withdraws from my body and I let my legs fall to the sandy bottom of the lake.


    “Shit.”


    “Yeah.”


    We wade back to shore, gathering our clothes. Thankfully, he still keeps a few towels in the bed of his truck. Grabbing one, I dry my body and shimmy back into my clothes and he does the same. We climb into the truck at the same time, flip back on the radio and silently make the drive to my apartment.


    I have a feeling in the pit of my stomach that what just happened at the lake was closure for him. By his actions the rest of the hour or so drive to Lexington, not talking or even trying to start a meaningless conversation, it’s clear that he just needed to be the one to end things.


    When he pulls up to my building, I give him a tight-lipped smile and exit the truck. Walking around to the driver’s side, I climb up the two steps so I’m eye level with the middle of the glass.


    “It was nice seeing you again, Garrett,” I say, fighting the pancakes rising in my throat and the tears I’ll shed as soon as I’m safe inside my home.


    “You, too, Rian. Take care.” My feelings are confirmed as I climb down and slink into the building. As soon as I lock the deadbolt inside my apartment, I slide down the cool wood, wrap my arms around my knees and set free all of the emotions I’ve been fighting for four years. This is the first time since Elaine died that I’ve allowed myself to feel. I held strong to my word. I gave myself that one day and then I pushed it all down, never to be heard from again. Until yesterday, that is.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 17


    Loud thudding … knocking sounds on the other side of where I’m sitting. Standing up and looking out the peep hole, Garrett’s standing there, impatient looking.


    “Rian, open the door,” he calls, banging his fist against the door again.


    Wiping my eyes with my palms, I try to look as normal as possible when I unlock the door. I don’t even get the chance to turn the handle when he’s storming over the threshold, into my safe place. He slams the door shut and casually looks around before he faces me.


    “Roommates?” he asks. I shake my head no. “Good.”


    Spinning me around, he slams me into the wall, lifting me to straddle his waist. His mouth aggressively finds mine and devours me.


    “Bedroom?” he grunts.


    “Last room on the left.”


    Garrett moves to the back of the apartment, groping my ass and biting on my lips so hard I’m sure they’ll bruise. Inside my room and at the edge of my bed, he lays both of us down more gently than I was expecting. Once again, he strips of all his clothing and I remove my dress. I’m naked from the waist down already, blushing, remembering my panties are floating around the lake somewhere.


    Bending to grab a condom from his wallet, Garrett grins when he produces the small foiled packet. Holding his findings in one hand, he maneuvers up the bed, coming to rest between my shamelessly parted thighs. Long, lazy kisses are peppered around my neck and down to my throat. He toys with the pebbled peaks hidden beneath the lace of my bra before shredding it with his teeth to get to the prize beneath.


    Sucking one into his mouth, he manipulates the other with his fingers that have become more skilled over the years. Unashamedly moaning, he growls at my noises, only encouraging him further down my body until he reaches the thinly trimmed strip of hair at my pubic bone. He smiles up at me before scooting all the way off the bed, kneeling on the floor and swiping his tongue the length of my pussy.


    “Shit,” I cry out, bucking my hips to meet his mouth and throwing my head back. My hands go to my heavy breasts to give them the attention they so desperately need. Every inch of my body’s on fire and desiring to be touched, manipulated, fondled—it’s like I can’t get enough of anything.


    Garrett gently nibbles on my clit, putting two fingers into my wet channel, pumping them feverishly. I’m on the brink, ready to explode, when everything stops. No more teeth, no more tongue and those magical fingers aren’t in my body any longer.


    “Wait. No. Go back. Don’t stop. I was right there,” I whine, the frustration of a robbed orgasm hovering over me.


    “It’s been too long. I can’t wait anymore. I have to get inside you.” Garrett quickly tears the packet open, sheathes himself in a matter of seconds and roughly thrusts into my body.


    Arching my back and raising my knees as high as I can get them, I clutch onto his back, pawing at him. My body’s never known this kind of ecstasy. Even our first few times together, it was nothing like this. He already knows everything my body wants, but to have the experience behind that touch … it’s magical. I continue clawing at him, trying desperately to get more. I can’t seem to get close enough. I want so much more. Regardless of how brutal and methodical his hips are slamming into mine, I need him harder, faster, closer, deeper … I just need.


    “You’re so fucking beautiful right now,” Garrett says.


    The familiar fire, that slow burn, starts deep within my belly, threatening to explode every time his pelvis presses to my clit. My hips buck involuntarily to meet him with each drive, our momentum growing. Stars dance behind my eyes as I detonate and completely surrender my body to him. With quivering legs, my body spent, my knees fall to the side as Garrett continues his assault, filling me more than any man ever has.


    Placing his arm underneath my back, Garrett lifts me to get a better angle to finish off my already sated body. As my second orgasm builds, tears gather in the corners of my eyes, wanting to spill down my cheeks. With all the resolve I can muster, I fight them tooth and nail, but every time Garrett’s lips brush across my own, moaning my name, the walls I put in place all those years ago crack, brick by brick, stone by stone.


    When Garrett’s body stills, his back going rigid, he comes with a grunt, still lazily pushing in and out of me, milking the last of his orgasm. Instead of rolling off me to dispose of the condom like my other partners, he props himself up on his elbows and brushes the hair away from my face and the wetness from my cheeks.


    “I don’t remember it being that amazing,” he whispers, leaving feather light kisses across my jaw line.


    “We were younger. Didn’t know shit. But that … that was … there aren’t even words to describe how wonderful.” Nothing in this moment tells me he’s searching for closure, like I felt earlier, but quite the opposite. This could be a fresh start, a new beginning, a third chance for us to get it right.


    Just as my hopes begin to skyrocket, imagining all the things we missed out on and how we can make up for them, Garrett’s words bring me back to reality, driving the point home that my earlier assumptions were more correct than these falsified, post orgasmic dreams.


    “Fuck. Jaime.”


    Harshly shoving him off me, I climb off the bed and walk straight to the bathroom. Quickly cleaning myself up, I grab a pair of jeans and a tee shirt from the dirty clothes bin. I don’t care if they’re three or four days old, I need to put as much distance between us right now as I can. When I make my way back into the bedroom, Garrett’s sitting on the edge of the bed, fully dressed and fidgeting with his truck keys.


    He’s leaving. Again.


    “Rian. We should talk about what happened,” Garrett says, not bothering to angle his head to meet my eyes, but looking down. Ashamed.


    “There’s nothing to talk about. I’m not gonna tell her. Trust me, this isn’t the first one night stand I’ve had. Not even the first encounter I’ve had with a man who already had someone at home waiting on him.” I flinch, remembering the activities from the night prior with Jerry, his wife, and the good ol’ boys in blue.


    At my admission, Garrett cringes, probably not wanting to imagine me beneath some strange man while he was just balls deep inside of me. “That’s not what this was. You’re not a one night. You’re worth more than that.”


    Swallowing down every ounce of self pity I’m feeling, I make sure my bad-ass mask is firmly in place. “You don’t need to say anything. Tell your girl, or don’t tell her, it makes no difference to me. I loved you once. We had something special when we were kids. I just hope this won’t affect the relationship I’d like to rebuild with your mom.”


    “You never have to worry about that, Rian. You’re always welcome in our house. Mom would kill me if I drove you off. Before you woke up, she was talking about how much she missed you and how great it is to have you back in her life.” He stands, dropping his hands to his sides and shoving them in his pockets, like he’s unsure what to do with them. That’s what got us here in the first place wasn’t it? hands. Figuring I should do the same, I put mine in the back pockets of my jeans and rock back and forth on the heels of my bare feet.


    “Then all’s good. You deal with Jaime however you want and I’ll call your mom later next week to make plans. I don’t want to get in the way of your life, Garrett. You deserve all the happiness in the world.” I quickly turn and start toward the front door, ready to show him the way out.


    Garrett’s half way out when he pivots and pushes a stray piece of hair out of my face before retracting his hand, looking at it skeptically. It’s the current. I feel it every time he touches me and I’d place money on the fact that he’s staring at his fingertips like they’ve just been electrocuted. “You do, too, you know.” Not elaborating, he’s in the parking lot and pulled away before I can even question him.


    ****


    Over the next two weeks, I slowly realize how much I’ve missed Gabriella. Between our daily phone calls and the few lunch dates we’ve had, it seems like everything is coming full circle and I am getting a second chance. Not so much with Garrett, but with Gabriella, and that’s fine with me.


    I went to court for the assault charges against Jerry’s wife and thankfully they were dropped. After the officers looked closer at the situation and their haste reaction to my past police contact, they deemed that I, in fact, was not the aggressor, but the victim of a bat-shit crazy wife who had just caught her husband in the act.


    Two nights ago, I went back to the same club in search of another guy. Even after washing my sheets and ridding my home of anything that reminded me of that night with Garrett, he still lingers. At night, I wake up from the most erotic dreams, still able to feel him inside of me. I figure it’s only because he was the last man I had sex with and the quickest way to get over one person is to get under someone new, right?


    That turned into a failure of epic proportions. Not only was the guy not as sexy as Garrett, he was clumsy and almost immature in his actions. Pawing at my breasts instead of caressing them. Pumping a single digit into my pussy instead of angling it to hit my g-spot. He obviously wanted to get off quickly, not even offering to take me back to his place, but fuck me in a stall in the bathroom at the club. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not anywhere close to being a prude, but there are certain things I’m not up for. Getting railed in a disgusting bathroom with vomit next to the toilet is the furthest thing from sexy. Richard Simmons sweating to the oldies gets me wetter than puke and tampon wrappers scattered across a piss covered floor.


    So, today, forgetting about the mistakes of my past, I’m taking Kelsie up on some sound advice. She told me about a new gym they opened in town. One of the bar regulars had told her about it the night prior and she thinks I should go relieve some stress. I read somewhere once that a healthy way to overcome any kind of frustration, especially sexually, is to work out. I walk down Main Street in search of something to give away the location, but I’m coming up empty handed. There are no balloons or fancy signs anywhere on this block.


    Checking the address I wrote down once again, I know for sure it’s within this stretch. Looking closer, the corner building where a fishing store used to be, white letters on the window tell me it’s what I’m looking for. I pull open the front door and a bell hooked to the top chimes, alerting whoever the hell’s inside that a patron’s just entered.


    At first appearance, this isn’t the kind of gym I was expecting. There are no treadmills or stair steppers, not even an elliptical machine. There are, however, a shit ton of free weights and a boxing ring right in the middle. Without any florescent lights gleaming overhead, the entire place is a dingy shade of “what the fuck did I just walk into?”


    “Hello,” I cautiously yell, secretly praying that this isn’t some kind of cult gathering place I’m automatically entered into because I’ve seen their secret lair.


    “Give me a sec,” a gravelly voice sounds from the back. A few moments later, an exceptionally tall man starts walking toward me. “Oh,” he looks me up and down and then his lips twist into a smirk. “The nail salon’s a few doors down.”


    Glancing down at my appearance—a fitted tank top with built in bra, three quarter calf yoga pants and running sneakers—I don’t know what would give him the impression I’m out for a day of pampering.


    He silently dismisses me and makes his way to wherever it is that he came from. My blood’s boiling, knowing I’ve just been discounted in a gym because I happen to have a pair of C-cup tits and the lack of a penis between my legs. “Excuse me,” I say and he turns back to face me. “I’m not looking for a manicure. A friend told me you’re new in town and I just happen to be looking for a gym.”


    Examining my surroundings once again, I’m not sure what I’ll do in this place or how I can get a workout, but on principle and principle alone, this guy isn’t going to treat me like a princess Barbie. He’s going to acknowledge and respect me, even if I have zero idea what the hell I’m doing here.


    “Doll, this isn’t one of those gyms like on the TV. You don’t walk in and pay a membership fee and walk on the treadmills a few days after work. There’s no daycare for your brats. There’re no tanning beds. I think you’d be better off finding something more your speed.”


    “And exactly how do you know what my speed is?” Anger courses through my veins and all I want to do is punch him in his smart ass, condescending mouth.


    “We don’t work out here, doll. We train. There’s a huge difference.”


    Still pissed, but slightly intrigued, I don’t move to the exit. “And if I’m looking to be trained?”


    “You’re in for a world of pain then. I train fighters. Men who have so much aggression and pent up anger, this is the only way they can deal with it. I train them to hit and take a hit. Like I said, this isn’t a day spa, it’s for people who don’t know what else to do with themselves, and you don’t strike me as that kinda girl.”


    His words hit home. With the exception of being a man, it sounds like this is exactly what I need. Bettering myself has to start somewhere and why not here? I’ve been in fights and always feel slightly relieved afterward. I might have hit a goldmine.


    I refuse to take a step toward the door, even when he turns away from me. Puffing my chest out like some kind of caveman, I make a decision in this dingy, dark gym that might change the course of my life forever. “Looks like you don’t just train men anymore. My name’s Rian and I’d like to train with you.”


    I hold my head high as he strides toward me and stops directly in front of me, less than a foot between us, as he’s looking down, judging. When his lips purse and finally turn into a tight smile, he nods.


    “Name’s Zan. You won’t be fighting any time soon, but I’ll train ya. A girl on the roster always looks good to the public and I’d be lying if I said you don’t look lost, Rian.”


    “I’m not a charity case. I’m serious. Everything you said about your other clients, that’s how I feel all the time. I need somewhere to let all this out so I’m not constantly going to jail.”


    “I like you already, girl. Let’s get you started on the heavy bag. I gotta see how you hit.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 18


    Zan was not over exaggerating. As the months progress, my muscles ache from the moment I wake up until the second my exhausted body finally falls asleep. It’s not just my muscles, either; the strangest things hurt, things I didn’t know could feel this type of agony. I mean, seriously, are fingernails and hair supposed feel like this? I’m barely able to drag myself to the car after a session, let alone think about showering once I’m home. I’m beginning to be seriously concerned with my hygiene.


    I’m supposed to work the afternoon shift at the bar today and I’m not sure if my limbs are going to cooperate after the morning of hell I’ve had. Part of me thinks that I should have taken Zan up on his offer to go find a more gentle gym, but then I wouldn’t have the pleasure of proving him wrong. He doesn’t have to know that I’m dying.


    “Kel, can you take my shift this afternoon?” I break down and call Kelsie to cover me today. I could really use the tips, but an ice bath sounds heavenly.


    “No can do, sweet stuff. Elijah has open house tonight. My baby’s growing up too fast or I would. You better get moving or you’re gonna be late.” Grunting, I hang up and hobble toward the shower and desperately hope I can actually climb over the ledge. The thought alone is daunting.


    Zan had me working on the heavy bag earlier this morning. Instead of the punching I did earlier in the week, I was kicking the shit out of the sand filled red bag like my life depended on it. I guess this is what I get for trying to show him, that even with a vagina, I’m not a fragile little girl. Each time I lift a foot to take a step in the direction of the bathroom, my legs protest, begging me to sit still and rest.


    I mentioned that I might be interested in entering a fight. Nothing big, just a local gig, but with Zan’s incessant laughter, my hopes started to fade. When the chuckling stopped and he was clutching his stomach, he said it wasn’t because he didn’t think I’d do well. It had more to do with the fact he had nobody for me to train with. No sparring partner means nobody to test my skill against. Not that I had any skill, but I wanted to learn. I saw a few of the guys in the ring and it looks like something I could really enjoy. The fact that I didn’t think about sex for the entire hour they grappled with each other was my first sign.


    This is one of those memories I’ll never forget. That moment when you realize you should have left well enough alone and gone about your business. A trait that I hope to one day possess.


    “Can’t I spar with one of the smaller guys you train? I don’t see what harm it could do. I’ll either kick his ass or decide that this isn’t for me.”


    Instead of responding to my question, Zander turns around, shakes his head and walks over to one of his male clients that just came through the door.


    After a few awesome handshake moves, the two are chummy as ever. It honestly makes me sick to my stomach. All I want to do is try and I can’t even get the time of day. He’ll take my money to train here, but won’t actually train me. I swear. If I didn’t have a pair of tits, I would be treated so much differently.


    Kicking the heavy bag a few more times for good measure, I grab a water from the fridge. Guzzling nearly half the bottle, I move to approach Zan and reiterate my interest in fighting. I should have packed up my bag and left, but that would have been too simple.


    A bunch of meat-head members walk in the door and zero in on me. I’m not modest by any means. There’s something about standing around in a pair of tight, three quarter length pants, a sports bra and sweating my ass off that attracts the Captain of the Douche Team. I must be wearing some kind of sign on my back that screams “Oh, please, I’ve been waiting for you to open your mouth and ruin my entire day.”


    “Guys,” he slaps one of his buddies in the stomach. “Check out Maybelline over there. Little girl wants to play with the boys.” I crane my neck, preparing for a battle of wit, until Zan steps in.


    “Not today, guys. Leave her alone.” Oh, that’s just perfect. Meat-head number one pays no attention.


    “You’re gonna need a touch up there, Maybelline. Your makeup’s smearing.”


    I stomp over to the group of gorillas, ready for battle. Zander tries to say something, but it’s completely lost on me. I’m in this damn gym, trying my hardest to be good enough for Zan to take me seriously. These bullies must really love fucking with the lonesome girl.


    “I got this, Zan.” I put my hand in front of his face, stopping whatever he’s getting ready to say. “Okay, listen, dick. I’m here for one reason and one reason only, and that’s not for you to ogle my tits, talk about my ass or spout off at the mouth. I’m in no mood for your shit. Got me?”


    Making myself clear and leaving nothing to the imagination, I turn to walk back to my gym bag. All is good until I bend over to hoist it over my shoulder and the cat calls start.


    “Maybelline, you should keep working out. Those squats are paying off,” Meat-head number two catcalls, winking and staring at me like I’m dessert, while the rest laugh.


    “Yeah, Princess, you can bend over like that for me anytime.” I snap my head around and see the leader of the douche tribe, Donnie, making some obscene gestures. Boys never grow up, I swear.


    Shrugging into my hooded sweatshirt, I throw my bag over my shoulder and start for the door only to be stopped by a wall of men. Of course, since I’ve pissed Zan off, he’s not trying to save me now.


    “Tell me, Maybelline, whose dick did you have to suck to get into this gym? Zan’s always been pretty exclusive.”


    Stepping into Donnie’s personal space, I run my finger down the middle of his chest until it rests on the waistband of his shorts. Looking up at him through my eyelashes, I bat them and twist my lips upward in a sensual smirk.


    “Oh, sweetie, are you upset ‘cause you think I sucked someone’s dick to train with Zander? Or maybe it’s because no matter how hard you try, and what lines you run, I’m never gonna suck your dick?” I push my finger slightly in the elastic of his shorts, pull it out, fake a peek inside and let the fabric snap against his skin. “I’m gonna go with the latter. Toodles, boys.” I give the room a small finger wave without looking back as I walk to the door. I’d love nothing more than to run, but showing any weakness right now would just fuel the fire.


    Once I’m outside alone, I can finally breathe normally. It feels kind of good, but terrifying at the same time. A bunch of guys over six feet tall and two hundred pounds can be pretty intimidating. Especially when you take into account that most, if not all, of them are so juiced up I doubt their dicks actually work. Those with tits are no exception to the wrath that one would pay to a man with ‘roid-rage.


    Reliving that memory isn’t a fun one for me. It almost makes me doubt what I’m doing … almost. More than the self-doubt, it sets off something so deep inside me and all I want to do is prove them wrong. Tomorrow, I’ll demand that he allows me to spar with one of the smaller guys. Better yet, I’ll find my own sparring partner. Kelsie’s been looking for something to do a few days a week. I’m sure she’ll help me out.


    ****


    Walking into the bar, I catch Kelsie as she’s walking out. I know she has to get to her kid’s thing, so I have to make it fast.


    “Wanna do me a favor?” I ask, sparing both of us the time of beating around the bush.


    “I can’t stay tonight, Ri,” she responds, exasperated.


    “No. I need someone to train with during the week. The gym doesn’t have any girls and the owner won’t let me spar with a guy.”


    “Spar? Like fight? Are you fucking crazy?”


    “Come on. I really wanna try my hand at this. I think I can do it. Please,” I beg, hands clasped and bottom lip pushed out.


    “Do you see my face?” she asks, framing her face with her finger. “There’s no way in hell I’m gonna fight with you. Maybe you’ve forgotten, but I’ve known you for quite a while now. You’re a ruthless bitch and I value my teeth a little too much to allow you to knock them out.”


    “I’m not gonna really hit you, Kel. It’s fake fighting … just to learn technique.”


    “Answer’s still no, love. If you need someone to dye your hair or go shopping, though, I’m your girl.”


    Rolling my eyes, I hug her goodbye and wait until she’s pulled out of the parking lot before I go inside. Tomorrow, I’ll just have to persuade Zan to let one of the guys train with me. It’s really the best way to prepare for a fight. If I can take a guy down, a girl won’t be a problem.


    A few hours into my shift, my sore legs are too much to stand on. Grabbing a barstool, I walk it around to the back of the bar, rest my forearms on the top and wait for my next customer. For a Wednesday, we’re pretty busy, and by pretty busy, I mean that we have a total of ten customers who are nursing their drinks and not reordering.


    Another painful hour that feels more like three passes by when the bouncer flips all the overhead lights on, indicating that it’s closing time. I must have dozed for a minute because I don’t remember announcing last call. Oh well.


    The patrons all file toward me, paying their tabs and tipping out while I wipe down the countertops and tables. As I grab my purse and sling it over my shoulder, the doors open and someone walks through.


    “Sorry, pal, we’re closed,” I call over my shoulder. The footsteps never falter, continuing to move in my direction. If someone’s going to rob this place, tonight isn’t the right time. There might be two hundred in the till, and that’s being generous.


    “We’re. Closed.” Turning slightly to grab the glock the owner keeps under the counter, I keep my hand out of sight and raise my eyes to meet the intruder.


    “Are you fucking kidding me?” I ask, staring right into Garrett’s eyes.


    “I went by your place and you weren’t there. Your neighbor told me where you might be, so here I am.”


    “You didn’t have to scare the life out of me.” I raise my hand into his line of sight, shaking it around in the air. “You almost just died because you wanted to act all silent and stalkerish.”


    “I’m sorry, I wanted to surprise you,” he chuckles. I put the gun back in its resting spot and walk around the bar to meet him where he hasn’t moved since we made eye contact.


    “Okay, I’m surprised. What do you want? Is everything okay with Gabriella?”


    “Yeah, she’s fine. I just wanted to see you.” My heart drops to my stomach and my mouth instantly goes dry.


    “Where’s Jaime?” I ask defensively. A man engaged to another woman doesn’t need to be trolling bars over an hour away from his home … especially for someone he was once involved with.


    “I’d assume at her parents’ house, but I’m not sure.” His eyes scan everywhere, but refuse to connect with mine. “She wasn’t too happy when I told her about what happened between us last month.”


    “You didn’t have to tell her. I wouldn’t have ever said anything.” He told her. He fucking told his fiancée that he slept with his ex-girlfriend.


    “It felt wrong. Keeping it from her, I mean.”


    “Don’t start thinking there’s anything more for us, Garrett. We had our shot and it didn’t work. I’ve moved on. I don’t want your guilt to make you think that we’re supposed to get together or something like that.”


    “Rian, I’m in town because I have some business to attend to in the morning. Figured since I was here, we could catch up. You talk to my mom all the time; I don’t see why we can’t be friends.” Because you can’t keep your hands off me and your dick out of me? That seems like a pretty logical reason, wouldn’t you think?


    “You gonna keep your hands to yourself?” I ask, feeling the need to clench my thighs together to stop the throbbing of my clit. He knows my body and my reaction to him. He’s going to see right through me.


    “If you want me to, I will. Is that what you want?” Fuck me dead. When did he become so alpha-like? That sweet country boy I fell in love with all those years ago is gone, replaced by sex on legs that looks at me like he wants nothing more than to do exactly that … fuck me dead.


    “Yes,” I croak out, already weighing my decision in my mind, wondering if I should have just said that I want him to bend me over this bar and screw me silly.


    No, Rian, no. You want to fight, not be the object of his affection. You want to be badass. Girls that fawn over boys aren’t badass, they’re weak.


    “Yes, keep them to yourself,” I say more confidently, pulling my shoulders back and looking him dead in the eyes.


    He places his hand on the small of my back, leading me out of the building, clicking the lights on the way out. That “I’ve just been tasered” feeling’s back and my nipples harden, wanting him to touch me more.


    Who am I kidding? Hands aren’t meant to be kept away … they’re meant to touch and mother hell do I want him to touch me … everywhere.


    Chapter 19


    Garrett walks me to my car all gentlemanly and proceeds to follow me home. At every stop light, I check behind me to see if he’s still there, and the closer we get to my apartment, the butterflies are fluttering around in some kind of frenzy. It’s not until he escorts me to my door that panic sets in.


    There’s going to be no way I’ll be able to not touch him. This pull … the heady current … that draws us both in and drags us under will rear her head. Garrett never said that he and Jaime weren’t together, even though that’s what I assume.


    Twice. Twice I’ve let him touch me while he belonged to someone else. I can’t be the girl that’s okay being someone’s second place. It’s not the kind of person I want to be, but hell if I can’t tell him to leave. He makes me want all those things I wanted so long ago. I’m a different person now. I know how life ends up and it’s never the way you expect. Another disappointment of this magnitude would send me over the edge.


    “Do you want to come in for a bit?” I ask, kicking myself in the ass. This is exactly what I’m talking about—my brain knows better but everything else craves his attention.


    He doesn’t answer, only nods and enters behind me. I stop at the edge of the sofa to take off my shoes. The moment I pick up my leg, resting it on the arm of the sofa to unzip my boot, Garrett sucks in a deep breath, hissing it out between his teeth. Goosebumps appear all over my skin and I inadvertently shiver.


    Garrett’s hands come down on my shoulders, gently rubbing, and then begin a journey south, finally resting them along the hollows of my hips. Pulling me back to his pelvis, his arousal is extremely evident. I bite my lip and beg my body to not push back and grind onto him, but there’s no controlling it—I’m a lost cause. Softly skimming his hand around my front and down my leg, Garrett brushes my fingers away and finishes unzipping my boot.


    Once one is removed, he spins me to face him and sits me on the arm of the couch, bringing my other foot to rest near his groin to remove the other, all the while not breaking eye contact. Something so insignificant might be the sexiest moment in my entire life. Once I’m barefoot, Garrett steps between my thighs, placing his face in my neck and inhaling deeply. When his lips lightly touch the sensitive skin near my collar bone, the quietest, almost nonexistent moan escapes from my throat. I lean my head back to give him better access and curl my legs around his, resting my ankles just above the back of his knees, drawing him in closer.


    “Are you and Jaime still together?” I ask, needing to know the answer before I allow this to go any further. It’ll be hard to stop, but I won’t allow him to cheat again, at least not with me.


    “She gave me the ring back two weeks ago,” he mutters as he continues peppering my flesh with soft, sensual kisses.


    I toss whatever resolve I have left out the window. Taking his face in the palms of my hands, I run my thumbs over the coarse hair on his jaw and stop trying to hide how much I need him. Almost in slow motion, I move my lips toward his, stopping millimeters away from them. Garrett’s short, labored breaths hit mine just before I close in on him.


    That’s the last ounce of control I’m given. Garrett quickly takes over, moving my hands away and thrusting his into my hair, angling my head to the perfect degree, deepening our kiss. I’m not even sure how long we stay in this position; however, the next thing I know, I’m being lifted and taken back to the bedroom.


    I wiggle loose just as we cross the threshold and look up at Garrett, whose eyes are hooded with desire, and search past all of that to see what lies beneath. My heart sings when I see the love shining from behind the clouds. Deciding that this is exactly what I want, regardless of all of the other things my brain tells me, my heart’s going to win. My body’s going to win.


    I start taking off my clothes, my shirt first followed by my short blue jean skirt. Once I’m standing before him, only wearing a bra and underwear, his gaze lingers on my breasts, silently asking me to finish disrobing. Raising my brow and producing a sly smirk, he gets where I’m going and pulls his shirt over his head.


    The tattoos that adorn his chest are beautiful—scripted writing along his collar bones and the top of one arm as well. This isn’t the body that I knew when I was a teenager; it’s more defined and inked to perfection. It’s mouthwatering. I can’t imagine how I didn’t notice all this beauty last time we were together. Who am I kidding? I was preoccupied.


    When we’re both nearly naked, I climb in bed, and much like a tiger stalks its prey, he follows, but more stealthily and calculated. Prowling up my body, every nerve stands at attention and I can feel him before his fingertips even touch me.


    Light kisses quickly turn to desperate, sloppy ones and the touches that were barely there are now groping and needy. I’m pawing at his body just as much as he is mine. Before long, we’re both completely nude and his cock is covered in latex, resting at the apex of my thighs. With his eyes, he seeks permission, and with a lick of my lips, I give it.


    Garrett slowly enters me. The wildfire that burns so heavily inside of me is only growing more out of control with each and every slow, meticulous thrust. The delicious friction has my back arching, aching for his touch. My knees raise higher to pull him deeper and my feet press into his ass, urging him to go faster. He doesn’t oblige.


    Instead of hard and quick, the flame gradually gets larger, gradually building intensity until I’m totally consumed. When it reaches maximum destruction, my quiet mews stop abruptly and his name is the only thing leaving my lips. Swallowing my cries with more sensual kisses, another ember ignites, leaving me breathless.


    “It’s too much, Garrett,” I pant, writhing beneath him as his final thrust pushes me into oblivion. Digging his fingertips into my hips, his body shakes with his release. My ravaged pussy, overly sensitive, feels every throb … every jerk. It’s delicious.


    Sore, sated and devoured, I lie still, relishing the feel of him buried so deep within me, throbbing with the last of his release. “Rian, that was crazy. It felt like I was here, but really wasn’t. Does that make sense?” Garrett asks, slowly withdrawing from my body and discarding the used condom.


    “It actually does,” I respond, almost feeling like it was some kind of out of body experience. Sex with Garrett has always been extraordinary, but this time was different than anything else I’ve ever done before. If it weren’t for my screaming muscles, I would think I’d dreamed the entire thing.


    I glance over at Garrett, who’s lying face down, eyes barely open and a small smile on his face. “What are you doing?” I ask.


    “Going to sleep. I’m exhausted and have to be up early.”


    “Oh, you’re sleeping here?” Obviously he is, but isn’t it proper etiquette to ask before assuming? I’ve never had a man in my bed overnight. Actually, the only person I have ever actually slept with was Garrett, but that was a different time.


    “Get used to it, baby. I missed out on four years with you, and we’re gonna make ‘em up.”


    “We’re not getting back together, Garrett,” I say firmly.


    “Never said we were. After sex like that, you can’t expect me to go looking for it elsewhere. Your body’s always been mine, I’m just collecting.” Crass? Sure, but holy hell if his brashness doesn’t get me fired up and ready for round two.


    “’Night, Garrett,” I concede, rolling over and attempting to get comfortable.


    “’Night, baby.” Rolling off his stomach onto his side, he pulls me close to him and we fall asleep.


    ****


    I wake the next morning in bed, alone, and hear the distant sound of running water coming from my bathroom. Assuming Garrett’s in the shower, I head into the kitchen to brew a pot of coffee. I have to get my game face on. If Zan is going to take me seriously, I can’t walk in looking freshly fucked and giddy like a schoolgirl. I have to be strong and manipulate the situation any way I can.


    When Garrett emerges from the bathroom, water still dripping down his chest and his mohawked hair laying down, nearly covering his eyes in the front, it’s a sight, let me tell you. My vaginal spidy-sense tingles with every move he makes, and when he’s standing in front of me, reaching over my head for a mug, I strongly consider divesting him of the fresh white towel draped across his waist.


    “Don’t even think about it.”


    “Think about what?” I feign innocence, looking in any direction but his.


    “I know what you’re doing and not right now. I’m already running late and have to be somewhere in about fifteen minutes. I got about enough time to chug down a cup of coffee before I have to leave.”


    Pouring some magic morning elixir in his cup, he kisses the tip of my nose and literally drinks every drop in just a few short gulps. I’m not sure how much of the cold milk he added to cool it down, but I wince, my tongue burning for him.


    While I casually sip on mine, Garrett rushes around, throwing on yesterday’s clothes and is out the door before the last taste of coffee hits my tongue. With him gone, I can comfortably finish my morning routine. It’s a strange thing, waking up with someone you’ve had sex with—everything seems off but in the most perfect way.


    The ride to the gym is quiet and gives me time to reflect on the events of the last twenty-four hours. I really wish I could get every part of me on the same page. I’ve never been so conflicted. Garrett’s great, he truly is. I’m not a rebound and that’s exactly how it looks. I just need to focus on Zan right now and deal with Garrett later. One thing at a time.


    “Hey, Zan,” I holler, walking through the doors and dropping my bag to get ready for my workout. If I’m going to convince him that I can do this, I can’t slack on my training.


    “I want you on weights today. Get started and I’ll be right over. Got something to finish up in my office.” Taking his direction, I grab the weights and start doing the exercises he’s shown me before.


    Zan disappears into his back corner, and right as my muscles start to burn, he reemerges. I adjust my posture and pull out another set of reps, showing him that I can push through even when my body’s screaming at me to stop.


    “Hey, Rian,” Garrett calls, walking from the back of the gym.


    “Hi, Garrett.” Wait? Garrett? He’s here. I turn just in time to see him and Zan shaking hands and acting really chummy. What in the hell?


    My jaw drops to the floor, right alongside the dumbbell that slips from my grip. The entire place focuses their attention on me and my cheeks flush. Awesome. Exactly what I need to show Zan I can handle the pressure.


    “Oh, good, you already know each other. Saves me the time,” Zan says casually, grabbing a drink of water from the fountain on the wall near where I’m standing.


    “Zan, can I talk to you for a minute?” I don’t know what’s going on, but this is my place. My special place where nothing and nobody can affect me. Just me and the equipment and my goals. Not boys, especially boys who drive me so damn crazy I have a hard time keeping my underwear on when I’m around them.


    “Is this about fighting again? I told you, there are no girls here for you to spar with. Nothing I can do.”


    “You wanna fight?” Garrett asks, eyeing me suspiciously.


    “Zan,” I turn away from Garrett, refusing to acknowledge him until absolutely necessary, “I can train with one of the guys. Just give me a chance. Please.” This isn’t going at all like I thought it would. I had a plan—stand my ground, rebut every rejection and eventually be granted permission to get in the ring that stares at me every day. Damn Garrett for throwing me off kilter.


    “There’s no way you’re training with a man, Rian. Are you nuts?” Jesus, I really need Garrett to go away. He’s ruining everything.


    “You heard the man. He’s going to take over the fighters, he makes the rules,” Zan pipes in.


    My head spins to Garrett who’s smirking his nasty little smirk. You know the one. It that sly, devilish smile that says “I got you right where I want you and there’s nothing you can do about it”. Okay, there’s nothing nasty about it, unless you count the things we did last night and almost again this morning. Shit, I’m screwed.


    “Garrett, outside please.” I don’t wait for a response, somehow knowing that he’ll follow me if I leave. I head out the door and pace the sidewalk, waiting for him to push his way through the door. Once he’s in front of me, I lay into him.


    “What the hell are you doing? You could have told me you were taking a job here. And why so far away from home? Also, while we’re having a friendly chat, why would you tell Zan that I can’t train with one of the guys?” My mind’s running almost as fast as my mouth, not allowing Garrett to answer a single question.


    “I didn’t take a job, Rian, I bought half the gym. Zan was drowning out here and I helped out. He and my dad were old Army buddies and it seemed like a good idea. It’s been hard finding good, steady work since discharge and I needed something. I also got an apartment above the space here.” He points to the unit hovering over the gym and my stomach clenches. He’s going to be around all the damn time. I’ll have to find somewhere else to go. “There’s no way in hell I’m letting you get in that ring with a douchebag that just wants to prove you don’t belong. Half of these guys are fresh and haven’t figured out how to keep their anger in check. You mouth off one time and one of them will lay you out.”


    I hadn’t thought about that. I’ve been so consumed with wanting to prove myself that I never considered of the danger. Even knowing that, there’s no way I can back down now. I’ve worked too hard, and with Garrett showing up, buying half the gym, what those guys say is true. I’ll be here because I’m fucking the owner—one of them anyway. Shit.


    “You want to fight? Like really train and take on opponents?”


    I straighten my back, square my shoulders and stare him straight in the eye. “Absolutely. Since the moment I got here, it’s all I’ve wanted to do. I just want a chance. If I’m terrible or don’t have what it takes, I won’t push it. I just need to know if I can do it.”


    “I’ll train you then,” Garrett says casually.


    “You sure about that? I don’t want any special treatment.”


    “Nothing special about it, Rian. There are no girls and I won’t ever hurt you. I won’t be easy on you, though. I’m going to be hard and push you. If you wanna do it, I’m your only option. What do ya say? You in?”


    “When do we start?”


    “Get your ass back inside. We start right now.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 20


    It’s like I blink my eyes and five months pass by. Garrett’s sticking true to his word and continues to train me. I’m not sure if I’m getting better, but I am getting sorer. My body aches in a way that I never knew possible. Nothing like just working out. It’s much more intense.


    Garrett’s planning on us working out later today and I’m terrified. Since we began, it’s been mostly grappling and submission maneuvers. Today, though, he wants to work on striking. This isn’t an area I’ve ever had a problem, but the thought of hitting Garrett makes me sick to my stomach.


    I did try to stop our relationship outside the gym. It’s not working. Not even a little. I remember it like it was yesterday and it still gets me hot and worked up.


    “Stop being a pussy, get over here,” Garrett calls from the corner of the ring, waiting for me to attack.


    “I’m not, I’m coming. What do you want me to do again?”


    “I want you to take my legs out and pin me on my back. We’ll work on everything else later. If you’re going to want to win, you need to learn to take your opponent’s power and this is how.”


    After working myself into a frenzy, hot and sweaty, hair matted to the back of my neck, I still haven’t taken him down. He’s too quick, too strong. My frustration’s making me sloppy; I need to figure out how to turn that off.


    “I’m not exactly sure how to take you down. Everything I’m trying isn’t working,” I huff, ready to concede and leave the gym.


    “Stand right here.” Doing as he says, I plant my feet a few inches away from where he points. It’s a second, maybe two, and I’m lying flat on my back.


    “How the hell did you do that?” I ask, amazed that I didn’t even see it coming.


    “When I see you dancing around, staring at my knees, I know that’s exactly where you’re going. Train your body to work differently. It was the same in basketball. If the other team saw me staring at Eli, they assumed I was going to pass him the ball, so they’d double up on him. They always got pissed when I passed to Tony instead. Am I making sense?”


    “Yeah.” Surprisingly he is. I understand, but just don’t know how to do it. Running different scenarios over in my mind, I remember a move I saw on TV once and want to try it out.


    Holding eye contact with Garrett, I shift underneath him, only to see that ravenous look in his gaze. Without a second thought, I roll him onto his back and straddle his waist.


    “See what you just did, grasshopper? You taught the teacher.”


    Bracing my hands on his chest, I push myself up to stand when Garrett catches the tops of my thighs, holding me in place. I try again, only to get the same result.


    “What the hell?” I ask, making the dangerous mistake of looking into his blue eyes.


    “I kinda like you up there. You’ve never looked sexier. All proud of yourself and out of breath. God, Rian, do you know what you do to me?” Garrett barely thrusts his hips and his hardness grazes my sex, inspiring an involuntary shiver, which seems like the most common reaction my body gives off where Garrett’s concerned.


    “Knock it off,” I say, playfully hitting his chest, trying to break the tension that you could easily cut with a knife. Not any ordinary knife, though. We’re going to need a huge butcher knife to slice through the thickness.


    “I’m so serious.” His devious stare is nothing compared to when his hands grip onto the bones in my hips, squeezing. More betrayal occurs as my body rocks into him.


    “Garrett, not here,” I whisper, trying yet again to stand.


    “Oh, no, Rian. Exactly here. Everyone’s gone home and I have this whole gym to myself. There are so many things I want to do to you.” Pulling me down onto him, I don’t put up much of a fight.


    Placing his lips within millimeters of mine, it’s me that fulfills the touch, no longer able to withstand him. Before I know it, I’m again flat on my back, only this time, Garrett slips his hand into the waistband of my shorts, making his way to my core. I arch my back, giving him better access while our tongues battle for control.


    Manipulating my body, Garrett applies enough pressure to my clit, circling softly. I try to beg for more, but he swallows my pleas. It’s when he places two fingers inside my pussy and the heel of his hand presses against that bundle of nerves that I come apart on his hand, trying my hardest to wiggle away from him after an intense orgasm, but he doesn’t relent.


    Garrett quickly divests me of my shorts, and without hesitation, buries his head between my thighs and has me on the brink again. His Mohawk’s grown out longer, giving me a thin strip of hair to hold on to for dear life while his tongue lashes against my over sensitized clit. Within seconds, I’m coming against his mouth.


    Peeking at me, still nestled between my legs, his dangerous blue eyes dance with mischief as he retreats, wiping my essence off his face with the bottom of his shirt. Handing me my shorts, he stands and walks to the corner of the ring.


    “Now, let’s try this again since you’re calm. Can’t be fighting when you’re frustrated.”


    Shoving my legs inside the spandex type material, I can’t help but giggle to myself. Garrett’s proven yet again that he knows me better than I know myself. After twenty more minutes, I’m finally able to take him down and Garrett rewards me with some of the hottest sex of my life in the middle of the exact same ring.


    I doubt I’ll ever be able to look at a boxing ring the same ever again.


    “Rian,” Garrett calls, breaking me from my thoughts. Not just any memory, though. This is one that I store away in my version of a spank bank, ready to use any time the mood strikes.


    “Sorry, yeah.”


    “You ready?”


    “Ready as I’ll ever be, I guess.” Garrett places a strange shaped helmet over my head, one that really only protects the top and my ears, and buckles it at the bottom. Thankfully, he’s thought ahead and given me a pair of sparring gloves. I know in an actual fight, there won’t be any type of protection across my knuckles, and I really hope that when I strike him today, there’s going to be enough cushion that I won’t hurt him.


    With my gloves firmly in place, I tap them together and wait in the middle of the ring while Garrett suits up. When he’s ready, he hops back and forth on the balls of his feet, cracking his neck from side to side. I swallow hard and mirror his actions.


    “Same thing as before, don’t look where you’re gonna hit me, it’ll just let me know how to block you. Movement is your best friend. Boxers and fighters don’t do it for looks or show; it’s a part of their armor. Now strike.”


    Following his instructions, I continue dancing around the ring while throwing out test punches, my body hopping with every step because of the bounce in the mat. I’m not sure how hard to hit him, or if he’s going to hit me back. Once I gain a little more confidence, my first jab toward his jaw is blocked.


    “Gotta do better. I saw that coming before you even threw it out.” Shit, okay, breathe and focus.


    Staring at his jaw, I fake out and take a shot for his kidney, which lands. His smile fuels me, knowing I’ve just impressed him. Repeating the same tactic, I focus on the right side of his face; my right hand connects gently with the scruff on the left side of his face.


    “Try a combination. Hit me multiple times.”


    Cracking my neck, much like Garrett did moments ago, I work in my head what the best combination’s going to be to inflict the most damage. Flashes of my altercation with Tom run through my mind, and I try to imitate my actions from that day. Garrett hasn’t told me to use my legs, but on instinct, my knee rises, making contact with his stomach, and just as Tom did, Garrett falls forward. Using his slight weakening, I attack, and as soon as my hand hits his face, he falters backward.


    Almost running on autopilot, adrenalin as my co-captain, I wrap my arms around his legs and take him to the ground and mount his waist. With tears swimming in my eyes, I don’t stop, and move to strike his face when he grabs my wrists and pulls me down to him.


    “Shhhhhh, it’s okay,” he coos, comforting me as I lay heaving and sobbing on his chest.


    “I’m so sorry, I don’t know what happened. I didn’t mean to,” I cry, sucking in too much air, causing me to hiccup at the end of every word.


    “You did mean to. This came from somewhere deep, Rian. I can only assume it’s because of what happened with your mom’s husband. You were excellent.”


    “I wasn’t going to stop. I wanted to keep going.”


    Pulling my face up so our eyes can meet, the only thing I see in his depths is pride. “When you’re in a fight, you have to use everything you have. The fighting isn’t going to be a problem for you, it’ll be the control. You have to learn to manage your anger and fight smart. You can’t let the fight consume you.”


    “This is all a mistake. The fight’s always going to win. Tom’s always going to win.” Garrett grips my cheeks tighter, placing a firm kiss on my forehead.


    “He didn’t win then, he won’t now. Everything that’s happened in your life has led you to this point. You have to be the one to decide if you’re going to let it eat you alive or if you’re gonna kick it in the dick and push forward. You’ve never been one of those weak girls, Rian. I refuse to let you start being her now.”


    At that moment, Zan walks in through the front doors and makes his way to the edge of the ring, resting on the corner pillar. “How’s our girl doing?”


    Garrett looks at me, then to Zan, back to me and finally rests on Zan. “She’s ready.”


    “What?” There’s no possible way I’m ready. He just said I had more things to learn. Oh hell.


    “You sure?”


    “I know this girl better than anyone in the world. She took me down, she’s got passion behind every hit, and once she hits the zone, she’s gonna be unstoppable. We’d be dumb to not put her on a ticket.”


    “Alright, I’ll call around and find an event that needs a female. Make me proud, Rian.”


    I nod my head, unable to speak, unsure of what lies ahead, but knowing deep in my heart Garrett would never put me in a situation he wasn’t absolutely sure I’d succeed. Other than his mom, he’s the only person left that has my best interests in mind.


    ****


    Over the next week, while Zan finds me a fight, training has been more intense. I’m spending more time in an ice bath than actually sparring. Garrett’s faith in me is the only thing pushing me through. I’ve let him down once and I’ll never do it again.


    We’ve both decided that it’s pointless for both of us to have our own apartments since we’re constantly together unless I’m working at the bar, which is a lot less than before. Since his unit is bigger, we packed up all my stuff and moved it over yesterday. I’m still not sure if it’s the right thing to do, but it feels like I’m finally in the right place in my life. Kind of what Garrett said before. Also, it doesn’t hurt that living above the gym gives us all kinds of access for crazy, out of control sex.


    Everything that’s happened in your life has led you to this point.


    I only have this life to live to the fullest and experience all those wonderful things you see in the movies. Over the years Garrett and I were apart, I never stopped loving him, but this new Garrett, this strong, sensual man, I’m falling in love with him all over again. So, regardless of how this will all turn out, living in the moment is almost as exciting as stepping into the ring.


    “I got you a fight,” Zan says, walking out of his office, smiling from ear to ear.


    “When is it?” The nerves are already setting in and my heart might leap out of my chest.


    “On Saturday.”


    “Saturday?” I gasp. There’s no possible way I’ll be ready by then. There’s too much to do, so much to learn and not enough hours in the day to do it. When I feel like I’m about to pass out and I waver slightly, Garrett comes up behind me, letting me lean against him, and whispers words of encouragement.


    “You got this, Rian. I can almost guarantee that none of those other girls have been training with a man and can hold their own. Don’t worry, just kick ass and make us proud.” I wonder if this is how Garrett felt before he left for basic.


    There’s so much riding on this—my pride, proving myself to the guys and making a name for myself. As upset as my stomach is, I’ve probably developed an ulcer by now, or I’m at least on my way to getting one.


    “Now all you need is a name for me to put on the ticket,” Zan chimes in, breaking the nearly calming trance Garrett has over me.


    Wracking my brain, trying to come up with something that seems halfway decent, I’m coming up short. I’ve never had a nickname, other than when Garrett used to call me baby, and that sounds too cliché and very Dirty Dancing. Let’s be honest, I’m no Frances, and as amazing and sexy as Garrett is, he’s no Johnny. I don’t think anyone will ever be a Johnny.


    “Raven,” Garrett says confidently.


    “I like it,” Zan replies, writing it on the sheet of paper in his hands.


    I’m a little apprehensive about sharing that part of me with the world. My raven is for me, not anyone else. It’s a symbol of being able to be on my own—actually enjoying being alone. I stand in the same spot for a good ten minutes trying to think of something that works better than Raven and there really is nothing. It’s also the name I once used with other men, disguising who I really am. Time to put a new meaning behind the name.


    I am a raven. I’m content with being by myself, but I’m happy to be with Garrett.


    Guess it’s time to let my raven out of her cage and be happy as well.


    “Raven it is.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 21


    We arrive at the venue, which is just an old warehouse that’s been converted into a large conference room, and for tonight, it’s the location of the first fight I’ll be entered in. With sweaty palms, I follow Garrett, Zan and one of the other guys from the gym that’s got a match tonight through the back entrance, away from the crowd filing in through the main doors.


    There’s a small locker room area set up for us. I set my gym bag down on the bench and pull out the outfit I’ll be wearing. In the bathroom, I change and tie my hair back. I’m barely able to wrap the ponytail holder around my mane because my hands are shaking so badly.


    Bracing my hands on the sink, I look to the ceiling and take a few deep breaths. “I need you tonight, Mom. I’m so scared. I know I can do it, I need to do it. This is for us,” I whisper to the heavens then proceed to rush to the toilet and expel the contents of my stomach. It’s funny, but as soon as I vomit, I feel a million times better.


    Even behind closed doors, the sounds filling the arena blare through the small room. Looking over the fight card that’s tacked to the back of the door, my match is fourth in the lineup. Every cheer and boo from the packed crowd cues the butterflies again. Thankfully, every time I turn a little green, Garrett’s there, whispering words of encouragement in my ear.


    “Knock it off. My girl isn’t a pansy. She doesn’t give up. She sure as shit isn’t intimated by anyone. Just imagine that other girl wants to fuck me.”


    “What?” I ask, busting out laughing.


    “Remember Val? How crazy girlfriend you got on her? I’ve never seen you sexier. All territorial and shit. My dick was so hard for you that night.”


    “Oh, I remember,” I giggle. That was the night I gave myself to him. Probably the best decision of my life. So many girls regret their first time, but not me. There was never, will never, be a more perfect man for me than Garrett.


    As the third match is coming to a close, I hop in place trying to get blood moving to my extremities. When Zan opens the door, Garrett walks out first with me following and Zan behind me. Garrett turns back to me, winks and takes my hand, lacing our fingers together and squeezing gently. My nerves go out the building and I’m ready to take out the girl that wants to take what belongs to me, as Garrett so eloquently put it.


    Garrett takes his iPod from his pocket, flips through until he finds what he feels is the perfect song and puts the ear buds in my ears. As the sick beat starts flowing, my head starts bobbing, and then the deep voice asks me if I feel it. Oh, I fucking feel it. The adrenalin is mixing in my system and then what I like to call the monkey screeching plays.


    It’s do or die time.


    My demon is awake, don’t you worry, Disturbed. I’m getting down with the sickness.


    “It doesn’t matter if you’re a man or a woman, you’re gonna wanna get in our next contender’s pants … show some love for our hometown legend, The Switch Hitter!” I snort at the name, expecting to walk out and see a fighter carrying a baseball bat. What do ya know? No bat in sight. Extra reinforcements might not have been a bad idea, since I’m on fire and ready to bust the bricks off this clown.


    Waiting for the emcee to call my name, I think of all the crazy things in my life that have led me to this point. I’ve experienced more than any one person should by the age of twenty-one—few happy moments surrounded by almost constant anguish. What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, right?


    “Being escorted to the cage by the most badass entourage I’ve seen tonight, all the way from Corbin, Kentucky … the newest fighter this side of the Mississippi … The Raven!” At least my name makes sense. Ravens are known for being alone, having no problem flying solo. That’s what I’ve done for the past four years anyway. Now, getting this chance, the only person I can depend on is me. Fitting, right?


    After my announcement, the crowd erupts into cheers that I can hear loud and clear, even over the song streaming out of my iPod through my ear buds. Bouncing back and forth on the balls of my feet, I crane my neck side to side, examining the mass of people. It’s a good sized crowd for this venue. I sometimes wonder if these guys come to watch the fights for the love of the sport or because they like to see the ring girls walking around, barely dressed, carrying signs to designate what round we’re in. Oh well, they paid their cover and that money, if all goes according to plan, will be in my pocket later tonight.


    I’m in the back of the line, behind all the guys except Garrett, who’s at my side. I run over everything I’ve been taught over the last year—how to get out of a submission hold, finding opportunities to take my opponent down, remembering not to be a cocky asshole that’s too big for her britches. Not to mention, endurance.


    “You ready for this?” Zan asks, pulling out one of my ear buds.


    Smirking, I eye up my competition that’s already inside the cage—a small, tiny thing that doesn’t look to have much muscle mass. I got this. Standing on the opposite side of the mat surrounded by Zan and Garrett, glancing in my direction, the slightest tinge of fear flashes across her brown eyes, similar to mine. Physically, I’m not very intimidating—weighing in at average weight for my class with an average stature to match, but the menace written across my face is an entirely different situation.


    Stepping into the steel cage, I shrug my midnight blue robe off, right into the hands of Zan. I walk straight to the official who checks my taped hands. Once cleared, I step back to Zan, who pops my mouth guard in for me, pats me on the shoulder and whispers in my ear, “It’s only the two of you. If you want it, make it happen. If not, we can leave right now.”


    “Don’t worry, Z. I wouldn’t bring you all the way here to disappoint you.”


    Zan and the other coaches walk out of the cage and the door slams shut, leaving only me, Switch Hitter and the official inside. Meeting them in the middle, the ref goes over the standard rules for the fight. Both of us nod, bump fists and the bell dings, indicating round one is underway.


    Pacing myself and testing her skills, I toss a few jabs in the air, needing to know if we’re on compatible levels. Weight class isn’t everything in the MMA world. Sometimes the smallest contender can be the best fighter. Without even flinching, my advances are shut down and every punch is dodged while a few are tossed in my direction as well. None land, but I know I may have to reevaluate my plan. This isn’t going to be as clean as I thought.


    It doesn’t take long before her hands are wrapped around my legs. I try my hardest to center myself and stay on my feet, but she hit me in just the right spot. I position my body to flip and mount, like I’ve been taught, but I’m not quick enough.


    Before I know it, a strong forearm, stronger than I assumed, is wrapping around my neck, pulling back to cut off my air supply. Rear naked choke, shit. Taking a few deep breaths, I try to calm my overheated and exhausted body and find a way to maneuver out of this situation. From the corner of my eye, I see Zan signaling me to tap. Not yet. If I’m going to go down, the officials are gonna have to call a medic in here—quitting isn’t an option.


    My girl isn’t a quitter.


    Dangerous or not, it’s how I’ve been taught.


    Garrett’s voice rings in my head. Don’t let the fight consume you.


    Well, I’m consumed and I’m not giving up. I’ll figure a way out. I always have, I always will.


    Squirming around on the mat, trying to get free, I hear the other girl’s coach calling to her. “Take her down, Bobbie. Tighter. She’s desperate. Take. Her. Down.”


    “Looks like you found your Bobby, baby girl.”


    I mentally send a thank you to my mom. I knew she would be here for me and not let me down.


    With a few calculated movements and speed on my side, I manage to slip from her grip and get to my feet. Bobbie’s looking real tired, panting and sweating as she stands in front of me. As soon as her knees are locked, I stop wasting time on this grappling shit. I’m a fighter, a hitter, and she’s about to learn why I’m not to be screwed with.


    Garrett didn’t need to teach me how to trash talk; I’ve known how to do that since I was a teenager. Changing up my game plan, I throw a quick jab at Bobbie’s face that she dodges. Awesome. She’s falling right into my trap.


    When she tries to hit me, I grab onto her arm like Garrett showed me. Twisting her back to my front, it’s my turn to apply some pressure. Taking her to the ground, her body between my thighs and my forearm around her neck, I softly whisper in her ear.


    “How’s this for desperate? You feelin’ it yet?” Deciding this isn’t how I want to finish her, I let go and climb back to my feet. A jab and her neck snaps back. A kick to the kidneys and she buckles at the waist. Finally, she’s back on the ground.


    Bobbie has to use the cage to stand, and when she turns to face me, her guard intact but eyes glossy from the recent lack of oxygen and blood dripping from a small gash near her eyebrow, I dig deep and land an uppercut in the precise spot and she’s going down. Stumbling back a few paces, she rests against the cool metal just before falling to her knees. Everything in me wants to go and finish her, but for some reason, I’m able to control myself. I give myself a mental high five while the official stands next to Bobbie, waiting for her to get up.


    She tries to stand, but collapses again. I’m walking around the cage, waiting for her to either rise or the official to call it. Watching the judges’ faces as they jot on their note cards, I get this overwhelming feeling that I’ve already won, even if we go the three rounds slated on the fight card.


    Ten seconds go by, but I don’t realize it until the official is to my right, grabbing my wrist and hoisting my arm in the air while the medic attends to Bobbie. Garrett and Zan come rushing through the fence and pick me up, placing me on their shoulders.


    This moment—this feeling—is all that matters in the world. Regardless if I ever fight again, I’ve proven myself to Zan, Garrett, the guys at the gym … most importantly, I’ve proven to myself that I can do anything. In just a few short moments, my most important fight erases the one from so long ago. It’s such a freeing feeling.


    “What’d I tell you, baby?” Garrett asks when he and Zan set me down.


    “Yeah, yeah. I know. I just can’t believe it.”


    The officials clear the mat, ushering everyone out of the cage so they can prep for the next match. Back inside the locker room, Zan sits me on the bench and attends to the few wounds I have on my face and examines my soon to be bruised neck. Garrett heads back out to the cage to watch the other guy’s fight.


    I’m lying back on the bench, reveling in my win, when the door opens. Expecting it to be Garrett, I don’t move, even though every hair’s standing at attention all over my body. The most disgusting feeling overtakes me and I raise my head, only to see the eyes of the devil staring back at me.


    A voice filled with rage booms, audible over the rushing of blood in my ears. I glance behind me, searching frantically for Zan who’s nowhere to be seen. Fuck.


    “Told you I’d be back, you little bitch,” Tom bellows, inching toward me.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 22


    “How the hell are you here? You’re supposed to be in prison,” I ask, barely able to speak, my voice cracking with unshed tears.


    “Parole’s a bitch like that. You act all perfect in jail and voila, they let you out when they think they’ve fixed you,” he says gleefully.


    “I didn’t get a call. They’re supposed to call me.” Panicked, I quickly sit up and pull a tee shirt over my head, suddenly feeling too exposed in my skimpy fighting gear.


    “How would they have done that? From what I’ve heard, after your momma killed herself, you went to live with Elaine, who died, too. You moved and never gave any forwarding information. You sure do have a thing for killing off those that try to love you, huh?”


    Vomit rising in my throat, I swallow it down, immediately regretting my decision as the acid burns all the way back down to my belly. I send silent prayers that Garrett or Zan walk back in right now.


    “What do you want?” I choke out, my breaths becoming shallow and short. He’s going to kill me.


    “Haven’t figured that out just yet. You sure have grown up, Rian. Filled out real nice.” The smile on his face ignites all the fear I remembered from that day.


    “My coaches will be back any minute. You better get out of here.”


    “It’s a good thing that you’re leaving with me right now then.” Tom forcefully grabs my bicep, drawing me close to his body that smells of a filled to the brim ashtray and a gallon of the cheapest whiskey.


    I think about screaming for help, yelling at the top of my lungs, only to realize it’ll just be drowned out by the cheering crowd. I’ve never understood being paralyzed by fear. I get it now. Being so scared, nothing works the way it usually would.


    Garrett, please, I need you.


    Tom drags me out the door, my feet not even touching the ground. I try to squirm my way out of his hold without luck. Heading toward the back door, my last ditch effort of being rescued is shot to hell when the bouncer who’s supposed to be here isn’t anywhere to be found, his chair empty, probably inside watching the bout with my teammate.


    “Please, Tom. You don’t have to do this,” I plead. I think this is one of the signs of grieving. Bargaining.


    Thinking Tom’s going to kill me behind a dumpster or something, I’m surprised when he throws me in the passenger seat of a busted old car that smells worse than he does. I get a brief glimpse of the backseat that’s littered with fast food wrappers, empty whiskey bottles and stained clothing. I turn my head back to Tom, ready to bolt as soon as he walks around the side of the car. He sticks his face in my hair, breathing in my scent. Disgusted, I slap at him, slightly catching the side of his face.


    Something stings my arm and the world goes black.


    This is what death feels like. Cold and empty. No shiny white light. No angels carrying you to heaven. Just a whole lot of nothing.


    Garrett


    “Where the hell is she?” I ask, fuming that Rian ran away. She was excited about her win, but I had to get back out and make sure that Colin had the same support as she did.


    “I don’t know, but her stuff’s still here,” Zander answers. This doesn’t make any sense. Rian ran once before, but I thought everything was going to be different. She’s not seventeen anymore; we’re adults and just moved in together.


    “Hey man, you seen Raven? She was wearing green?” I ask the bouncer at the back door. I think she was wearing green, anyway. No, she was, I remember.


    “I took a break to watch your boy fight. He was fucking awesome, by the way. When I came back, I think I saw her get in the car with some guy, not sure if it was her, though. This girl was wearing green shorts but with a large white tee shirt over top.”


    Walking back to the locker room, I fish through Rian’s bag, finding all of her belongings—cell phone, wallet, house keys and street clothes. There’s no way she’d leave all this behind. Not for anything. I run back to the bouncer, determined to get answers.


    “You got security cameras?” I ask, desperate for answers.


    “They stopped working a few weeks ago, sorry, man.”


    Pacing the hallway, I search for any sign of Rian, not finding anything to give me any indication of why she left, especially without any of her stuff. Zan and I wait around in the locker room until all of the fights are finished, which ends up being over an hour and a half, with no sign of Rian.


    What the fuck?


    My blood’s boiling. I can’t believe she’d do this shit again. Isn’t it bad enough that she left me once before without a word, but to do it again?


    Zan and I are both ushered out of the arena just before midnight so they can close up. I grab Rian’s stuff, throwing it inside my truck as I speed toward the apartment and Zan heads home with promises of calling me if he hears anything from her. I pull into the parking lot, almost grazing every car as I search for an open spot.


    I have to make myself put the key in the lock and not kick the door down when I reach it. I’m praying that she’s lying in bed and was too tired to spend the rest of the night at the fights. She just needed to get home to rest and someone gave her a ride.


    Stomping into the bedroom, everything’s the same as we left it. The anger inside me needs a release and the closest thing to me is the bedroom door. Punching it with everything I have inside me, the wood splinters under my knuckles and the hinges crackle with the added pressure. The physical pain in my hand’s almost enough to drown out the emotional pain.


    How could she leave me again? Haven’t I given her everything she always wanted?


    The moment my mom told me she needed to be picked up from jail and I saw her that night, I knew that she was it for me. Jaime would never have been able to live in the shadow of Rian. She’s my soul mate, and I knew it when I was thirteen … eighteen … shit, I’d known it all along.


    The vibrating in my pocket distracts me from the pain in my hand. With my opposite hand, I dig out my phone and see an unknown number calling. I waste no time answering.


    “Rian. Is that you?” I ask, waiting to hear her voice.


    “No, sir. This is Kimberly, head nurse at Lexington General. I’m looking for Garrett Rhodes. Is this the correct number?”


    “Yes, this is Garrett. What’s going on?” My heart hammers behind my ribcage waiting for her answer. Did Rian leave with someone who hurt her? I flex my injured hand, needing the physical pain until she tells me why I’m being called from the hospital.


    “A young woman was brought into the ER this evening. Her name is Rian Fields and you’re listed as her emergency contact.”


    With the phone lodged between my shoulder and ear, I grab the keys to my truck and bolt out the door, taking the steps two, maybe three, at a time.


    “I’m on my way. What happened?”


    “All I can release over the telephone is that Ms. Fields was involved in a car accident and is in serious condition.”


    Standing just outside the driver’s side door, I barely have time to end the call and shove the phone in my front pocket before my stomach lurches, expelling everything, plus some disgusting acidic fluid straight onto the concrete. I wipe the corners of my mouth with my hand and carefully step over the vomit and pull out of the parking lot the same way I pulled in, only this time it’s not anger, it’s pure terror.


    What the hell’s going on? Car accident? My stomach churns again, but I’m able to push down the urge to pull over and vomit. There’s no time for that, I have to get to her.


    I speed through town, paying no attention to the traffic signals. Wringing my hands on the steering wheel, my fingers anxiously tap in a quick, uneven rhythm when my truck won’t go as fast as I need it to. Nearing the hospital, I follow the signs around toward the back where the giant red sign indicating Emergency Room is located. Pulling into the ambulance bay, I fly out of the truck, throwing my keys at the security guard who’s yelling at me for parking in a restricted zone. Not paying him any mind, I keep moving to the nurses’ station.


    The small, blonde-haired woman sitting behind the computer looks up at me and the fear in her eyes is unmistakable. I must look like some kind of maniac, I just don’t care. The only thing on my mind is getting to Rian and making sure she’s safe.


    “Rian Fields,” I blurt out, trying not to scream. As the words escape my lips and the nurse flinches, I know my efforts failed.


    “Yes, I’m Kimberly. I spoke with you on the phone. Let me take you back to her.” She quickly stands from her chair, walks around the desk and starts moving quickly down the hallway with me hot on her heels.


    We pass by multiple rooms, all filled with a sick or injured person in a bed and family surrounding them. All the while, the love of my life is lying in a bed alone and probably scared. If I knew where I was going, I would run circles around Kimberly. As we approach the epicenter, where many nurses and doctors are gathered, Kimberly nods and a man in a white coat returns the gesture. Walking the length of the work station, he meets us at the end and Kimberly stops just before him.


    “Dr. Gill, this is Mr. Rhodes, Ms. Fields’s emergency contact. He came as soon as I called.” The doctor nods again, face solemn, and escorts me to the room at the end of the corridor. Stopping just outside the door, he turns to face me and explains the situation.


    “Rian was brought in about half an hour ago. There was a bad wreck just off I-75. The car she was in crashed into a semi parked on the side of the road, probably to avoid the fog. The semi truck’s driver is fine, a few cuts and scrapes. The driver of Rian’s vehicle was not on the scene when emergency responders arrived. Your friend’s in very bad shape.” I shove my hands in my pockets, trying my hardest to not wrap every digit around his throat and squeeze until he spits out exactly what’s wrong with Rian.


    “We’re waiting on an orthopedic attending to come down and consult on her case, but it looks like she’ll lose her arm at the elbow. There’s just too much damage to correct. The passenger side of the vehicle took the hardest hit. Her vitals are stable, she’s unconscious, but doing okay other than her hand and a few deeper lacerations.”


    Lose her arm? How did any of this happen and where the hell is the driver? How does someone just disappear after a car accident? If Rian’s injured this badly, how is he able to just walk away without any damage?


    “There’s nothing you can do to save her arm? Rian’s an MMA fighter. She can’t do that with only one arm. There has to be something. Pins and rods, something. I was in the service; I’ve seen guys get damn near blown to bits and put back together.”


    “Well, son, that’s why we have an ortho coming down to assess. From all my experience in emergency medicine, I’ve never seen someone take on the injury that Rian has and be able to keep the arm. Every bone is broken, more than broken, they’re shattered. Blood flow is also a problem we’re dealing with. We’ll know more in the next hour, I’m just preparing you for the worst.”


    He brings his hand down on my shoulder, squeezing lightly, and nudges me toward the door. If she would have only stayed at the venue and let me take her home, this would have never happened.


    “I have to warn you, Mr. Rhodes, she’s got a lot of equipment in there. Her hand is in traction until ortho decides on a treatment plan. I’ve also called the police to interview her once she’s awake, probably after surgery. I have reason to believe she was unconscious even before the accident. Some of her injuries don’t coincide with a healthy, able-bodied person being involved in a MVA.”


    “Okay, I understand. Can I go in now?” I don’t really understand anything. I just need to get to her, see her, see for myself that even with her injuries, she’s alive and breathing.


    Dr. Gill opens the door, ushering me inside, but doesn’t enter with me. He must be able to see the anguish on my face and the fear radiating off my body. I just have to have a few moments before I’ll be able to breathe again.


    Kneeling beside her bed, I rest my head next to her uninjured hand and fight back the tears that want to spill. Rian needs me to be strong and if she wakes up for some reason and sees me crying, she’ll break. I need to be her rock, no matter how hard it is. I have to be the person that keeps her centered.


    Oh God, this is hard. Blinking my eyes repeatedly, the overwhelming emotion starts to stream down my face. Burying my face in the blanket, I allow the tears to flow, at least while she’s asleep. When she’s awake it’ll be different, I tell myself.


    Deciding it’s late and I don’t know what the specialist is going to say, I wait to let my mom know. She’ll be mad in the morning, but until I have more information, there’s no reason to wake her and wrestle with the decision of driving in the middle of the night. She’ll be terrified, but will do it for Rian. She’d do anything for Rian.


    In the middle of my prayers, a different doctor walks into the room, announcing his name, something long and foreign that even after I hear it, I still can’t pronounce it. On the opposite side of Rian’s bed, he examines her arm and hand. With the slight sag in his shoulders and purse of his lips, I know he’s come to the conclusion that Rian’s arm is beyond saving.


    With my face back in the sheet, I let a little more emotion out. When the nurses come in to retrieve Rian, I stand and place my lips to her forehead, pressing them tightly to her warm flesh.


    “We’ll get through this together. You’re going to be just fine. See you in a little while,” I mutter, barely removing my lips from her.


    They say she’ll be just fine and wake a few hours after surgery, but I can’t shake the feeling that it’s not going to work out as effortlessly as they think. For typically being an optimistic person, this scares me more than anything.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 23


    Am I not dead?


    The light outside my eyelids draws me toward it. Sluggishly, I pull myself out of the slumber I’m in. My heart’s beating rapidly in my chest, not wanting to wake up and be with Tom in some torture chamber. The beeping of machines is my saving grace.


    I’m in a hospital.


    Slowly, I open my eyes and wait for everything to adjust. When things become clearer, it’s confirmed, I am in a hospital and Tom’s nowhere in sight.


    Thank you, God.


    My body’s not as willing to move as my eyes are, with the exception of my neck. Stretching the muscles, I look to my left. The machine that’s beeping is the first thing I see, showing a jumble of numbers and finally a long, clear tube and the end’s inserted into the top of my hand. The hand that’s lying on top of a much larger one.


    Garrett.


    “Hey,” I say hoarsely. My throat raw and painful.


    “Baby,” he says, eyes instantly opening and fully alert. “How do you feel?” he asks, sadness stretching across his face.


    “I feel shitty, but it’s better than the alternative.” With each word it stings, but I’m so damn glad to be alive, it’s a happy medium. I’ll take it.


    “What the hell happened?” he asks. Right when I’m about to answer, a man in a white coat walks through the door, tablet in hand. He looks up from whatever he’s punching into his little machine and smiles.


    “Welcome back, Ms. Fields. I’m Dr. Alhelmy. How are you feeling?”


    “I’m alive,” I respond gleefully. Garrett brings over a small glass of water with a straw, letting me slowly sip until the burn subsides a little.


    “Rian, we’re going to need to have a chat. I’m not sure what your friend’s been able to tell you, but you were in a car accident.”


    That’s interesting. But, again, that means that Tom didn’t kill me.


    The doctor’s face tightens, almost painfully, as he opens his mouth to speak again.


    “You were injured very badly. The majority of your injuries were superficial able to be patched almost immediately upon your arrival, but …” he stops short, glancing down at my right side.


    Following his line of vision, my head swarms and stomach churns, vomiting up the water I just drank. Garrett tries to catch it, but is too late when the fluid ends up all over my lap.


    “What the …? How …? I don’t understand,” I cry, trying to lift my arm, or what’s left of it. Peeking from underneath the gauze wrapped around the part I have left is my raven.


    I faintly hear Garrett trying to comfort me on my left, but I can’t focus on anything other than the missing limb that was there the last time I was awake. How the hell did this happen? Did Tom cut my arm off? Oh fuck, where’s Tom?


    “Rian, I’m sending someone down to speak with you. I’m so sorry, but it was the only thing we could do. Your arm was damaged so badly, there was no way to save it.”


    Uncontrollable sobs wrack my body. When I woke up, how didn’t I know? Closing my eyes, willing my body to calm down, I can actually feel my arm and hand. It’s there, then I look again and it’s in fact gone. Oh, God.


    Garrett climbs in the bed next to me, mindful of the equipment and my IV, pulling me into his arms and rocking slightly until my tears subside, leaving only anger and regret. I should have screamed. I should have fought. I should have killed him.


    ****


    Over the past few days, a therapist has visited me multiple times, giving me valuable information, but it doesn’t change the fact that when I close my eyes to dream, I have two arms … two hands. I’m whole.


    The therapist explained that what I’m going through while conscious, able to feel my missing arm, is actually quite normal. She called it phantom limb syndrome, where I can feel the pain and tingling in a limb that no longer exists.


    It’s a bitch, is what it is. How can someone feel something that no longer is a part of them?


    The first night, I woke up screaming in so much pain that I thought I was dying. Garrett was there, he’s always here, comforting me the best he could and lulling me back to sleep, only for me to dream of holding both of his hands, which won’t ever happen again.


    Garrett mentions that the detective that’s wanted to speak to me for a few days will be coming by this afternoon sometime for an interview. Probably to pick my brain about the night in question. I’ll be honest, I’m not looking forward to it. Tom’s been arrested before, my statement not making any difference. If it did, my mom might still be alive and he would have rotted in prison.


    I haven’t even told Garrett what’s happened yet, allowing everyone around me to believe that I don’t remember. Some kind of amnesia regarding the accident. I’m not sure if I’ll ever tell anyone. We know how well it worked out last time I told anyone about Tom.


    Getting up and moving around is all that I want to do today, not sit and talk about what led me to this spot. Playing around in my head how I’m going to deal with the cop, I decide to put on something that doesn’t consist of a hospital gown and those terrible socks with the grips on the bottom that never stay in place.


    In the private bathroom, Garrett’s brought me some clothes from home—a larger tee shirt, baggy sweat pants and actual socks that are sized for my feet. Taking off the hospital gown is the easy part. Since Garrett untied it before he ran to get coffee, I’m able to slip right out of it. The shirt is pretty simple, too, but the pants, those are a bear.


    The physical therapist said I’d have some issues at first, and then it would seem like second nature to only use one hand. You never really know much you take for granted having two arms that function until you’re only left with one. Getting frustrated, I throw the pants across the bathroom.


    “This isn’t fucking fair!” I scream, no longer sad, only pure anger flows through me. I stare at the bandage … what used to be my elbow … wanting to rip it to shreds.


    “Baby?” Garrett calls from the other side of the door. I beg my tears to back down and my temper to subside. He’s taking all of this really hard, I don’t blame him, but seeing me upset like this will only make it harder on him. He needs to know that I’m doing okay … or at least think I’m fine.


    “I’ll be out in a minute,” I say, pretending to be alright.


    Sitting on the closed toilet, I pull my pants to me using my toes. Once in my hand, I try to manipulate my three remaining appendages to work in unison and get them on properly. Slowing down helps a lot. I guess I’m so used to being able to hop into a pair of pants in two seconds, I want to be able to do it the same way I always have.


    Walking out of the bathroom, the sweats hanging off my hips, Garrett meets me halfway, crouching down and knotting the drawstring. As painful as it is to need him to tie my pants, the look in his eyes almost makes it better. He just wants to care for me and I’d be a dick to push him away. I won’t say it hasn’t happened, or that it won’t happen again, but I’ll try as hard as I can to let him be here for me. I’ve done my fair share of hurting others when I’m hurt. It always makes everything worse.


    Garrett helps me get situated in bed and a knock on the door frame pulls my attention from his compassion. A decent looking man wearing a suit emerges and walks to the side of my bed.


    “Good afternoon, Rian. I’m Detective Mitchell. I spoke with Garrett,” he pauses, nodding at Garrett and proceeds. “I’m here to talk to you about your accident. Do you have a few minutes?”


    “Well, I do have a super important episode of Judge Judy to watch in a little while, but I can give you a few minutes,” I respond sarcastically, eyeing Garrett as his shoulders shake with silent laughter. I might not take it out on Garrett, but people I don’t know or care about are fair game.


    While the cop pulls a chair over to the bed, Garrett leans down and whispers in my ear. “Welcome back, baby. I’ve missed you.” His statement isn’t lost in translation. I’ve felt so off kilter lately, my little smart-assed comment is the first sign that I’m the same person I used to be—just missing a physical part of me—but mentally, I’m all me.


    “First, I want to say how sorry I am about your injury, and I’d very much like to catch the persons responsible.” I nod even though I don’t want his pity. I’d really like to just go home and finish recovering in my bed and never think of this ever again.


    “Can you tell me what you remember from that night?” I mull it over, deciding to follow through with my plan to keep my damn mouth shut.


    “I was at the arena. It was my first fight. I kicked ass and went into the locker room to change. I laid down on the bench and must have fallen asleep. The next thing I remember is waking up here, everyone telling me I was in a car wreck and now I’m missing an arm,” I respond, my answer sounding rehearsed, and I don’t give a shit. It’s not my job to make him believe me.


    “And you don’t remember anything about the accident?” he asks skeptically.


    “Did you miss the part where I said I was sleeping on the bench in the locker room and then woke up here? I thought I made myself very clear.” I answered his question. What more does he want from me? Other than the truth that he’s never going to get.


    “Is there anyone that might want to hurt you? The doctors wrote in their report that you had burn marks on your upper arm consistent with a taser.”


    So that’s what happened. I remember feeling like I was dead, drowning in a sea of darkness unable to fight my way to the surface. It makes sense, but I’ll never think of the feeling I get when Garrett touches me again as a taser. There’s nothing similar about the two.


    “I don’t really know anyone. I work at a bar a few nights a week, but the guys that come in are regulars and are good people. The guys at the gym are douchebags of the highest order, but would rather get in my pants than hurt me. Then there’s Garrett and Zan. Both of them are the only family I have left. So, no, I don’t know anyone who would want to hurt me,” I lie through my teeth, not even feeling an ounce of remorse. One day Tom’ll get his and it won’t be from another prisoner.


    “We’re trying very hard to catch the person that did this to you, but without your cooperation, we’re not going to get very far. The car involved in the accident was reported stolen the day before,” he says, frustration practically billowing out of his ears.


    “Whoever did this to me, I don’t know who he is. Don’t you think I’d like the asshole who landed me in a hospital missing an arm caught?”


    “So you know your attacker was a man?” My breath hitches and I realize that I’ve let on that I know something. Before I can try to back pedal, Garrett, my savior, comes to my rescue yet again.


    “I think it’s time for you to go, Detective. Rian’s been under quite a bit of stress lately and it seems that you’re adding to it rather than providing any kind of comfort. I’ll be sure to call you if she remembers any further details.” Garrett stands and not so kindly escorts the detective out of my room, only returning to my bedside once the cop’s in the elevator and off the floor.


    Breathing out a sigh, I relax into the bed, closing my eyes for a moment. I could have caught myself up and there wouldn’t have been any way to get out of it. Feeling guilty for not letting Garrett into my head, I wait until he’s seated before I run down the details of the night to him.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 24


    “You mean to tell me that your deadbeat step-dad got out of prison and his first order of business was coming after you?” Garrett seethes and I regret telling him. I’ve seen an angry Garrett, even a pissed off Garrett, but this Garrett, with the look of murder in his eyes—it’s terrifying and something I’ll never be able to get out of my head. Ever.


    “The last thing I remember is being thrown into the front seat of his car and thinking I was dying. Everything went black all of a sudden and now it makes sense that he electrocuted me.”


    “I’m going to fucking kill him.”


    “Leave it alone. He’s not worth going to jail over. Somehow he got away and won’t come back. He’s not stupid.” I know how incorrect that statement is. The only thing Tom wants more than his next drink is to see me suffer.


    “And we’re not telling the police this, why?” I can see Garrett’s mind racing, trying to understand my mental state. It sounds absurd, I know, but it’s the only logical thing I can put together right now.


    “I made a statement last time. I put myself and my mother in danger. Nothing happened, Garrett. Not a damn thing. They let him out, he came back, she killed herself. They won’t do anything to him, they never will. Just let it go.” I wish he would just understand for a minute where I’m coming from and give me the benefit of the doubt that I know what I’m doing.


    “I’m going to find his sorry, piece of shit ass and fucking murder him.”


    “Not if I do it first,” I joke, but being completely honest at the same time.


    Garrett’s pretty quiet and brooding the rest of the afternoon, excluding the hour or so he ran out for a change of clothes and food. I take that time to think over everything that’s happened in the last week—how different my life is going to be once I go home.


    I’m more than determined to not rely on anyone else to help me but Garrett; he can help me when he needs to. I think he feeds on being able to be there for me. Not just physically, but like when that cop was getting a little too pushy, he immediately saved me, knowing I was done and wanted him to leave.


    The biggest heartache I’m dealing with is knowing I’ll never be able to fight again. I was only in one match, but I feel like I could have gone places. I had the best trainer and coach a girl could have. Had this not happened, who knows, I might have been the next big thing. Now that I don’t have that, or anything at all really, I don’t know what I’m going to do with myself.


    I won’t sit and be pathetic, I know that much. I’m too strong-willed for that. Maybe it’s finally time for college. Put my smarts to good use? Yeah, we’ll see about that. The thought of being back in school makes me cringe.


    When Garrett comes back, he walks over the threshold with Gabriella close behind him. Glancing at the clock, I realize it’s been a few hours since Garrett left. He must have gone to get his mom. She tried to drive up a few times over the last week, but we’ve both been adamant that she relax at home. Gabriella’s not getting any younger and all this worrying isn’t good for her.


    “There’s my girl,” she says, tears in her eyes, as she rushes to my bed, engulfing me in a tight hug.


    “Hey there, lady.”


    “Oh, sweet girl, I’m so sorry. Whatever you need, I’m here for you. We both are.” Squeezing me one more time, she finally lets go and takes Garrett’s typical seat next to the bed, taking my hand in hers. “Garrett said the cops have no leads and you don’t remember anything after that fight. Do the doctors think your memory will come back?”


    Over the top of her head, I see Garrett slyly wink and drag another chair next to his mother. “I’m not sure about my memory. I sure hope it comes back, but ya never know. I’m just happy to be alive.” As much as it infuriates me at times about the accident, this injury is better than any other alternative. The therapist and I both agree that it’s much better to focus on the positive than dwell on the negative. It’s working wonders with my mental state, which everyone keeps commenting on when they talk to me.


    A week later, the doctors agree that I can in fact continue my healing at home. The incision on my arm is healing nicely and they say if I choose to have a prosthetic, I’ll be able to be fitted for one soon. I haven’t really decided on that, I think it might make me feel like a robot, but we’ll cross that bridge when we get there.


    Leaving the hospital is strange. I haven’t seen the sky or taken a breath of fresh air in a while, it’s easy to forget what it’s like. It truly is the little things that we take for granted.


    During my stay at Casa de la Hospital, Gabriella decided that she’d stay in my old apartment for a few weeks, just to help while Garrett goes back to work. He wanted to boycott, said he wanted to be with me, but he really did need something else in his life other than being my caretaker. I appreciate every ounce he gives me, however, he has a business to run.


    Kelsie’s on her way over to see me. She tried to visit me in the hospital, but there was no way in hell I was letting her see me there. I needed a bath, some makeup and a comb run through my hair before allowing anyone from my life, other than Garrett and Gabriella, to visit. Kelsie wasn’t happy, but she understood.


    Garrett runs my bath, putting all kinds of good smelling stuff inside, and even helps me lower myself into the suds before retreating to the kitchen to make some dinner. Resting my head back against the cool tiles, my body just starts to feel relief when the creaking of the door jars me from my bliss. With my heart hammering in my chest, my back straightens and the fear I felt that night with Tom creeps back into me. Swallowing past the lump in my throat, I don’t dare open the curtain that separates me from whatever’s on the outside.


    “Hello,” I croak.


    “It’s just me, babe.” Kelsie’s voice echoes in the small room and a sigh of relief explodes from my lips.


    “Hey,” I say, trying to recover.


    “You okay? Garrett said you were in here and the curtain was drawn. I can go back in the living room if this is too weird for you.”


    It is weird, but oddly comforting. Even though Kelsie’s my best friend in Lexington, we’ve never been “I’m going to be in the same room with you while you’re naked” close. Shit, we’ve never even been “call me later” friends. That whole “I’m a lone raven” outlook on life I had.


    “No, you’re fine. You just startled me.”


    I hear the toilet seat shift and assume Kelsie’s sitting on the lid, like this is the most normal thing in the world. I’ve watched those girly movies and seen how best friends typically act around each other, so this might actually be normal. It’s definitely something I’ve never experienced, not even with Garrett. It’s nice and a milestone that I’ve never passed before.


    Kelsie spends the next twenty minutes briefing me on everything going on at the bar. Everyone’s anxious for me to go back, but I don’t think I will, not for a while at least. I have to get used to being one-armed and I’m pretty sure the best place to do that isn’t at a bar.


    My whole life’s going to change now that I’m home. There are some things I’m never going to be able to do again, like training. And others I’ll have to teach myself to do all over again. I’ll take each day one step at a time.


    “You ready to get out?” Garrett asks, ushering Kelsie out of the bathroom.


    “Yep.” Garrett pulls back the curtain and helps me to my feet. As he runs a fluffy towel over my body, his shallow breathing and dilated pupils don’t go unnoticed.


    I know he wants me. Like really wants me. I can feel his lust lingering in the small room. That’s one of those things that I’m going to have to re-teach myself to do again—feeling sexy. Garrett’s the most beautiful man I’ve ever met, inside and out, but the thought of being intimate scares the shit out of me. I’m going to have to feel beautiful again before we can, I know that much.


    Garrett kisses me lightly on the cheek and helps me get some clothes on. When I’m ready and dressed, we step into the dining room where Gabriella and Garrett have a feast of epic proportion set out on the table.


    The rest of the evening is pretty light. We talk and eat, not delving into any topics that could add fire to my already weakened demeanor. It feels wonderful to just sit and be normal for five minutes.


    Later that night, when Garrett and I are tucked into bed, he whispers in my ear how wonderful and strong I am. One day I’ll believe it, but like I said earlier, one step at a time. Today, I’m just happy to be alive and with people who love me.


    “How many babies do you want?” Garrett asks out of left field.


    “Excuse me?” I ask, baffled by his sudden interest in children. We probably should declare we’re in a relationship and I don’t know, before these talks start.


    “You heard me. How many kids do you want? I think the more the better.”


    “Hypothetically, I think I just want one. I really loved being an only child and you did, too. Why break the cycle our amazing parents started?”


    Now that he’s planted the seed, all I can see in my future are little tiny Garretts running amuck, getting into stuff and smiling his adorable little smile.


    Wrapped tightly in Garrett’s arms, I drift off to sleep with the memories of us as children playing like a movie in my dreams.


    “I love you, baby.” I’m not sure if Garrett actually says it or if it’s just one of those happy times I remember, but it’s more than enough to elicit more thoughts of babies, marriage and a home to raise them in. It’s the best dream I’ll ever have.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter 25


    Garrett


    “Garrett,” I whisper harshly, answering my phone.


    “Hey, man, it’s Todd. I got that information for you.” My interest’s piqued and I silently slip out of bed where Rian is lying, still sleeping. This is one thing in my life where she can’t be involved.


    “Hold on,” I say, pulling on a pair of cotton sleep pants and creeping onto the balcony. “Alright, go.”


    “I found him. The dumbass checked in at his parole office earlier today and I followed him to a few bars and he just went into some flea bag motel. I checked with the front desk and the room’s registered to the asshole. Do you want me to do anything?”


    “Nope, just meet me in the morning and I’ll get the address from you then. Nothing else over the phone, though. Thanks again, man.”


    “You saved my ass in the desert, I owed you one. Plus, that one year membership to your gym is an extra perk.” Both of us laugh lightly. Todd and I were stationed together in Iraq while we were in the service. Todd’s some kind of information stalker and is damn good at it. It still baffles me that he wasn’t intelligence. Dude’s scary good at finding shit you don’t want found.


    “Alright, man, I’ll see you tomorrow,” he says and I disconnect the call.


    I consider going to lie back down, but my mind is going over everything I’m going to do when I catch this motherfucker. Not only is he the reason that Rian lost her mother, he’s the sole reason that my girl’s in bed with only one arm.


    The last month’s been hard on both of us, but mostly her. After being released from the hospital and having the support she needs around the clock, she’s stuck with me and I’m not the easiest person to deal with. I just want to do everything for her—make it easier to deal with—but she won’t have it. Rian’s the most independent, stubborn woman I’ve ever met.


    Thankfully, my mom has been able to help her out emotionally. Rian sits there and listens to my mom grieve the loss of my dad, even though it’s been years since his death, and my mom’s attentive when Rian needs to vent about her arm. Just yesterday, I was able to talk Rian into moving back to Corbin so she and my mom can be close together again.


    I’ll still maintain the gym, but I’d rather drive an hour or so to work than have Rian sitting at home alone, and the same with my mom. It’s a fair trade, so next week, we’re going home. Until we figure stuff out, we’ll be staying in the pool house which has its own set of wonderful memories of our relationship.


    Looking out the window as the sun starts to rise, I realize I never did go back to sleep. Standing from the chair and stretching my sore muscles, I whip up a quick breakfast and coffee. As soon as the pot’s finished brewing, Rian emerges from the bedroom looking more beautiful than she did last night. Even if her hair’s wild and she could give Medusa a run for her money.


    Bending backward at the waist, cracking her back, her tight stomach peeks from underneath her night shirt. My dick instantly hardens. It’s been over a month since the last time we had sex and I’m waiting for her to be ready, but hell if I wouldn’t toss her over the arm of the couch right now if she gives the slightest hint that she needs me like I need her.


    “Morning, beautiful.” I take a steaming mug over to where she’s sitting, placing it on the table then kissing her soft lips with fervor, showing her how much I want all of her.


    “Good morning to you, too. You’re up early,” she says, blowing into the cup to cool her coffee.


    “Couldn’t sleep. I’ve got a bunch of stuff to do today. You gonna be okay for a few hours?” I hope she doesn’t ask, because I’ll have to lie. I promised I would never do that, but this is too much for her to handle just yet.


    “Yeah, that’s fine. Kelsie’s gonna come by and help me start packing to move home. If I need anything she’ll be here and I can always call you.” I don’t have the heart to tell her that even if she calls me, I won’t answer. I have to be very methodical about this. Nothing can put me in the same area as him, including a cell phone signal.


    “Sounds good, baby. Drink up. I’ll leave the shower running for you. Unless you want to shower with me,” I wag my eyebrows at her, joking and wishing she’d take me up on my offer.


    “You’re too much,” Rian giggles and goes back to checking whatever updates on her phone as I disappear into the bathroom.


    I quickly shower, preparing for the day. When all the mirrors are fogged, I get out and dry off my body. With my towel, I wipe a clearing on the mirror big enough for me to see my reflection. This might be the last time I’ll be able to look myself in the eyes and I’m going to take advantage of it. What I see staring back at me is a man on a mission. A mission to right a wrong that should have never been committed. It’s wrong that can’t ever really be made right, but if my actions help clear her mind just a little, it’s worth it. My only concern is how she’s going to see me afterward.


    I can deal with my demons. I have since my discharge. I’ve seen things … done things … that I’m not proud of, but in the name of freedom and service, they were required of me. The same thing applies here. My duty is to protect the woman I’m in love with, the woman who’ll be the mother of my children. Her freedom from the weight that constantly sits on her chest, no matter how hard she tries to hide it, is my responsibility to take care of.


    What kind of man would I be if I didn’t?


    After a long, lingering kiss with the most beautiful girl in the world, I’m in my truck heading to Rian’s old apartment where Todd’s meeting me in about fifteen minutes. After a quick exchange, there’s a small piece of paper in my hand with an address to a motel just outside town.


    I decide to leave my truck parked at the apartment and jump on the bus which lets out a few blocks away from said motel. I walk the short distance until I’m standing at the room that’s housing the man responsible for all of this. The man that’s caused my woman to never be whole again.


    Throwing on a pair of gloves before I cover the peephole on the door, I knock and listen for any movement. A few louder knocks and I finally hear rustling and glass clinking together on the other side.


    “Who is it?” a gruff voice grumbles.


    “Maintenance,” I lie, but it works. The sound of the locks tumbling and the chain falling to the side of the door frame fill my ears.


    The door creaks open and I see a sliver of a man—more like a pathetic excuse for a man—standing before me wearing a pair of dingy white briefs and matching wife beater. What an ironic thing for a man who got off knocking his wife around to wear, I think to myself.


    “What’s broken?” he asks.


    Deciding to not answer him, I push my way over the threshold, shutting and locking the door behind me. “What the fuck?” he questions. There’s no time for pleasantries. I just want to handle my business and get back to my girl.


    “Hello, Tom,” I say, grinning evilly.


    “Do I know you?” Tom rubs his eyes, trying to focus and put a name to a face.


    “No, but we’re about to get to know each other very well. I believe you already know my future wife, Rian.”


    “What’s this about? That little bitch running off at the mouth?” My fist flies forward, catching him in the jaw. Tom stumbles back, collapsing on the bed, holding the side of his face.


    “That’s not a very nice thing to say, Tom. You’re gonna wanna think about that next time you want to talk about her that way. Let’s try this again. I believe you already know my future wife, Rian.”


    This time Tom doesn’t make a peep, only staring at me bug-eyed, the fear present in the vacant pools of green. My smile widens knowing that I have this kind of power over him already and we’re just getting started.


    “I’d like to take a ride with you, Tom. Get to know each other a little better. Sound good to you?”


    “I’m not going anywhere with you,” he retorts, glancing toward the phone on the cheap nightstand. Shaking my head and making a tsking noise with my tongue, I rip the cord out of the wall and disconnect the other end from the base. I put it in my pocket and cast my gaze back to him.


    “That wasn’t really a question, Tom. We’re leaving. You can either come with me or I can make you. Either way, we’re getting in your car. How would you like to do it?”


    Tom stands on wobbly legs, shoving them into a pair of dirty blue jeans and throwing a plaid button up shirt over his wife beater. I grab the keys on the dresser and walk him to the car he points out to be his. Once he’s in the passenger seat, he buckles his seatbelt and just before I shut the door, I wink at him.


    “Oh, I thought this would make it a lot easier.” Shoving the metal of the taser to his skin, I hit the button for the electrical current and watch his body momentarily seize until he’s out cold.


    The ride south is a quiet one, thankfully. I don’t think I would have been able to make it all the way back to Corbin if he was talking or pleading or whatever men do when they know everything’s about to end.


    Driving up one of the abandoned mountains, passing houses that haven’t been lived in for years, we finally make it to the place I scoped out the last time Rian and I came down here. A place so secluded, I can literally do anything to Tom and nobody will hear his screams.


    The sun’s high in the sky when Tom comes around, slowly stretching and gaining his bearings. Glancing around, his eyes finally settle on me staring back at him, smiling a devilish smile. I know he knows what’s going to happen and the fact that he’s currently sitting in a puddle of his own piss just confirms my knowledge.


    “So, Tom, I’ll give you a few options. You’re gonna hurt and you’re gonna hurt bad, but you get to decide how you want it to end.”


    “Fuck off,” he seethes, spitting his disgusting saliva at me.


    “Not very smart, but I can work with that. Let’s get started, shall we?”


    I pull a small switch blade out of my pocket, hitting the button and watching the knife shoot out quickly. I look sideways at Tom, who’s swallowing so hard his Adam’s Apple bobs over and over again. Not wasting any time, I ram the blade into his upper thigh.


    His initial scream comes out muffled as I shove a dirty rag I found in the backseat in his mouth. Nobody can hear him, and that’s all well and good, but that doesn’t mean I want to hear it.


    Turning the key in the ignition back, I turn on the radio and spend the next few hours listening to whatever’s on this station. I haven’t really registered anything. I’m more focused on following through with my plan. I have it in me; I just don’t want Rian to look at me any differently.


    When the sun starts to set, I take the rag out of Tom’s mouth. The first words to leave his lips seal the deal for him. This is most certainly the end for him.


    “You know, Daisy was a fucking cunt. That bitch didn’t know how to respect a man and her whore daughter’s no different. You’re gonna have your hands full with her. It would have been better if she died in that accident. That’s what I was hoping for when I left her there. Since I’m gonna die, there’s no reason for me hold it back. Fuck you, her and her dead momma.”


    “Okay, thanks so much for all of that, Tom. I really appreciate your outlook on the situation. Now, what I’m gonna do is some real sick shit. You ready?” The smell of burning flesh hits me as I press the car cigarette lighter against his wounded leg. His cries are gratifying in a way.


    Looking down at his trembling hands, he’s wearing a wedding ring. When the orange glow of the sun hits it, the word Daisy shines through. Perfect.


    Pulling the knife from his leg, I set it on my lap as I wrench the ring off his finger. When he stops me, I grab and press the blade to his finger and press hard, immediately drawing blood. His grip loosens and the ring slides off.


    From the back of my waistband, I pull out a nine millimeter, press it to his temple and direct him to walk around the car with me following him out the passenger door. Pointing toward the driver’s door, he sits in the seat. With the butt of the gun coming down harshly on his head, he’s passed out cold yet again.


    I quickly put the gear shifter in neutral, turn on the car and place Tom’s deadweight foot on the accelerator, watching the RPM’s rise and stay steady. Putting the gun back in my waistband and the ring in my pocket, I say a silent prayer for Tom even though he doesn’t deserve it, and reaching through the window, put the car in drive.


    It’s fast. Faster than I thought it would be. Tom’s car flies forward and over the edge of the mountain. I’m not sure what happens until I hear a loud, deafening crash and large, billowing flames come over the top of the ridge, causing me to jump backward to avoid the clouds of smoke. Knowing my work’s done, I start walking the pathway that leads down the mountain. After about an hour of walking, headlights shine in the distance, making their way slowly toward me.


    Waving my hand above my head, the truck stops just before me and I’m ushered toward the driver’s side window.


    “You ready?” Todd asks and I nod in response. “Then get in and let’s get you home to your girl.”


    Climbing into the passenger seat, we start the hour ride back to Rian. No words are exchanged. They aren’t needed. Todd knew why I wanted this information and what I would do with it. I’m happy that he offered to pick me up when everything was done and I didn’t have to walk back to town.


    Todd drops me off at the front entrance of the gym and I take the stairs fast to my apartment. I need to get to her—hold Rian in my arms—I can get my truck in the morning. Once inside, I tiptoe around the packed boxes and flick on the kitchen light to illuminate my way to the bedroom. Inside, lying on the bed, looking more peaceful than I’ve seen her in a month, my girl’s sleeping soundly.


    Going into the bathroom, I quickly disrobe and shower just as fast. Once all remains of the events surrounding today are washed down the drain, I grab the ring from my pants pocket and go back into the bedroom, crawling in bed with Rian.


    “You were out late,” she mutters, snuggling into my side.


    “I had some things to take care of. Here, this is for you.” Her eyes flutter and adjust to the dark. She places her open hand on my chest and I place the ring inside.


    “What’s this?” she asks. I debate on how much to tell her. She trusts me with her secret, I know I can trust her with mine.


    “It’s Tom’s.”


    “And how’d you get it?” I can hear the panic rising in her voice. Just his name makes her shudder against me.


    “You never have to worry again. He won’t bother you anymore.” Rian fumbles with the ring in her hand before tossing it on the floor next to the bed. Understanding what must have happened, we don’t go into details. She squeezes my midsection and tosses her leg over mine.


    “You’ll never know how thankful I am for you, Garrett. I love you.”


    “I love you too, baby. Go on back to sleep.” Tucking a few strands of hair behind her ear, I kiss her forehead and watch her drift off to sleep.


    The nightmare is over for her. She never has to watch over her shoulder anymore. Tom can’t hurt her or her family ever again. I’ll take the burden. Wrestle with the demons. What had to be done is done. She’s safe and never has to worry again. This is my issue to bear.


    I’m not one of those guys that says “I’d kill for you” just because it sounds like the right thing to say. It’s something that a lot of men say, but won’t ever follow through, given the chance. I’m the kind of man that means with his whole heart that I’ll protect what’s mine with every fiber of my being.


    It’s not a metaphor for me. It’s something ingrained in my soul. Today, after everything that’s taken place, I know more than anything, Rian’s safe and my father would be proud of the little boy he raised into the man standing here today.


    


    

  


  
    



    Epilogue


    Four Years Later


    “Gregory Tyler, you get your little butt back here,” I scream at the two-year-old little maniac who’s taken off with my mascara. If I don’t get that back, God only knows where he’ll decide to “color”.


    “I in here, Momma,” he hollers from the living room.


    Rushing around the corner, I see Gregory standing on the cream sofa, black wand in his hand, ready to inflict some serious damage.


    “Come here, baby,” I coo, inching my way closer. Step by step, his devious grin grows larger. He thinks it’s a game. If I thought for a second that I’d be able to get the dye off the couch, I’d play along, but it won’t come out and I just might cry.


    As he starts to run across the cushions, the wand falls from his hand and I’m barely able to catch it before it touches the fabric. Lying on my back, weapon of mass destruction in hand, I breathe out a sigh of relief as he runs as fast as his little legs will carry him.


    “What’s going on in here?” Garrett asks, fresh from the shower, towel draped across his hips.


    “Your son is insane. Terrible twos can’t last that much longer, right?”


    “Mom says that I was pretty terrible until I was about fifteen, so I think we have a little while longer.” That smirk, I’ll never get enough of it.


    God, I love this man. Since the accident, he’s not left my side for more than a few days at a time. Not even when the initial detective on the case showed up at Garrett’s mom’s house to inform us that Tom died in a fiery car wreck. I never really understood what Garrett meant by me not having to worry anymore, but I felt a peace I never had before. Garrett said he took care of it and I knew he did. Thankfully, the police were never able to prove anything more than Tom was a drunk and it wasn’t his first car accident, so it all fit into his pattern of behavior. Nothing more ever came from it.


    Garrett’s been my constant, my hero in every sense of the word. When he asked me to marry him, I thought he was joking. Then when he got really serious, I thought about it for a long time.


    I knew deep in my heart that Garrett was the only man for me, but something about committing to a lifetime with anyone scared the living shit out of me. I declined his proposal. Instead of getting pissed and walking away from me, Garrett forced me to put on the ring. Not as a promise to marry him like most people think, but a commitment between two adults. One who wants to get married and the other who just wants to be in love and enjoy life without labels.


    I’ve never been more thankful that Garrett understands me even when I question every single move I make. We truly are cut from the same mold, made for each other.


    Breaking me from my thoughts, Garrett and Gregory fly past me in a flurry. These boys—I’m never going to have enough energy to deal with them.


    An hour later, Gregory’s peacefully sleeping in the corner of the couch and I tiptoe out of the room to attempt my shower for the day. Garrett’s lacing up his boots and getting ready to take off for the evening.


    “Who’s fighting tonight?” I ask, stepping into the bathroom to get the water running at the perfect temperature.


    “Lance. He’s come a long way. He might just take the title,” he responds with pride in his eyes. It was really hard for me to come to grips with not fighting anymore, but Garrett’s been very compassionate, letting me come to the gym and talk with the girls, and even allowing me to train from the other side of the ropes.


    Since my win, a slew of females decided they wanted to try their hand at fighting. Garrett and Zan now have about seven girls that train on a regular basis. The other guys aren’t that happy about it, but it’s doing wonders in the industry. Girls might actually be taken seriously in the future.


    When Garrett’s all laced up, he stalks toward me with lust in his blue eyes that have only gotten brighter since the day Gregory was born. I know that look.


    “Don’t,” I say, squirming around him, trying to shut the bathroom door before he comes in. He wins.


    “What? I love that boy out there. What if we have one more?” Garrett pulls at the hem of my shirt.


    “Sorry, one arm means one baby. I can’t handle any more,” I joke, but so damn serious I feel it in my gut. I did eventually get a prosthetic, about a year or so after the accident, but it feels so impersonal. I’ve embraced my disability and learned to work around it.


    Yanking at the waistband of my pants, Garrett slowly slides them off my hips. I try to hide my desire, but again, he sees right through me. Dipping one finger between my thighs, softly stroking my already wet core, I gasp. Coming to my senses, I slap his hand away.


    “I only have one arm, but I can still kick your ass. No more babies and you have a fight to get to. You come home and finish this later. And I swear, if you start switching out my birth control with sugar pills, I’ll know and I’ll cut you.”


    “You won’t cut me, baby. You love it and you’d love another little Gregory crawling around.”


    Swallowing hard, I shake my head back and forth quickly. “Nope. No more little ones. Gregory is more than enough. Too much sometimes.”


    “How about you send him to my mom’s tonight and when I get home later we can have some time just for us?”


    “That I can do. I wouldn’t mind having you to myself, even if it’s only for a little while.”


    “We’re not just a little while kinda thing, Rian. We’re the ones who are gonna make it—we’re forever.”


    Garrett walks out the door and once I’m in the shower, washing my body, I can’t help but remember him saying the same thing when we were just teenagers. Wondering if he remembers, I come to the conclusion that he probably does. Little things like this make me want to go outside the box and propose to him. Could any man be more perfect?


    There’s nothing that he’s forgotten over the years. He made me a promise when we were just kids that he’d always be here for me—with me—and he’s yet to let me down, even when I thought he was gone, he was there. Garrett taught me how to love without fear, without boundaries.


    He taught me how to fight. For myself, for him and for our life together.


    This is one fight I’ll let consume me over and over again.


    My boys are my world.


    So what if Garrett promised me a house, a bunch of babies and a dog? What I have—my condo, a beautiful, perfect little boy and a disgusting, smelly hamster that makes Gregory smile is worth so much more. I have love.


    They say that every moment in your life leads you where you’re supposed to be at exactly the right time. I have to say, I agree with that assessment one hundred percent.


    Through it all—the heartache, the happiness, the anguish, the joy and the pain—there’s nothing I’d take back or do differently.


    This is my life and this raven’s no longer content with being alone and flying solo. This raven belongs to a man who loves her unconditionally and a little boy who depends on her.


    This raven’s found her home.


    *************THE END***************
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